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Dedication

This book is dedicated to those readers who have loved the immortal king Pietas over the years, and encouraged me to tell his story. This book is not the end of that journey. To my husband who supports me 100%... I could not do this without you.

Watch these wonderful performances of Pietas...

Zachary Johnson performs the first five chapters of Ring of the Dragon on his YouTube channel. Not to be missed!

https://youtu.be/Op-ATkXezug

Nik Nitsvetov performs as Pietas in the powerful Ritual of Strength. Voiceover by Zack Black.

https://youtu.be/GLoKzpp8_mY

​Trigger warnings appear in the top menu on the author's website.
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After you read this story, will you dare to enter the Empire?

Look for your entry ticket at the end.
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Tarthian Empire, Tarth

Le Persequor - lurk mode (invisible)

Sofftem 64, 4664 Tradestandard date (TSD)

"Soon, my beauty." Pietas ap Lorectic stroked the armrest of the captain's chair as if Le Persequor were a fond pet instead of a massive vessel of war. "I'm as eager as you for a fight." He flexed his stiff shoulders. "All this quiet comfort has made us both soft."

In lurk mode, the faint hum of engines evoked a sound one felt rather than heard, as if the ship pulsed within a cocoon. A slumbering beast awaiting the order to slough off the chains of peace. Seize control.

A single buzz from his bracelet alerted him to a message.

He twisted the simple bangle-like device and tapped the interface. "Yes, Uurah?"

The chief android and Pietas's personal bodyguard appeared in holographic form. "A status update on Cyken, my lord. His ship departed the surface. I anticipate his arrival within the hour."

"Alert me when he's close and send him to my quarters when he arrives."

"Yes, my lord." The android faded from sight.

Pietas would lower Le Persequor's defenses and welcome Cyken home, despite what the man had done—or was about to do. He was, after all, still a general, and Pietas was his king.

A wise king never forgot the wrongs of the past, but led without prejudice. A just king strove for a greater future. A better future. No matter how frail or flimsy it looked.

Pietas exited the bridge, and when he reached the entry of his stateroom, paused before the open door.

From here, none of his priceless sculptures or art showed. Nothing broke the monotony of white. The barren room evoked all the emotional warmth of a blizzard.

Cyken would find it bleak. That should have long since been remedied.

And why did Pietas care? Because he'd do anything to impress his former lover.

"Fool that I am." He tapped his bracelet to signal Uurah. "I ordered plants for my quarters." He turned the corner and crossed to the life-sized statue of Cyken commissioned multiple lifetimes ago. "Where are they?"

The android popped back into view. "They arrived moments ago, my lord. As soon as the android crew unpacks them, they will be delivered."

"I want them here before Cyken arrives."

"Yes, my lord."

Once Uurah's image faded, Pietas brushed the back of his fingers across one cheek of Cyken's black-and-gold marble statue. The gentle stroke of a hand-kiss implied affection and respect, and in this case... longing and regret.

What was this? He leaned in closer. Why hadn't he noticed this shiny spot on the statue's cheekbone? He missed no detail on this ship.

Had he caused this?

Perhaps. Every time he passed, he performed the affectionate greeting. He'd touched this sculpture daily hundreds of... no, thousands of times.

Had he damaged the other statues?

The figure furthest out of his path stood in direct line of sight. Upon rising each day, this statue was the first he saw. His gaze often lingered there. If looks of love and sorrow had weight, that one would have holes in it.

The white marble outside his bedroom bore two shiny places. Cheek and shoulder. The daily touch of a face and a pat on the shoulder for a dear friend.

"Oh, Six..." Pietas stroked the statue's face. "I miss you so." His fond touch had damaged the surface here as well.

How like his life. Hurting whatever he loved.

Here he stood, surrounded by life-sized images of three people he'd loved most, yet feeling more alone than he'd ever been in his entire immortal life.

And who could he thank for that?

Izzorah. The miserable Changeling whom Cyken had pulled between them and dared to call his new beloved.

Beloved? How dare Cyken supplant Pietas in his affections?

To do it with a creature designed in the womb by Pietas, no less. And then have the temerity to refer to him as Rah? In the Sempervians' native language, that meant passion.

The emotion Cyken once declared for Pietas alone, whom he nicknamed Bringer—of Chaos.

No. This would not stand. He would not tolerate it.

"Uurah?"

The android's holo appeared before him. "Yes, my lord?"

"Tell Cyken he is not to bring Izzorah on board this vessel."

"Sensors indicate Cyken is alone, my lord, except for the android crew."

"Well, I don't want him here. There's no place for him on my ship."

"My lord, do you mean Cyken?"

"No, I don't mean—" Pietas chewed his lower lip, forcing himself not to shout. "It is Izzorah who's not welcome."

"My lord, will not Izzorah's fealty test take place on this ship? May he board then?"

"Yes, but not until that time." And then, only for as long as it took Pietas to tell him he'd failed and sentence him to exile.

"To clarify, you mean Izzorah isn't welcome now but will be later. Correct?"

With an exasperated sigh, Pietas pressed fingers against his brow, fighting his previous headache's return. "We are talking about Izzorah. The Changeling. I do not want him here."

"Since Cyken did not bring him, should I still relay the message?"

Breathe. Breathe. He shivered in the sudden chill. It wouldn't do to frost the room right before Cyken arrived. Pietas reined in his icy nature. "No. Stop questioning everything I say."

"I did not intend to question you, my lord. I am sorry."

He took a deep breath. "Of course you didn't. I shouldn't have snapped at you. It's just... I want this visit to go right."

"You miss him."

He held Uurah's holographic gaze. "Yes. I do."

"I am sorry, my lord."

The android's response revealed three things. One, Uurah was getting better at recognizing emotion. Two, he was expressing empathy. And three, Pietas was so out of control of his own emotions that even an android could see it.

He was a king. He must act like one.

"Thank you, Uurah." He dismissed him. "You may attend to your duties."

Once alone, Pietas took in the room. "Uurah," he summoned. "Where are those plants?"

The android reappeared. "They should be there any second." With a puzzled glance toward the door, he added, "Or should I say 'here' any second, since I am here? Although, technically, I am not."

"Uurah." Pietas lifted a hand. "Don't overthink it."

"Yes, my lord." The android gave a slight bow. "They're on their way."

"Good enough."

The door buzzed, and Pietas tapped his bracelet to open it.

Six androids entered, each carrying a large pot with a green plant. "Where would you like these, my lord?"

Tap. "They want to know where the plants go. Get down here in person and deal with this."

"Yes, my lord. On my way."

Pietas beckoned an android closer and inspected the plant he held. Hedera helix, a common and robust ivy favored by terraformers. His mother had planted it on worlds throughout the galaxy. Nothing special.

"Uurah, I ordered flowering plants, not ivy. This room is solid white. I can't greet Cyken in a room that's solid white."

The android's holopresence faded in again, appearing to walk in place. "Has Cyken not met with you in that room before, my lord?"

What kind of question was that? Pietas bit back his first, irritated response. "You know he has."

"Since you've greeted Cyken there before but now cannot, has something changed in your relationship that I need to be aware of?"

Fates preserve him from literal androids. "No. No change."

"The ivy is green and the statue of Cyken is black-and-gold."

"Yes, yes. What's your point?"

"How can the room be solid white if those items are there?"

He reined in the response that surged to mind. Patient. He must be patient. No. Wishing for patience only bred trouble. One did not acquire patience by everything going one's way. He must keep his head while teaching this new variant of Uurah.

What doo-lolly had convinced him upgrading this android again would be worthwhile?

Oh, yes. That would be Cyken. "If you're going to upgrade mine, my lord, isn't it fair to upgrade your own?" In other words, if one is inconvenienced then the other should be too. Bless him for that suggestion.

"Just get down here and bring flowers."

"Already on my way, my lord."

He gestured to the androids. "Wait for Uurah. He'll tell you what to do."

Scant moments later, Uurah arrived with another six androids behind him. Each carried a flowering plant in shades of lavender and blue.

How many androids were on this ship, anyway?

Uurah bowed. "Where do you want these, my lord?"

"You should not be asking me that. I told you to make it look homey and inviting, so it would welcome Cyken. You should have prepared to handle this."

"Yes, my lord. I shall do better."

Pietas remained near the statue of Cyken while Uurah directed the android crew. The twelve scurried about, setting plants at varying locations around the room. But as one android set down a plant, another picked it up and moved it, like some nonsensical wind-up toy on an endless loop.

Massaging his temples, Pietas strode into the center of the room. "All of you, please, just...stop."

In unison, every android turned toward him and went still. Eerie, having so many pairs of inhuman eyes focused on him.

Pietas should have known better than to ask an android to make things look homey.

"You nine," he said, indicating which with a sweep of his hand. "Stand over there and do nothing. You," he said, pointing to the closest, "put one flowering plant on that low table. You, put two of the same type on that one. You, put two flowering pots on that tall table behind the couch and two green ones. Then you," he pointed to the first, "scatter the rest at the ends of couches and beside chairs. And no one pick them back up."

When they'd finished, he turned in a slow circle, admiring the outcome. "Good. You may all go."

Like ants following a trail, the androids exited single file.

Who was he fooling? A few plants would make no difference. Their lush greenery would not make this a home.

Not to Cyken.

Would it ever be like their first few centuries together?

Back then, the man couldn't wait to get home. Couldn't wait to see him. But this wasn't home anymore, was it? No. Next to Pietas wasn't where the man craved to be.

All the longing between them these days stayed on one side.

Well, it wouldn't do for Cyken to find him moping about like some forlorn teenager. "Uurah? Status."

"Ten minutes from docking."

"Excellent." Pietas toyed with the ring on his left forefinger. Would his former lover realize why Pietas still wore it? Cyken might think the stone's power drew him, but that was not the real reason. He treasured this ring as a link to the past.

To Cyken himself, who'd given it to him.

Pietas loved his people. Would die for them. Had died for them. Multiple times.

But he'd only ever given his true heart to Cyken.

Did the man appreciate it? No. How typical.

Pietas lifted his hand, angling the now-fragile ring toward the light. The open, fang-filled mouth of a dragon clenched a fractured turquoise the width of a small egg.

He'd worn the priceless Dragon Ring so often he'd had to repair the band multiple times. In some places, time had scoured away the etched surface. Detail on the fangs had faded and the back of the band had worn so thin he'd asked a jeweler to add silver. Build it up again. More than once. One time, Pietas had damaged it almost beyond repair.

Not unlike his relationship with Cyken.

Perhaps it was like Dessy said. How often had his sister urged him to move on? Forget the past. Forge forward. Leave Cyken and all his issues in the past. Where the man belonged. Ignore him.

Stop thinking of him night and day.

Right. As if that could happen.

Throwing back his head, Pietas groaned.

What was it about this man that weakened him so? Why could he not let Cyken go? Accept it was over. Finished. Done.

The man didn't want him. Not anymore. The cold silver and stone of the Dragon Ring was all that remained of their once scorching romance.

"Think with your head. Not with your heart." Any more of this self-doubt and he'd be as brooding and sullen as his former lover.

Although Cyken wasn't sullen anymore, was he? Not since he'd replaced Pietas with a new lover. A mortal, he could tolerate. They died and were out of the way. But another immortal...

"Oh, stop this!" Fine. He would show Cyken the ring didn't matter. That he didn't matter.

He would prove, once and for all, that Pietas was over him.

A splendid plan. Stellar. Just one question.

How?
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Pietas stroked the turquoise in the Dragon Ring. Had he worn that down, too, by touching it over the centuries? He must take care. This wasn't stone. This rare type of turquoise absorbed transdimensional energy, allowing him to channel and amplify his gifts. It wasn't as if he could replace it.

Replace it... Perfect! That would show Cyken.

In his bedroom, Pietas opened a panel and withdrew a wooden box the width of his two hands. Atop it, carved in brass, sat a dragon with wings unfurled, its tail curling over one side.

Beneath the creature, a mortal artisan had etched a sun, moon in its phases, the tree of life, and Pietas’s own birth sign. Lightning bolts shot off in all directions.

Inside, etched into a brass medallion on the top, were words he’d quoted all his life. Pain is a warrior’s ally.

Such exquisite detail. He never touched this without awe.

He kissed the dragon ring, removed it, and placed it inside the box.

"Now, to find a suitable replacement." Pietas knelt and opened a chest. Order marked his days, but this disorganized trunk full of rings was as chaotic and unstructured as his love life.

Friends gave him rings for every occasion, and he never parted with gifts from friends. To honor them, he wore a different ring on each finger and thumb every day.

Except for the Dragon, which he never removed. High time he changed that.

"So many to choose from. This one?" Pietas picked up a large, ruby-encrusted serpentine band. "No. Doesn't match the other rings." He put it back and sifted through the pile. A silver band with fire crystals and opals caught his attention. "Beautiful. Hmm... Maybe too gaudy." He scooped up a double handful of rings and dumped them on the floor, scattering them.

"This one. A plain opal." He tried it on, held out his hand. Turned it left. Right. Held it up higher. "Too simple."

Who was he kidding? Pietas peeled off every ring, scooped them all up and dumped them back in the chest. He couldn't replace the ring any more than he could replace Cyken.

Wait, where was the Dragon?

He ought to have pulled up a chair and saved himself the pain of rising from the floor. Bracing one arm against the chest, he struggled to his feet and moved aside, but the ring was not on the floor. He patted his clothes, but the loose-fitting tunic had no pockets. Had he dropped the Dragon into the chest with the others?

He knelt again and began going through the rings, with no luck. He fought the shiver of ice rising within. "Uurah? Status on Cyken."

"Ten minutes out, my lord."

"He was ten minutes out ten minutes ago."

"Yes, my lord, but there was a glitch with—"

"Never mind. Tell me when he's two minutes out."

"Yes, my lord."

Pietas scooped up a double handful of rings and spread them on the floor. Nothing. Two more handfuls produced the same results.

"Where are you?" He scooped up more, but halted as he caught sight of the carved wooden box. With a sigh, he dropped the handful back into the chest. He'd placed the dragon in the box, so he wouldn't lose it. "So much for an eidetic memory."

Though it hurt, he leaned on the chest and pushed himself to his feet. Rolling one shoulder, he opened the box and picked up the Dragon. After kissing it, he slid the ring onto his hand where it belonged.

He couldn't leave this lovely horde of rings in such disarray, even if Cyken would never see it. "Uurah?" Pietas opened the cabinet and replaced the box. "Send a cleaner droid to my bedroom. There are rings on the floor. My doing. I'd like them cleaned up and put back."

"Of course, my lord."

Two steps from the door, he slowed and turned back to the shining glitter of gems on the floor.

No. He should let the cleaning staff handle it. When Cyken arrived, Pietas did not want to be found on his knees.

A king was the servant of the people, true, but not that kind of servant.

Still, maybe he could tidy up just a few... As he was reaching for one, the door opened and a cleaner-droid entered. The short, human-shaped creature possessed telescoping arms and a big head.

"Allow me, my lord." The cleaner edged past him and began picking up the rings.

"They scattered when I dropped them. There are some over there." He pointed.

"Yes, my lord. I see in various wavelengths. I am aware of all ninety-seven on the floor. I will ensure all are accounted for."

"Thank you." At the door, Pietas turned back one more time, but left the room in the cleaner's care.

In the corridor, uninterrupted sameness stretched in either direction. He swept back into the outer room. "Status, Uurah?"

"An issue with docking presents a delay of more than twenty minutes, my lord."

Uttering a groan, Pietas clenched his fists. A sharp crack sounded.

Frost coated every surface.

He tapped his bracelet. "Uurah, I told you to get artificial plants."

"My lord, I could not acquire sufficient quantities in time for Cyken's visit, so I substituted real plants. Is there a problem?"

"They're all dead." He picked a brown leaf off one. This was why he surrounded himself with androids, not people. "I froze them."

"I am sorry you lost your temper, my lord. Shall I replace them?"

"There's no time. Get your android crew in here and remove them."

"Pardon, my lord, but do you mean the plants, or the crew?"

He shut his eyes. Oh, to have an android who was not so literal... "I mean the plants, Uurah." One must not throttle an android, but oh how tempting the thought. "I can't greet Cyken in a room full of dead plants. And warm it up in here, please." He shivered.

"Yes, my lord. I'll send them right away. An update. The issue was resolved without delay. Two minutes to docking."

"Then hurry up with those androids."

When Pietas admitted the herd of androids, they entered silently, each picking up one plant and then carrying it back out again. Why one plant per android? And why did he care anyway?

Once they'd gone, Pietas positioned himself, checking to be sure he was directly under the brightest spotlight.

Like this was an improvement? Instead of Cyken finding him standing in the corridor like some nervous adolescent, he'd find him standing under a light like one. A twelve-thousand-year-old adolescent, no less. What Cyken had often accused him of being.

"Why do I do this to myself?"

He shouldn't complain. If he wanted to look his best, this was the place. The superior lighting in this one spot would make his hair shine.

The perfect place to remind Cyken what he'd walked away from. Who he'd walked away from.

"Pure platinum," Cyken used to say, standing behind him to brush Pietas's hair, and then he'd bend down and kiss the top of his head. "I love your hair."

He should have left his hair down instead of having his android valet tie it back. Pietas reached up, but stopped short. He couldn't lift his arms far enough to remove the elastic tie without aggravating his old injury. Pushing beyond the normal ache left him in pain for days.

He could ask for assistance, but what kind of king was so indecisive he couldn't decide how to wear his hair?

As Cyken was so fond of saying, "Not happening, Pietas." Up it stayed.

Besides, to Cyken, outward appearances meant nothing.

Then why change clothes three times? This was ridiculous. Pietas lived in uniform. He ought to have worn that.

Made this meeting more formal. King and subject.

But no, Pietas had opted for casual. Relaxed and inviting.

"Stand there and don't move. Be patient for once in your life. Stop fussing. You look fine. You will not look in the mirror. You will stop worrying. Hold your head up, keep your shoulders back and ignore the pain. You can do this. You will do this."

The silence dragged on his nerves.

Oh, what was the use? Cyken would still find him lacking.

Where was the man? Why wasn't he here yet?

The entrance opened, but it was only Uurah.

"Where is he?"

The android bowed. "His ship is docking."

Pietas did a slow pivot. "Presentable?"

"On the viewscreen, he appeared to be wearing a suit, my lord. Quite presentable."

Tightening his jaws, Pietas showed him a toothless smile. "Thank you ever so much. Now, how do I look?"

"Perfect, my lord." The android was programmed to tell the truth, but Uurah saw truth through a far different lens from his master.

Tension in his thoughts transferred to his tight shoulders. Would Pietas ever be perfect enough to recapture his lover's heart?

No. He must not think of him as a lover. Cyken was his general. Pietas must think of him as the only Fire Eyes under his command, and precious, but nothing more. It would be up to Cyken to come back.

Pietas did not beg. He'd learned that lesson in childhood. Asking for mercy brought nothing but more pain. "Well done, Uurah." He motioned for the android to leave. "Fetch him."

Checking that he was still in the more flattering light, he lifted his chin.

"Stand up straight, Pietas." Thousands of years old, and he could still hear his mother's reprimand. "Hold your head up like a king, not a peasant."

She hadn't known one day he'd become a king. To her it had been an insult. He'd been born to be a soldier.

Well, he was a king now, no thanks to her or his father. And in his kingdom, there were no peasants. There were equals. He didn't rule. He led.

So why couldn't he purge her rebuke from his thoughts? In what millennia would he outgrow that?

He kept this position because of Cyken, not her. It hurt, but the man would be here any minute and the last thing Pietas wanted was to be seen as weak.

"Breathe. Breathe." Palms pressed against one another, he brought his hands up before him as if in supplication. If only the drugs humans used for pain worked on immortals...

On impulse, though it ached beyond belief, he reached back and freed his hair, shook it loose and flipped it over one shoulder. There. Down. Standing here, it would catch the light.

Cyken liked it down.

Pietas tried to tuck the tie into a pocket, but the tunic and pants he'd opted for had none. He could cross to a table and set down the hair-tie, but then he might not be in the best place at the right moment. Under a couch cushion perhaps? No, none of the furniture in this room was close.

What if he tossed it behind a couch? With his bad shoulders, his throw was not the best, but surely he could toss it that far. He flung the circular tie across the room, but his arm cramped. The tie fell short and rolled beneath a couch, where it stopped, in plain sight.

Perhaps Cyken wouldn't notice.

Pietas continued to wait, but the tie beckoned to him from the corner of his eye. What if Cyken saw it and surmised he'd changed his hair at the last minute? What if he thought Pietas was desperate?

Because he wasn't.

Clearly. He was a king.

A king wasn't desperate for some old lover.

No, best to ignore it.

Where was Cyken?

The circle of elastic mocked him, its gray obvious against white carpet.

Pietas hastened over and slid one foot under the couch to pull out the tie, but couldn't reach it.

He knelt and stretched one arm underneath but the item was too far back.

The door slid open.

​
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When the door opened, Pietas snatched back his outstretched arm, abandoning the hair tie. But arms do not bend at that angle. Wincing, he grabbed the area above his elbow.

"Pietas!" Cyken knelt before him. "What happened? Are you all right?"

Of course he was. Nothing broken but his pride. How could he even look up? Had he not just said he didn't want to be found on his knees like some servant? Yet here he was.

"It's nothing." He bit the inside of his cheek, refusing to reveal pain.

"Are you sure you're—"

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

"You always say that and you never are." Cyken held out both hands. "Stop pretending you can get up on your own and let me help you."

If he refused, he'd have to lever himself up using the couch, which would wrench his shoulder and Cyken would exclaim over it. Pietas already looked the fool. Might as well make the image complete.

He accepted the offer and stood, using Cyken as a balance point. The man was half a foot shorter, but Pietas always felt as if he were looking up at him.

"Let me get that for you." Cyken went down on one knee and came back up with the hair tie, which he offered on an open palm. The bemused expression on his face said he knew exactly what had transpired.

Pietas tamped down the cold seeping into him and lifted his chin. "Thanks." He slid the tie onto a wrist. Where he should have put it in the first place.

The dark-skinned immortal before him had the body of a warrior god and a mind with the shrewdness to match. Shadow to Pietas's Light. They could have been called Mountain and Valley. Justice and Vengeance. Polar opposites, but perfect complements.

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

Pietas returned it.

"Are you sure you're all right?"

"Cyken." Pietas reined in his irritation. All he needed now was to frost the man for no reason. "I told you. I'm perfect."

"A, you are not perfect and B, you never have been. You only say that because your father berated you for every mistake." Cyken slid his hands into his pockets. "It's been a billion years. When are you going to let that go?"

"I do not need reminders of my father's failings, and I will give it up when a certain netherworld freezes over."

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

"Are you telling me to go there?"

The man shook his head with that expression of his that said, what am I going to do with you? "You know better than that. Besides, such a place doesn't exist. Not for immortals."

"So you say."

"So you teach. Look..." Concern filled Cyken's eyes as he motioned toward the couch. "Sit down. You're in pain. We can do this later."

"No." He could not go through all this preparation again. "But thank you. Let's do this, shall we?"

After a brief pause, Cyken nodded. "It's good of you to see me."

But what would come of that? Cyken might find him attractive, but he'd long since made it clear the type of intimacy Pietas desired was over. Permanently. They were king and general. Shield brothers. Friends. Nothing more. Never again.

How vexing.

And now, Cyken was here to cement that pledge. He planned to pull the young immortal Changeling he thought he'd fallen in love with squarely between them and thought Pietas would simply accept it.

No. No creature he himself had created would supplant him.

Not while he still breathed.

Not while he was king.

"I know why you've come." Pietas gave himself a mental kick. Head. Not heart.

Like some rookie, he'd handed the battlefield over to his ex. No. Not simply his ex. His General. Which made a slip like that even worse.

One couldn't see where those whiteless black eyes of Cyken's were focused. Their darkness hid emotion, making him an unknowable enigma. A hidden apparition. All part of the man's mystique.

"No offense, Pietas, but you haven't known what I've wanted for hundreds of years."

No offense? How could he say that and then speak words that stung like needles? A retort shot to mind, but Pietas would not allow himself to be baited into an argument. "I know why you're here today."

"Suppose you tell me what you think that is."

Must the man phrase things in terms of command? But then, that commanding presence was part of Cyken's appeal.

Pietas gestured toward the couch.

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

Ignoring the twitch in one eye, Pietas sat, hands clenched on his lap.

With a hesitant motion, as if reaching out to a wild animal, Cyken pressed the back of his fingers against Pietas's cheek in a hand-kiss.

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

"You haven't cut your hair."

No 'I've missed you too?' No 'I can't live without you?' No 'I need you more than air?' Or 'You are my soul's fire. Stay with me forever.' No, he got, "You haven't cut your hair." Cyken might as well have stabbed him.

The man picked up a strand of Pietas's hair and rubbed it between fingers and thumb. "I'm glad you kept your hair long. Such pure platinum. I like it down. Always have." Luc released him and sat back.

Pietas only cut it in preparation for battle; he'd worn it long far less than he'd like. "I'll cut it for the ritual when I judge your Changeling."

Cyken's visage remained impassive and unreadable. Those solid black eyes hid much, but Pietas had angered Cyken before. A long-familiar blaze of fury flickered across the man's face and disappeared.

Which told Pietas he'd scored a hit. Why didn't that feel like a victory? One leg tucked under himself, he faced Cyken.

"You talk first." Cyken gestured. "Since you know what I'll say."

"You want me to exempt Izzorah from the fealty test." Pietas required the test of all immortals who claimed to follow him. The only proof of immortality was coming back from the dead.

Anyone with the courage to die to prove loyalty deserved a place at Pietas's side.

"You never let anyone skip. Everyone knows that."

"You're right, and I won't start now." Good, then. That was settled.

Cyken broke into a slow smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling, making him look far less deadly than Pietas knew him to be. Cyken had aged during this lifetime, giving his face character, and... What was the word... Gravitas. Nobility. Revealing the majestic warrior Pietas had fallen so deeply in love with.

The one he loved still.

"Pietas." Cyken reached over and clasped Pietas's left hand. A touch strong but gentle, commanding yet yielding. As it had been with them from the beginning. But this time, Cyken had clamped his entire hand over Pietas's, immobilizing him. Holding him in place. Shifting the power.

If Pietas pulled back his hand, he acknowledged the shift. If he did not, he acknowledged the shift. For him, lose/lose either way.

Shrewd of Cyken. And downright cold-blooded.

Cyken squeezed his hand. "Truth is everything to you. I know that."

Everything indeed.

Even when his heart yearned to open every door. Smooth every pathway. Batter down every resistance. He kept his word.
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