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Prologue




The drums pulsed through the night, and the drune’s heart synced with the sound. She drank the concoction made from sacred mushrooms and closed her eyes. Under the dark sky that showed only stars, the moon gone black, she danced. The two other tribes nearby drummed for their drunes as well. The three of them participated in the ritual, seeking answers from the gods. Then they would compare their visions. It was time to know the course of their people’s future. 

She’d lost faith in the gods once. After a great tragedy, she’d turned her back on them and had become lost. How could the gods allow such pain and loss? How could they not warn her so she could protect her family?  Her husband and her wife had brought her back. Their persistence, love, and need for her to believe again were the only reasons she was still alive and dancing. That was years ago. Years for her to remember that the gods didn’t cause things to happen. Their children had free will. Their children made choices. But when asked for help, the gods could offer guidance.

That was what she did now. She sensed something was coming. Some great change over the horizon. She had to know more. The foreboding wasn’t to be ignored. She would not lose any one else she loved.

So she danced through the night, the rhythmic drumming holding her captive, the mushrooms opening gateways in her mind. She saw things. She heard things. She even smelt and felt things. It came through in a jumble, and it was her duty to interpret and make sense of the gods’ words.

Then a face. A face she hadn’t seen in decades. A face she had never thought to see again.

Could it be true?

Joy overcame her and she fell into darkness.

It was morning when she awoke. Her wife, Feona, sat on the edge of her bed, holding a steaming cup of tea. Nuadu, her husband and chief of the Vannri tribe, stood at the entry to her room, watching over them both. Despite his advanced age, he was sturdy and strong. His courage and loyalty had attracted him to her so many years before. While it wasn’t required, it was seen as a good omen when a drune married a tribe’s chieftain. Nuadu and Feona had already been married for two years before Emer caught his eye, and then hers. They’d both courted her, and she’d fallen in love with them. It had been hard for her to leave her birth tribe but such things had to be done to strengthen clans and to create alliances. Feona had made a similar sacrifice to wed Nuadu. She’d left the Ulstren tribe to join him. Since her brother was chief of that tribe, he’d followed them when the drunes suggested they move closer to the fortress wall. None of the other tribes had come, and yet all yokans knew their futures teetered on a knife’s point.

“Can you sit up?” Feona asked.

She pushed up slowly and then sighed. She took the tea with a smile.

“What did you see, Emer?” Nuadu asked.

“Give her a moment,” Feona said with an edge.

Nuadu shot her a look before subsiding.

Emer smiled and sipped. “You know I must talk with the other drunes before I can reveal what I have seen. Yet I will say that I am hopeful that joy will be soon upon us.”

Feona leaned forward and Nuadu stepped closer.

“The end of the war?” Nuadu asked.

“I am certain there will be a battle but….”

“Yes?” Feona stroked her arm.

Emer stared down at her tea and took a deep breath as hope and sorrow twined around her heart. “I believe that one who was lost to me will return. I should not tell you but… I saw a man upon a horse the color of storms, and he had a righteous companion of healing energy standing at his right hand. They will bring change.”

Nuadu blew out a breath and Feona’s eyes widened. She tenderly touched Emer’s face and lifted it so their gazes met.

“Is it the boy?” she whispered.

Emer’s vision blurred, and she closed her eyes against the sting. Feona embraced her.

“He’s coming to us,” Emer said on a thread of sound. “He’s finally coming home.”


      [image: ]Lady Dagmara, Countess of Jorvikr in Swenen, watched dispassionately as her youngest daughter, Calantha, trained in swordplay. Her lips twisted when Calantha was struck, having left an obvious opening for her trainer to slice through. Then her expression relaxed when Calantha slipped under his guard and took him down. Her victory had been sloppy, and Dagmara was annoyed. When Ylva had been fifteen, she’d already learned how to best three warriors at once with strength and agility. Aslog had also been slippery and cunning, often using her opponents against each other. Calantha was not her sisters.

Dagmara despaired she’d wasted her womb on a runt. Calantha had destroyed her ability to have other children, and she’d be damned if she’d let her youngest make a fool of her and her husband, Viljar.

She swallowed a sigh of weakness. She missed the bastard something fierce. He’d spent months at the Hill of Tarran with little to show for it. Their plans were being disrupted at every point despite her constant offerings to Wodan and the other deities. Had her family lost divine favor?

“Again!” she barked when Calantha started to move away from the fighting field.

Calantha flinched and panted hard, glistening with sweat despite the chilly breeze. She knew better than to argue and turned back to her trainer for another round. Her appearance was lackluster in comparison to Ylva and Aslog. While Calantha was also pale with red hair, there was no vibrancy to her countenance. She had freckles and dreary brown eyes. She would have been skinny if her training hadn’t built up muscle. Yet she still resembled a runt to Dagmara’s way of thinking.

“Don’t be sloppy this time,” Dagmara said.

“Yes, Mother.”

A dull ringing from the seer stone in her pocket had Dagmara turning away and heading back inside. She entered her private quarters, quickly found a bowl and poured water from a pitcher into it. Then she dropped the stone inside and waited.

Commander Otho’s face appeared a moment later.

“Yes?”

“The drumming stopped.”

She frowned. “And?”

Obviously nervous, he cleared his throat. “The drumming has been a constant noise for weeks now. Then, just before dawn, it stopped. And now the forests are silent. Almost dead. No birds or anything. Even the wind has stopped. The horde are planning something.”

“Send scouts.”

He grimaced. “The ones I sent days ago haven’t returned. I dare not waste more men.”

Dagmara ground her teeth. “I want to know what the savages are doing, Otho. Do your job so I don’t have to come down there and do it for you.”

Otho flinched. “Yes, my lady.”

Dagmara yanked the stone out of the water, breaking the connection. She stomped to the window and looked out, pleased that despite her absence, Calantha was training twice as hard. The girl often showed potential, which made Dagmara hesitate to give up on her.

She lifted her gaze and looked at the mountains her home butted up against. Down the range to the west was the fortress blocking passage from the empire into the horde’s territory. It was the only break in the mountain range that stretched beyond the empire’s borders to the east and to the ocean in the west. The horde used to raid Swenen in ages past before one of the kings had ordered the fortress built. It had been overrun twice since then but not in her lifetime, nor that of her father’s or grandfather’s.

Standing straighter, she narrowed her eyes. “This ends with me, barbarians. My daughters will not suffer your existence the way I have.”

Before Queen Gunrun and the stupid empress decided that peace and alliances were the official stance in regard to the horde, Dagmara needed to wipe out all or at least enough of them to defeat them permanently. The horde were stains, barriers against the resources to the north.

She needed to break them. But how?

Her eyes were drawn to the trunk at the foot of her bed. Inside was a smaller trunk, barely two handspans long, containing the ingredients for runes. She swallowed hard. Runes were forbidden magic. They were meant for destruction and had been outlawed for generations. They were considered “anti-divine” since they shattered creations of the gods themselves. However, knowledge of their use hadn’t died out completely. Dagmara had learned from her father, who had learned it from his sire. She’d always known her father wanted a son, and when it became clear she would be his only child, he trained her as if she was one. She never made him regret keeping her.

If she sent Otho a small stack of runes, then the horde would be defeated in less than a week. Yet it was treason to use them. The magic was surprisingly simple, merely arcane symbols drawn on either thin pieces of wood with special ink, or they could be carved into weapons or shields. The explosive power would be unleashed when the wood was snapped in half, while the marks on weapons would allow penetration no matter what type of armor. She’d used runes twice in her life, both were for swords, and only because her husband had requested it of her. They might win the north but lose their power if the queen or the imperial court got wind of it. Yet desperate times…. Before Queen Gunrun or the empress made their foolish alliances for peace with the horde, Dagmara might not have another choice. It might be worth the risk—ruling the far northern territory would give her power to negotiate.

Turning away from the window, she strode over to the trunk. After opening the lid and rifling through trousers, swords, axes, and other items, she found the small trunk. She lifted it out and set it on the table beside the bowl of water. She couldn’t be rash and yet she also couldn’t be cowardly. Now was the time to make hard decisions. She should probably discuss it with Viljar first.

With heavy thoughts, she left the room and marched out of the manor to return outside.

“Again!”

Calantha trembled and bent over, bracing her hands on her knees. “Mother—”

“Again. And always again until you get this right.”

With a grimace, Calantha straightened and took her battle stance.

Dagmara crossed her arms over her chest, more than willing to stay there until the sun disappeared and run her daughter ragged if it meant the little runt would make some progress.

“Again!”








  
  
Chapter One




“We need your help.” 

Gust stared at Captain Vibiana, as speechless as Lance. The captain was tall and sturdy but with features like a porcelain doll. Her blue eyes were cold, and her skin and short hair were stark white. Her purple and silver uniform with the crescent moon standard gave weight to her presence. The ten mounted soldiers behind her wore similar uniforms, and their helmets masked their expressions.

Gust came back to his senses first and lowered his bow. He felt the children behind him, and after glancing at Lance’s stunned face, he spoke up.

“How did you find us, captain?”

She turned her attention to him, never once displaying aggression or impatience. Her hands stayed well away from her sword. “Seer stones. Several priests and priestesses at the Grand Temple managed to discern Brutus’s divine nature and opened a portal to this island.”

Brutus made a noise of surprise and lifted his head.

“What do you mean by needing our help? I highly suspect the emperor wants to execute Lance. Is that not so?”

“No. It is not so.”

Gust couldn’t for the life of him discern if she was lying. Her expression was blank, her eyes conveying no emotion. He wouldn’t want to bet against her in any game. Lance dismounted and approached the captain. Gust stayed where he was since Brutus kept pace with his rider.

“What’s going on?” Celia whispered loudly.

“Hush now, sweetie.”

She pressed against his back, and the other children closed any gaps between them, huddling together and trying to hide. Captain Vibiana flicked her gaze over them, and Gust might have sworn there was a flash of sympathy, if he wasn’t convinced she was too well-trained to let any emotion leak through.

“I was once Scourge,” Lance said. “And the emperor doesn’t want to kill me? I don’t understand. I was a monster.”

“Are you a monster now?”

“I don’t know.”

She looked him up and down before considering Brutus and then Gust and then the children. Then she returned to Lance.

“Monsters don’t have friends. Monsters don’t inspire loyalty in others. And monsters certainly don’t have divine animals as companions. From where I’m standing, you’re not a monster. But I’m no expert on the matter.”

Gust swallowed hard.

Lance cleared his throat.

“I only know my orders, Lance,” Captain Vibiana said. “I was told by Her Imperial Majesty, Empress Aurelia herself that I was to fetch you and your companions and bring you to her posthaste. Unfortunately, we will have to travel the long way since we don’t have seer stones to close the distance. I saw a ship by the beach. It should be large enough for all of us. We have supplies. We can sail back to Grekenus, ride overland, and cross the bridge into the Hill of Tarran. It should take us perhaps two weeks, maybe three, since I see we will be taking these children with us, won’t we?”

Lance looked over his shoulder at Gust, clearly overwhelmed and confused.

“Yes, we will, Captain,” Gust said. He turned to the children and each grabbed onto him, refusing to let go. “Do any of you have family we can deliver you to?”

They all looked at each other before shaking their heads.

Gust’s heart squeezed. “No one?”

“I think everyone has dead families because of the war,” Celia said quietly, clutching Art and Ard to her chest. “I know mine were killed months ago during one of Agar’s raids. He took me as a slave.”

The other children told similar stories.

“Gods,” Gust whispered. He turned back and glanced at Lance before looking at the captain. “We will be taking them with us, captain. We have to find them families. They’re orphans of this senseless civil war.”

She nodded. “As you wish. Let us move now.”

“I don’t think I agreed to go,” Lance said.

Gust raised his eyebrows.

The captain gave him a sharp look. “I wasn’t asking, Lance. I have my orders. I’d much rather you come voluntarily. I know your reputation, and I don’t wish to lose my soldiers. But an order is an order, and I am following one given to me by the empress herself. You are part of this empire as well. You are a citizen and therefore under imperial rule just as I am. Don’t be stubborn. Neither you nor your companions will be harmed. I give you assurances from Empress Aurelia. She wants you brought to her whole and healthy. She has a task for you.”

Lance looked at Gust again. Knowing they had no choice and unwilling to have the children witness any more bloodshed, Gust nodded, and gestured to the ship. Obviously still troubled, Lance nodded to Captain Vibiana.

“Good.” She mounted her horse and led her soldiers to the beach.

“Gust….”

“Stay cautious and aware but courteous.” Gust touched Lance’s shoulder. “Let us not make enemies if we can avoid it. What do you say, Brutus? Was she lying?”

Brutus nickered and swished his tail before playing with one of Lance’s braids. Lance sighed and Gust relaxed a bit.

“She’s telling the truth.”

“Or she thinks she is,” Lance said darkly.

Gust leaned up and kissed Lance gently on the lips. “Trust in us, all right?”

His expression softened, and he cupped Gust’s cheek before glancing at the children, now ringed around them. Then his eyes shot wide and he spun around.

“Ylva!”

Gust cursed and they all ran to the beach.

Captain Vibiana stood on the stern of the ship, her face frozen with shock. Then she spun around and pinned Lance with a look. “What is the meaning of this? Do you have any idea who this is?”

“She is the new Scourge,” Lance said as he stepped up beside the captain. “She was in charge of Agar and his warriors. I don’t know who she reported to.”

The captain considered him with narrowed eyes before turning back to Ylva. “Bernard, cut her loose.”

“But—”

“Stand down.”

Gust grabbed Lance’s hand to hold him back despite his own trepidation. Lance curled his other hand into a fist.

Bernard released Ylva. She shifted slowly into a sitting position and rubbed her wrists.

“Pardon my question, Lady Ylva,” Captain Vibiana said, her tone humble, “but I must ask if there is any proof to this man’s claim?”

Ylva regarded the captain, sitting regally despite her pallor and rough appearance. Then she swept her cold gaze over the soldiers, then Lance and Gust and Brutus, and finally, the children. Celia trembled and inched further behind Gust.

“I neither confirm nor deny his claim. I wish to be brought to the Hill of Tarran. I will travel under my own power.”

Everyone stared. The silence ticked by.

“I have proof,” Lance said softly.

“What proof?” the captain asked.

“The armor.”

The captain turned to him while Ylva continued to gaze coldly at everyone. “What armor?”

“The black armor of Scourge,” Lance said. “It was mine before it was hers. You can tell it’s been adjusted to fit a slightly smaller person. If we were to dress her in it right now, it would fit perfectly.”

The captain eyed him. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps you are not. Regardless, she is nobility, and we cannot clamp her in chains like a common criminal.”

“She’s worse than a common criminal,” Gust said. “She’s used her position to cause harm to those she sees as beneath her.”

“She is nobility,” the captain said with a shrug.

Gust fumed.

Brutus stamped his foot and snorted loudly.

Lance and Ylva stared at each other as if engaged in a contest of wills.

“Do I have your word, my lady, that you will accompany us without trouble to Hill of Tarran? Swear by the name of your father.”

Ylva’s face was expressionless when she spoke. “I swear upon the name of my father, Lord Viljar Egillson, Earl of Jorvikr, that I will accompany you and your soldiers without trouble to the Hill of Tarran.”

Captain Vibiana nodded and turned to her soldiers. “Load up. Let’s get on the way.”

It was a snug fit and with Brutus helping, it wouldn’t be long to the mainland. They passed Agar’s island, and it appeared the soldiers of King Kleitos and King Aeschylus had claimed victory. Survivors were in chains and already on the ships, ready to paddle their way back to the mainland. Magistrate Hild stood on the shoreline, watching it all unfold. When she spotted them sailing past, she raised her hand. Captain Vibiana raised a hand as well and then Agar’s scorched island faded from view.

There wasn’t much conversation. Lance, Gust and the children huddled together with Brutus between them and the others. The captain and her soldiers surrounded Ylva, and despite Vibiana’s continued attempts to provoke Ylva into speaking, their passenger remained stone-silent. Never once did she ask for water or food or even to urinate.

It took most of the day to reach the mainland of Grekenus. Upon arriving in the afternoon, it was clear that the children would need to be split up among the soldiers to carry. Gust tried to reassure them when they started to panic. Celia, along with Art and Ard, clung to Lance’s legs and nothing he said could calm them either.

Captain Vibiana approached and dropped to her knees.

“I understand your fears. We are strangers in scary uniforms. You don’t know if we are friend or foe. I promise you before the gods and before Brutus of the divine blood, that I will not separate you from Lance or Gust. We will all be traveling together. It will move faster if we are all on horses. Is that not true?”

Gust was surprised and pleased with her gentle, soothing tone. The children calmed and despite Lycyn’s wary look, he didn’t argue. Orpheo appeared to take his cues from Lycyn, and Marcela and Daphne were mutely apprehensive. Then the captain led Ylva a discreet distance away, probably so she could relieve herself in semi-privacy. Afterward, the captain took Ylva herself and moved to the front, her passenger glaring at everyone. After a few minutes, everyone was on a horse—although Marcela and Daphne appeared stricken to let go of each other—and they were riding away from the beach into patchy grassland that was either muddy or partly charred from the war.

Due to the breaks they had to take, they arrived at Gelea near nightfall. The children were tired and grumpy. Upon seeing Captain Vibiana, the sentries opened the gates. They rode in and straight toward the tavern. Citizens were stunned and confused by Lance’s reappearance and his royal entourage. No one approached or questioned them, probably for fear of imperial wrath. Captain Vibiana acted as if they didn’t have a crowd and gave orders about the care of the horses and demanded rooms. The children once again gathered around Lance and Gust, and Gust stroked Art and Ard’s heads when they pressed against his legs. Celia clung to Lance’s hand and Lycyn made sure the others were huddled close.

Gust tried not to get lost in speculation and struggled to control his anxiety and worry about the future. He didn’t want his fear to infect the kids. Eirene gaped when they trooped in and gasped as the captain tossed a heavy sack of coins at her.

“Food, water, and rooms for the night. We’ll be leaving in the morning. Oh, and baths, for the children and our noble guest. New clothes if you have them.”

After a few sputters, Eirene yelled to her girls, and they all flew into a frenzy to meet the demands. Captain Vibiana took a large table in the back, urging Ylva along, and her soldiers stole extra chairs and took off their helmets, squeezing together. Lance and Gust took their own table nearby with the children, and the captain kicked back in her chair, angled so she could keep an eye on her soldiers and on their group. Ylva sat beside her, straight-backed and prim, still beautiful despite her haggard appearance. 

Drinks didn’t flow as freely as some of the soldiers wanted, and after a sharp look from Captain Vibiana, they subsided. There were four women and six men, each as rowdy as the next. The captain observed them with a tolerant smile and spoke  frequently to Ylva, who ignored everyone with regal aloofness. Instead of being frustrating, it appeared to amuse the captain.

“What do we do?” Lance whispered close to Gust’s ear. “We can’t escape with the children.”

“We don’t escape, Lance. As much as it bothers me, we have to see this through. Remember what the magistrate told me? You passed the test. You’ve proven that your intentions are to be a better man. It’s not unreasonable that the emperor would then want to use you as a weapon.”

Lance grunted and picked at his food, a sure sign he was distressed. Gust laid a hand across his shoulders and stroked his arm.

“I know the magistrate mentioned something about Swenen and the horde but we can’t make any assumptions. I just know that I love you, and I’ll be by your side through all of it.”

Lance laid his head on Gust’s shoulder and nodded. “I love you, too.”

Celia smiled at them as she cut up the food for Art and Ard. That was a good thing, since Art and Ard gobbled up everything in front of them and would have choked if Celia hadn’t been so attentive. Lycyn and Orpheo had a similar bond to that shared between Marcela and Daphne, and though they didn’t hold hands as the girls did, they always made sure to know where the other one was. Their wounds looked better than yesterday, mostly reduced to patches of red. Gust had put more ointment on them during one of their travel breaks.

Gust watched them eat, some voracious, others timid, as if expecting to be punished for eating. He swallowed a sigh.

Ysys protect them.

Gust glanced at the royal soldiers, at Ylva, and hoped they wouldn’t get a knife in their back. She couldn’t be let off just because of her noble blood. She just couldn’t. But he knew the world wasn’t fair, and he would have to live with whatever decision was made. And then it hit him. He was heading to the Hill of Tarran. He was going to maybe see the emperor and empress face-to-face. He squeezed his eyes shut and forced himself to breathe as his heart pounded against his ribs. When he’d fantasized about traveling all over the empire, collecting stories to tell for when he returned home, this was not what he’d had in mind.

“Hey,” Lance said softly.

“It just hit me.”

“What?”

Gust met Lance’s concerned gaze. “We’re going to the Hill of Tarran. The seat of the emperor. I’m a simple healer from Thebys in south Cairon. What do I know about court protocol and politics? Ysys guide me.”

“I’m an orphan and butcher from who-knows-where without family,” Lance said in an undertone. “And I’m going to see the emperor who should want my head on a spike. What do I know about court protocol and politics?”

Gust snorted out a nervous laugh and kissed him. He kept it short and hoped it reassured them both. “Ysys guide us both.”








  
  
Chapter Two




The tavern was big enough to accommodate their room requirements. The soldiers paired off while Captain Vibiana bunked with Ylva, and the children decided to dogpile in a single room. 

Once Lance closed the door to their room, Gust was on him. Lance responded instantly and picked him up, swinging them toward the bed. Gone was the tenderness of their first time. Now was passion and need and ferocity. Their future hung in the balance, upon the whim of an emperor and empress with mysterious motives. They were constantly in danger, and who knew when they might get such a chance again? Being on the road with a small unit of soldiers, plus children, plus a dangerous captive… none of it promised privacy or the ability to sneak away for intimate moments.

They yanked at each other’s clothes, mouths locked together. Gust grunted as he struggled with Lance’s mail shirt. Lance snuck his hands under Gust’s tunic, stroking and caressing his warm skin, the light springy hair across his chest and down his stomach a sensual contrast to his smooth flesh. Lance wanted to learn all of him, to touch all of him. The new and precious sensation of desire and intimate trust made his head spin and his blood grow hot. That Gust could touch him, love him, pleasure him, after Lance killed his parents…. The blessing that was Gust was a debt he could never repay.

Groaning, Gust broke their kiss and disrobed with a single-minded purpose. Lance huffed a laugh and stripped as well. Then Gust came back, entrancing green eyes bright with passion and desire. He touched Lance everywhere he could reach, his fingers leaving burning trails along Lance’s body. They fell onto the bed, entangled, rolling over the blankets with grunts, groans, and sighs.

Then Gust grabbed his cock and Lance was lost. Gust urged him to his knees, and they faced each other. Gust fondled Lance’s erection a few times before pressing their cocks together and then stroking them with both hands. Lance gasped, mesmerized. Their contrasting skin tones were beautiful, and Gust’s strong hands were bringing them both to the peak. He cupped Gust’s face and kissed him soundly, deciding that breathing was overrated. Who needed air when the man he loved was pleasuring him to the point of madness? Gust opened wide and Lance led the kiss, though Gust somehow kept his movements steady while sometimes pinching and rolling their tips. Lance shuddered and squirmed, overwhelmed by the sensations pulsing through him.

Without warning, Gust shoved him down onto the bed. Then he clamped his lips over Lance’s erection and sucked. A shout escaped Lance, and he gripped Gust’s head. Gust fondled his balls and then tickled his hole. Lance spread his legs and lifted them slightly, begging for what Gust had done last time.

“Please,” he croaked.

After wetting his finger in his mouth, Gust pushed it inside, and Lance caught his breath. With a hot, wet mouth on his cock, a hand squeezing his balls, and a finger in his ass, he was beyond thought and little more than a pulsing core of need.

Then Gust pushed his finger in farther and jabbed against something inside Lance that made Lance freeze for a moment. Gust paused before jabbing that part again. A strange sound filled the room, and it took Lance a moment to realize he was the one making it. Gust proceeded to prod that spot again and again in tandem with his sucking, and it wasn’t long before Lance came hard. He went blind as his hips jerked, shoving more of his cock into Gust’s mouth.

Gust crawled up his body, his hard erection pressing against Lance’s leg. Despite gasping for air and still trembling, Lance gripped Gust and with one hand he stroked while the other pinched and twisted his tip. Gust mewled and thrust into his hand.

“Lance,” he said, groaning. “I love you.”

Lance nuzzled Gust’s neck, kissing and nipping. “I love you, Gust.”

Gust came over his hands, and Lance was damn proud of that. After they cleaned themselves up, they lay in each other’s arms, staring at the ceiling, listening to the quiet of the night. Lance hated to disturb the moment but….

“Gust?”

“Hmm?”

“I think we just had one of our suspicions confirmed.”

“What?”

“Ylva and Lord Jorvikr.”

Gust sighed heavily. “Aye, I was thinking about that as well. If Ulfr insisted that Lord Jorvikr was his patron, and Ylva is the lord’s daughter….”

“Then nobility is funding a warlord’s raiding.”

“Two warlords. Ulfr and Agar.”

Lance nodded, troubled. Just how deep and far did the conspiracy go? He shook his head. He wouldn’t figure out anything tonight. Although, he could get an answer to one of his other burning questions.

“Gust, what you did with your finger….”

Gust chuckled. “It’s called a prostate. If stimulated right during certain activities, it makes things more explosive.”

Lance blew out a breath. “You’re telling me.”

Gust laughed and kissed his cheek. He raised a hand and played with Lance’s beard. “You know, I’m beginning to like this. You look damn pretty without it but I’m starting to get used to the ruggedness.”

“I can keep it or lose it. I don’t care.”

Gust didn’t answer and kept playing with it.

“Gust?”

“I’m still here.”

“Is there more? I mean… more of what we can do together? Not that what we’re doing isn’t enough. It is. I mean….” He stopped and flushed, staring hard at the ceiling. His eyes had adjusted to the dark, and he didn’t want to face Gust, knowing he was ignorant despite his rough upbringing.

Gust nuzzled his check and much of Lance’s tension melted away. “Oh, there is,” Gust said. “I just don’t think it would be wise while we still have days of riding ahead of us. It can make us a little sore afterward.”

“What is it?”

Gust pressed his lips to Lance’s ear and told him. Lance’s eyes widened as anticipation knotted his gut. Of course. He’d known that… but it had never been a part of his life. Now he had Gust, all things were possible.

“Oh.”

Gust rose on his elbow and looked down at Lance. “Trust me, love, I want to. I’ll admit to fantasizing about it not long after I met you. But like I said, we need to wait for that. Patience.”

Lance swallowed, overcome with the knowledge that Gust had desired him for so long.

“I can wait. At least I can touch you now.”

Gust smiled and kissed him. “You can do more than touch.”

Lance grinned and rolled on top of Gust. “I know.”


      [image: ]It was an early morning for Lance and Gust because someone was tapping politely at their door. Incessantly. Lance opened his eyes and sighed. Gust echoed it. Lance rolled out of bed and tugged on his trousers before opening the door a crack.

Celia perked up and smiled, Art and Ard in tow. “Good morning. Eirene is getting breakfast ready.”

“Thank you. We’ll be down shortly.”

She nudged Art and Ard ahead of her, and the three climbed down the stairs. Lance closed the door and wanted to sulk. Gust stood and stretched, distracting Lance for a moment. Gust caught his look and laughed. After a few kisses, they dressed and headed downstairs. He realized it lightened the load a bit knowing that Gust would always have his back. After years of violence, fear, and numbness, he finally knew love. He felt stronger for that alone.

They sat at a table with Celia and the other children while the rest of their companions made their way into the common area. 

“Hey, uh, Lance?” Lycyn said tentatively.

“Yes?”

“Do we, um, have to go with you and Gust? Do we have to follow the soldiers to the Hill of Tarran?”

Lance frowned, glancing from one nervous face to the next. “No. You don’t have to come with us. What would you like to do?”

Lycyn looked at Orpheo, Marcela, and Daphne in turn before meeting Lance’s gaze. “We’d like to stay in Grekenus. This looks like a good town, and Gust told us the war was over. I’m a Grek and I’d like to stay a Grek. I got nothing to offer the emperor or all those nobles.”

“But we’re so grateful!” Marcela burst out suddenly.

“Yes, absolutely,” Orpheo said.

“Uh-huh,” Daphne echoed.

Lance glanced at Gust, who was smiling. Lance nodded to them. “Gelea is a good town. They’re strong. They could use young people like you to keep it that way.”

He received a few smiles for that. He didn’t know any of them well, and yet to let them go hurt a bit. Gust set his hand on Lance’s knee and squeezed.

“Can we still go with you?” Celia asked, eyes big and pleading. Art and Arden nodded vigorously.

“Are you sure?” Gust asked. “It’s a long journey.”

Celia got a stubborn look on her face. “I go where Lance goes.”

“We go where Celia goes,” Art piped up.

Ard made a squeak of agreement.

Lance snorted and Gust raised an eyebrow.

“It’s decided then,” Gust said.

Captain Vibiana appeared with Ylva. Ylva appeared rested and washed with new clothes and bound hair. She continued to remain aloof and silent through breakfast. Lance caught her glancing at him a time or two, and whenever he looked at her, she’d look away. What made him nervous were the daggers she kept sending Gust. Gust didn’t appear to notice and conversed with the children in that easy way he had with everyone.

Eventually they all piled outside to grab their horses and continue their journey. The four children staying went up to Eirene and were immediately taken under her wing. She said she’d speak to the elders, and Lance had no doubt she’d make sure they found a permanent home. He was happy for them. Their journey was over.

His had just begun.

Captain Vibiana frowned at the gates. “I’d hoped Magistrate Hild would come to see us off but—ah! There she is.”

The gates opened and the magistrate rode in with her guards, followed by the kings Kleitos and Aeschylus. Their troops stayed outside the walls. Lance remained where he was, nervous. Gust took his hand and Celia hovered close. Brutus nudged his shoulder and snorted with impatience.

“Magistrate Hild, it’s an honor to meet you. I’ve heard good things.”

“The honor is mine, captain.” They shook hands. The captain than greeted the two kings and they were cordial to her.

“I see that Lance kept his oath to me,” Magistrate Hild said with a small smile.

“‘Oath’?”

“Before he left with Agar, I made him swear an oath to return. He did.”

The captain grunted. “Indeed, he did. I didn’t have to put him in chains or anything.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

It was then that Lance noticed both kings were staring at Ylva in surprise. Ylva stared back without a word.

The captain noticed the kings’ attention as well and looked over her shoulder. “Ah yes, our unexpected guest. I wonder, Your Majesties, if you would accompany us to the Hill of Tarran? I’m sure the imperial court would be delighted to greet you in person. I believe it would help smooth things over as definite plans could be put in place?”

Lance got the impression that it wasn’t so much a suggestion as a command. King Aeschylus scowled and straightened his shoulders, pushing out his chest. King Kleitos, on the other hand, appeared almost sheepish and rubbed the back of his neck. Lance knew he was missing something.

“Aye, I agree,” Magistrate Hild said. “I encourage such an action, Your Majesties. I was about to suggest the same thing. Bring some of your men with you, if you will, and send the rest to let the others know that the war is over.”

“I will do as you suggest,” King Kleitos said and turned to stride to his soldiers. King Aeschylus looked as if he would argue but then decided against it and stomped away, following his cousin.

Magistrate Hild and Captain Vibiana glanced at each other. Captain Vibiana mouthed something Lance didn’t catch, and Magistrate Hild covered her mouth, not quite stifling a laugh.

“Magistrate Hild! A word please!”

Everyone turned to the three elders as they huffed and puffed toward their group.

“I need a moment, captain.”

“Take all the time you need.” The captain retreated and Magistrate Hild faced Gelea’s council.

“Magistrate, we want to know your verdict regarding Scourge.” An elder jabbed his finger at Lance.

Gust squeezed Lance’s hand.

“Ah yes. I’m sorry, my good men, that I left such an important proceeding undone. My verdict is that Lance, as Scourge, is indeed guilty. He will be exiled from Grekenus and put into the service of His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Gaiuss and Her Imperial Majesty, Empress Aurelia. You need not fear seeing his face again.”

Lance blew out a breath. Celia took his other hand and emotion choked him when he glanced down at her. His large hand completely covered her small one, and she smiled at him with complete trust.

The elders were shocked at first and then began to argue and talk over each other. The magistrate let them carry on for about a minute before she slammed her staff onto the ground three times. They fell silent, livid.

“That is my verdict. By the authority of the Imperial Majesties do I hold this office, and my word is law. I have nothing else to say. We will be leaving this day, and you shall never see Lance again. Be content with that.”

Then she spun around and walked away. As the elders tried to follow, her guards blocked them. They sputtered and yelled and made quite the scene. Soon there was a large audience wanting to know what was going on.

“Let’s wait outside the gates,” Captain Vibiana said, her expression illustrating her annoyance. She led the way for her soldiers, along with Lance and Gust and the children. Shouts and yells followed, and when the gates slammed shut behind them, Lance felt as if a chapter of his life had slammed shut with them.

Lance looked at the small line of captured warriors. His stomach clenched when he realized the rest of the young folk must have perished. At least they were beyond pain now. Then he spotted Agapa and his heart stopped. Her dress was torn, her appearance haggard, and she swayed with exhaustion where she stood.

“Hey! Let her go!” He rushed to her.

“Lance!” Gust said.

“Agapa!” Celia ran after him.

“Stop him!” King Aeschylus shouted.

Lance never pulled his sword and didn’t need it to shove soldiers out of his way. He reached Agapa and fought with the chains at her hands. Celia was crying and hugging her waist. Agapa was present enough to realize what was happening and she, too, cried.

Chaos reigned for a moment before King Kleitos, Magistrate Hild, and Captain Vibiana demanded order.

“What is the meaning of this?” Magistrate Hild asked as she approached.

“Agapa is not the enemy,” Lance said. “Get her out of these shackles!”

“She was in Agar’s camp. She’s the enemy,” King Aeschylus said.

“She is not!” Celia screamed. “She’s kind so let her go!”

“Insolent child—”

“Enough!” Captain Vibiana’s voice rang clear. “Whichever soldier has a key to these shackles, let her go. Now!”

It appeared, despite two kings present, the captain had final authority. Perhaps it was because she considered an emissary for the emperor?

When Agapa was freed, she stumbled into Lance’s arms and wept. Yes, she had been a servant of Ylva’s, but that didn’t make her as bad as her mistress. And she could back up his story about Ylva acting as the new Scourge. Her knowledge could be invaluable. He picked her up and Celia followed. Gust was at his side and looked her over while handing her water.

Then Lance spotted another person in line who made his blood boil. “Captain Vibiana? I also suggest you take that man with us. He is a spy and could have useful information.”

Captain Vibiana followed the direction of his finger and raised an eyebrow when she noticed Orric. He was trying to hide behind a burly warrior quite unsuccessfully.

“Enough of these delays,” King Aeschylus said.

“Are you so eager to be reprimanded by the emperor, Cousin?”

King Aeschylus scowled at King Kleitos, who smiled sardonically back.

“Unlock his chains as well but keep him tied up,” Captain Vibiana said.

Orric was dragged out of line. He fought and injured a few soldiers before one struck him down. He groaned and curled up in the dirt.

By midday everyone was ready, and their large party split into three smaller groups. Most of the kings’ soldiers returned to their garrisons with their share of prisoners. A few followed their kings along with Vibiana and her soldiers, Hild and her guards, and Lance and Gust and their three children. Ylva now had her own horse and rode beside Vibiana while Orric was placed with one of her soldiers. However, his whining soon became too much, and the soldier punched him in the face, knocking him out.

Vibiana also borrowed a horse for Gust to ride with Celia behind him. They decided that Agapa needed some rest so she rode with Lance since Brutus’s special abilities would guarantee she didn’t fall. While Lance hated that Gust wasn’t riding with him, he understood and hoped Agapa got well soon so she could ride with Celia. He knew those thoughts were selfish and yet he couldn’t deny them. Brutus had to be convinced to let someone else ride him, and he finally allowed it after Lance bribed him with a sugar cube. He wasn’t sure where Celia had found such a treat and decided not to ask. The girl was sneaky when she wanted to be.

Lance and Gust rode behind Vibiana who rode behind Hild and her guards. He wasn’t sure how the kings allowed themselves to ride behind everyone else but he wasn’t going to question it. The greater distance between them, the better. He wasn’t too thrilled with being so close to Ylva, though at least she was in front of him.

They made good distance on the first day and camped well after dark. Tents were quickly erected, and Lance resigned himself to the lack of intimacy when the three children and Agapa bunked with him and Gust. Not that he didn’t have affection for the children but… it was a disappointment. Gust sent him a sympathetic look, clearly feeling the same.

They ate a minimal supper before Ard and Art fell asleep. Celia cared for Agapa who appeared a little better than before. Even as Lance and Gust were getting their beds ready, someone cleared their throat outside their tent.

“Pardon me. It’s Caeso. The magistrate and the captain are holding a meeting. They insist that you both join.”

Lance exchanged a look with Gust, who sighed and shrugged.

“Better to be part of the decision-making then simply hearing about it in the morning,” Gust said.

Lance glanced at Celia.

“I can take care of things while you’re gone.”

How she’d grown in just the short time he’d known her.

“I know you will.”

She beamed.

Lance and Gust followed Caeso to Hild’s tent, and Lance barely hid a grimace. Why was he at all surprised by the other attendees? The two kings were there, of course.

“What in Liran’s name is he doing here?”

Lance met King Aeschylus’s gaze and didn’t flinch.

“I invited him.”

King Aeschylus swung toward Hild who held up a hand. “I know your argument, and I have no time for it. Let us get to business.”

King Aeschylus sputtered and then scowled when his cousin elbowed his ribs.

Caeso left and Lance approached the table with Gust close beside him. They’d left their weapons behind, and it was a relief to see the others were weaponless as well.

“We have some decisions to make, my friends,” Vibiana said. “We have an accused spy and an earl’s daughter who has been accused of being the new Scourge. And I suspect she is known to several of you.” She eyed the kings. “We can have no secrets between us. We have a long journey ahead of us and trust me, the empress will demand the truth upon arrival. Let us all know the facts so we are a united front when we are kneeling at her feet.

“Lance? Since you accused Lady Ylva and singled out Orric, what do you have to say?”

King Aeschylus scoffed, and Hild sent him a sharp look.

Lance glanced at Gust who nodded reluctantly. Lying would do them no good. He might as well lay it all out on the table.

“I knew of Orric when he rode with Ulfr. He was a spy for him, among his own warband as well as without. Then he fell out of favor, and I didn’t see him again until we were in Gelea. I suspect that he was the one to tell the elders about me, and they summoned Magistrate Hild.”

“It’s true,” she said. “I came on behalf of the elders, and they had Orric show me where Lance was and to confirm his identity.”

“After Agar came for me, Orric joined us before we reached the beach and sailed to Agar’s hideout. I guess it was part of a plan to get me into Agar’s warband.”

“They wanted you back in the fold,” King Kleitos said thoughtfully.

Lance nodded and struggled to speak. “I’d decided to discard my role as Scourge and to protect instead of slaughter. I didn’t know Lady Ylva was Scourge at that time. She introduced herself to me as simply Ylva. I guessed she was nobility. She knew about me and my time with Ulfr. She even claimed to have been there when I killed him.” He had to stop and clear his throat. “And when she said her father’s name, I realized that Lord Jorvikr has been supporting Agar and did support Ulfr when he was alive.”

Silence.

“That is a bold accusation,” Hild said.

“I know. I can only tell you what I’ve heard. When I left Ulfr, I ruined his plans. Before I killed him, he mentioned a Lord Jorvikr. Then his daughter is with Agar and wearing the black armor? It can’t be coincidence.”

The kings glanced at each other and Vibiana stared at him.

“If this is true,” Hild said softly. “Then it is treason.”

Vibiana nodded.

“The woman we have with us, Agapa,” Lance said. “She was once Lady Ylva’s servant. I’m sure she has information that can help us.”

Vibiana was silent for a moment before she eyed the kings. “Your Majesties? Would you please share your knowledge of Lady Ylva or Orric?”

Neither of them wanted to go first. Eventually King Kleitos did.

“I have no knowledge of Orric. I have dealt with Lady Ylva infrequently over the past few years. She made sure weapons and other supplies were delivered and always on behalf of her father. I have also been in contact with Lord Jorvikr about supplies. He was my main benefactor. He always gave the impression that he had imperial approval.”

King Aeschylus reddened and gave a grudging nod. “Aye, cousin. Seems we were both puppets.”

King Kleitos glanced at him. “And if Lord Jorvikr was also helping Ulfr and then Agar—”

“Then those raids we attributed to you—”

“Were not me. Nor were the raids ascribed to you.”

They stared at each other, and Lance could see both were struggling to hold in their emotions, whatever they might be.

“If all this is true, then Lord Jorvikr has been single-handedly keeping the civil war going,” Hild said.

Vibiana grimaced. “And who’s to say there aren’t others in on the act?”

Lance grimaced. He wasn’t the only one.

“Bernard!”

The soldier stuck his head inside the tent.

“Bring Orric.”

After a sharp nod, he jogged off.

“We’ll see what the weasel knows.” Vibiana poured wine for all of them, and Lance and Gust accepted. Everyone sipped in silence.

Do they believe me? Lance glanced at the others, unable to decipher their thoughts.

They didn’t have to wait long before Bernard came back with Orric. He halted the man before them and then left, closing the tent flap behind him. Lance and Gust moved back, and Lance shifted slightly in front of Gust. Gust grunted but didn’t protest.

Orric trembled, eyes big, face pale except for a livid bruise across his cheek. He stood tall despite his obvious fear. Lance always wondered how someone such as he could be a spy for so long. Shouldn’t spies have stronger backbones than that?

“Orric,” Vibiana said. “We have some questions for you. I need you to answer truthfully. If you don’t, you won’t like the consequences.”

“I am falsely accused, captain!” he said when she’d barely finished. “This beast”—he pointed at Lance—“wishes to get his revenge on me for telling the elders of Gelea about him! He has lied horribly about me and my intentions. I’d only wished to help. Yes, I once worked for Ulfr Blackwolf, to my great shame, but I have redeemed myself in the eyes of the gods!”

“Hogwash,” Lance murmured.

Gust took his hand and linked their fingers.

For a moment, Lance despaired. He had no proof, only his word, that Orric was a spy. And what good was a monster’s word? Even a former monster?

Vibiana narrowed her eyes and walked around the table. She moved right in front of Orric. Without warning she punched him in the stomach. His eyes bugged out, and he stumbled and coughed, folding in two.

“Don’t lie.”

Orric gasped for air as tears filled his eyes. “I. Don’t.”

“I saw the way Lady Ylva looked at you. I know that expression well. Her look said, ‘If you talk, I will gut you.’ Why would she give you such a look if you had nothing to say? You know things, Orric, so do yourself a favor and tell us. If you don’t, it will only get worse for you.”

Her unyielding tone proved she wasn’t bluffing.

“I want… guarantees.”

She grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked his head back. She was a bit taller than him and more filled out. He looked like a bag of bones in comparison.

“The only guarantee is the loss of fingers and toes and then limbs if you don’t answer me. If you talk, we can negotiate.”

His eyes bulged.

She let him go and backed up until she nudged the table. She leaned against it and curled her fingers along the sides. Despite having two kings in the tent, there was no mistaking who was in charge. The kings glanced at each other and King Kleitos smirked. King Aeschylus snorted softly.

“Who was Ulfr’s patron? Who was Agar’s? What was Lady Ylva’s role in all this? What of her father, Lord Jorvikr?”

The rapid-fire questions had him gaping like a fish. He finally caught his breath and hesitated. Vibiana pushed away from the table, a glint of dark pleasure in her eyes. He hunched back and whined.

“I fear for my life! Lady Ylva will destroy me if I say anything. I need guarantees to my safety! That’s only fair!”

“Thank you. You just confirmed you were in league with Lady Ylva and doing something untoward in Grekenus, possibly treasonous. It’s a start. Continue.”

Once again, Orric resembled a fish. He sent pleading looks to everyone in the tent, even Lance, and when he found no sympathizers, he appeared quite defeated. Then he straightened and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “I simply gathered information. First for Ulfr and then for Agar.”

“What sort of information?” Vibiana prompted when he broke off.

“Dissenters. Usurpers. Just keeping the warlords in power. But Agar sent me off to gather intel around Grekenus.”

“Do you mean Lady Ylva?”

He grumbled.

She took a step toward him.

He shrank back. “Yes! All right! Ylva was the brains of the operation. The strategist. Agar took orders from her. And she took orders from her father.”

Vibiana settled back against the table. “Go on.”

“They wanted Lance back in the fold or close enough to kill. He was a worthy weapon they didn’t want to lose. But they also didn’t want a loose end running around, one that might know more about their operation than he should. They planned to lure and corral Lance right into Ylva’s hands, and she was to convert him back.”

Lance swallowed hard. Gust squeezed his hand again.

“What of Lord Jorvikr and his bigger plans?”

Orric grimaced. “There is no bigger plan. It’s greed. He grows wealthy from his warlords’ raids as well as keeping the civil war going. He funnels that wealth into his homeland projects. His influence in court. He wants to be a puppet master and have the wealth and influence to keep others under his thumb.”

“And was there any mention about the horde? About that ongoing conflict?”

Orric shrugged, this time appearing truly at a loss. “I only had jobs inside Grekenus.”

Something stirred in the back of Lance’s mind upon hearing that word again. Horde. For some reason this time it hit harder. He brushed it aside.

Hild questioned him as well but his knowledge was limited to events he was specifically involved with or overheard conversations. His answers were spotty and missing details although it appeared that he was telling the full truth.

After an hour of relentless questioning, Vibiana ended the interrogation.

“Bernard! Take Orric back to his tent. Put two more guards and rotate regularly. No one is to talk to him, understand?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Bernard took Orric’s arm and led him out.

The kings were subdued and drank most of the wine. Hild and Vibiana exchanged troubled glances. Then Vibiana looked at Lance and Gust.

“Go to bed. We all need the rest. We ride hard tomorrow. Though I will eventually want to speak with Agapa myself when she is feeling better.”

Gust inclined his head and tugged Lance out. Slightly dazed, Lance followed like an obedient puppy, lost in thought. What did all this mean? For him, for Gust? And why did horde itch at the back of his mind like a bug bite?

Their companions were asleep when they crawled into the tent. Theirs was the smallest and most modest of the crowd. The six of them barely fit since Lance and Gust were not small men. Gust spooned Lance from behind as they snuggled near Ard and Art, keeping the small children in the middle with Celia and Agapa on the other side.

“None of this would have happened if you hadn’t defected,” Gust whispered.

“What?”

“When you left Ulfr you started the first ripple. You created this change, my love.” He kissed Lance’s cheek.

Lance sighed, uncomfortable with the praise. “The baby started it all. She laughed at me.”

“As you wish. Fabia started all this. Just a baby, and she’s created a ripple of changes through the empire.”

Lance closed his eyes, exhausted in mind, heart, and body. It was only Gust’s warmth and loyalty that kept him hoping and praying his future would give him opportunities to redeem himself. Let the emperor give him an honorable task.

Please gods.








  
  
Chapter Three




Gust was lost in thought throughout most of the ride the next day. Even when they took their precious few breaks, neither he nor Lance would talk. Celia and Agapa filled most of the silence with Art and Ard piping up now and then. At first Gust was suspicious of Agapa because of her association with Ylva but he soon reached the conclusion she was harmless. Celia adored her and Agapa eventually hinted that she was an indentured servant, little more than a slave. She insisted she’d never heard about any conspiracy and confessed to never paying attention. She’d wanted to remain unnoticed and thought of as a simpleton. Gust couldn’t blame her for surviving that way, and it was nice to realize she was anything but simple. At least she confirmed that Ylva had been, indeed, the new Scourge. And yet how much was her word worth to the imperial court? 

During their last break before reaching their planned stop for the night, Gust found a bit of privacy among a few boulders and took care of personal business. He straightened his clothes afterward and turned to go back before stopping dead, hand wandering to his dagger.

Ylva leaned her hip against the largest boulder, arms crossed, pondering him. The sun was low and tried to blind him as he looked at her. He lifted his hand to shade his eyes and regarded her coldly.

“You’re the reason he wouldn’t hump me,” she said conversationally.

Gust clenched his hands into fists. “I have nothing to say to you, my lady.”

She raised an eyebrow and smirked. “So polite despite wanting to slice me to pieces. I like it. I just wanted to get a close-up look at the Cairon healer who so captured Scourge’s heart. You’re pretty but you’re nothing special. You must suck his cock with great talent.”

He flushed and moved to step around her. She blocked his path, still smirking.

“Don’t be a prude. This is just between us girls. I’ve had many men and women, and I just have to ask, is he as much of a beast as I imagine?”

“Get away from me,” he bit out.

“What’s the matter? You want to keep all the juicy details to yourself? So selfish.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t get too attached if I were you, healer. He and I have more in common than you could ever imagine. Eventually he’ll realize that. Eventually he’ll grow bored with you. Once he’s at court, don’t be surprised if some of the nobles, who like a bit of strange, want to bed him. And don’t be surprised if he’s willing.”

Gust imagined punching her perfect face. “You’re pathetic. You have no idea who Lance is and what we are to each other. He wouldn’t hump you, which proves he has standards. If the people at court are as petty and slimy as you, then I have nothing to worry about.”

Spots of color appeared in her pale cheeks, and she glared at him.

“I pity you for your lack of love, and I can’t wait to see what the emperor does to traitors.”

She bared her teeth. He brushed past her, and despite his pounding heart, kept his steps even and unhurried. He was hyperaware of her behind him and expected an attack. Nothing came. He returned to his group and grabbed Lance’s hand before kissing his cheek.

Startled, Lance blinked and met his gaze. “What was that for?”

“For being you.”

Lance smiled, still clearly confused.

“I’ll tell you later.”


      [image: ]They arrived at one of King Aeschylus’s garrisons, and the gates opened when he took off his helmet and showed the sentries his face. The soldiers had apparently been expecting them and swiftly took their horses, except Brutus, and led everyone to the dining hall. Lance took care of Brutus himself, and Brutus didn’t seem to have an issue with being in the stables with the other horses. In fact, Gust realized Brutus was “flirting”—if a horse could flirt—with a few of the mares. Amused, Gust followed Lance into the dining hall and found their companions who had saved them seats.

“I’m tired,” Ard said.

“Me too,” Art said.

“We told you it was a long journey,” Gust said gently and stroked their hair in turn. “I’m sorry you’re tired. Once you eat, we can find a place for you to sleep.”

The food was simple and filling. The ale flowed a bit too freely and random songs were taken up by soldiers, those following their kings and the ones part of the garrison. When the lyrics turned vulgar, Agapa decided it was time for the children to retire. They were guided away, and Gust finally told Lance about his encounter with Ylva.

Lance was livid and Gust had to restrain him from doing anything foolish.

“I handled it, Lance. Do you hear me? I handled it! Keep your seat and stay calm.”

He called Ylva all sorts of unsavory names and Gust didn’t dispute any of them.

“She was trying to drive a wedge between us, and it wasn’t subtle. I saw right through her. She’s petty and vindictive. Don’t let her provoke you.”

Lance turned his fierce gaze to Gust. “You’re mine. Right?”

Gust smiled and kissed him, glad they were in a dark corner. “Yes. I am. And you’re mine.”

Lance slowly relaxed and sipped more ale, still brooding. Gust set his arm across Lance’s shoulders and pressed close. Perhaps they could be intimate again later. Only if they got their own room. The garrison looked big enough for that.

The words of the current song being bellowed from one end of the room to another caught his ear. He heard the name Ulfr and then Scourge. At first Gust thought it was the same song the minstrel had sung in his town months ago. But a new verse made him look up.

Lance stiffened.

“And then the beast turned on its own

A weapon unsheathed

A dog unleashed

Escaped to terrorize his band

A man beneath the fiend

Oh he hunted and slaughtered and ambushed his men

Once comrades dying

Warriors crying

He slayed his master mercilessly

Blackwolf lost his head.”

Gust gaped. Well… that was unexpected. Scourge seen in a positive light? Somehow his deeds in Cairon had found their way into the ears of minstrels in Grekenus. Or bards as they were called in this kingdom. Apparently, this version of the song was well-known already because almost all the soldiers took it up and sang it proud.

Lance made a choked sound, and he covered his mouth with his hand.

“Let’s go.”

Lance shook his head. They stayed until the song ended, and then there was cheering and hooting. Almost every single person craned their neck around, and when Lance was spotted, they raised their tankards in a toast.

How was this possible? Scourge was the enemy of Grekenus. A beast to be hated and feared. Now he was a hero? A champion? Or was everyone simply too drunk to understand the implications of what they were doing?

“Come,” Gust said softly and helped Lance to his feet. Lance followed him this time, and they stepped outside.

“That was shocking,” he said.

Lance nodded, eyes still wide.

“Let’s find a room and get some sleep.” Gust had only gone a few steps when a young soldier ran over to them, and before Gust could go with instinct and grab his dagger, the soldier smiled and gestured.

“You room is over here.”

Stranger and stranger. Was he dreaming?

“Here you are. I’m sorry it’s cramped but it’s the best we have.”

“It will do just fine. Thank you.”

“The woman, Agapa, is housed with the children in the room to your right. Have a good sleep.” After one last glance at Lance, the young soldier left.

Gust shut the door, shaking his head. There were two beds, two small tables and two chairs and two trunks. Nothing else. Lance sat in one of the chairs, eyes on the floor. Gust rearranged the furniture and shoved the two beds together. Then he knelt in front of Lance.

“Talk to me.”

Lance’s brows bunched. “I’m confused.”

Gust smiled. “As am I. Let’s get some sleep.”

Lance met his gaze. “I’m not sleepy yet.”

Gust stood. “Then come here.”

Instead of obeying, Lance quickly undid the ties on Gust’s trousers and put his mouth to good use. Gust groaned and touched Lance’s head, trying not to grab him. He didn’t want to cause Lance fear. With his lips wrapped around Gust’s cock, Lance looked up and their gazes met. Gust lost his breath at the beautiful sight.

Then Lance raised his hands and placed them on Gust’s. Gust half thought he was going to push them away but instead, he pressed hard, his gaze dark. Gust understood and nodded. Lance then grabbed Gust’s ass and tugged him closer before sucking his cock with single-minded focus. Gust dug his fingers into Lance’s hair and tugged, drawing a harsh groan from Lance.

Lance suddenly stopped moving, and Gust gasped, quivering on the brink.

“Lance.”

He squeezed Gust’s ass and didn’t move. Needing relief and curious about Lance’s intentions, he held Lance’s head and slowly pushed his hips forward. Lance never flinched or removed his mouth. Gust did it again, and Lance slipped his fingers between Gust’s ass cheeks, kneading and pressing against his hole. Gust gasped and thrust faster, still holding himself in check. Lance grunted with each thrust and kept his eyes open. Never once did he close them. Sometimes he’d look up at Gust, sometimes he’d stare at his pelvis. Despite the lack of blood to his brain, Gust understood. Lance wouldn’t freak out during this if he could reassure himself he was with Gust. Not Ulfr.

That bastard. May he be devoured for eternity by Mawn in the underworld.

“I love you, Lance. You feel so good. You’re so good to me.”

Lance moaned and sucked harder.

Gust kept talking, struggling with words, helping Lance stay in the present, to know he was with someone who loved him. Cherished him.

“I’m close, love.”

Lance slipped off his cock and continued to stroke as he mouthed Gust’s balls. Gust groaned again and panted, one hand gripping Lance’s head, the other the back of his neck. When he was just about to blow, Lance lifted his head and pointed Gust’s cock right at his face. Gust couldn’t hold back, and he came hard, splashing his come over Lance’s face. Only then did Lance close his eyes. Gust gripped Lance’s shoulders to stay standing and stared at him incredulously.

Then Lance opened his eyes and gave Gust the smuggest grin Gust had ever seen on his lover.

Gust choked out a laugh. “You naughty bastard.”

Lance’s grin widened.

Gust used a corner of one of the blankets to tenderly clean Lance’s face, and then they both undressed. Gust led Lance to the bed and laid down first. Lance eyed his body with open appreciation, and Gust had never felt so desirable.

“I got a treat for you,” Gust said and crooked his finger. “Come here.”

Lance crawled on the bed, his cock ridged and swinging back and forth with his movements. He was about to lay down next to Gust, and Gust shook his head.

“No. Straddle my face.”

“What?”

Gust laughed at Lance’s shock. “Let me show you.”

Through much encouragement and instruction, Lance finally straddled Gust’s face, his thick cock right over his mouth.

“You control the movements this time, just like I did with you. All right?”

Lance bit his lip and nodded, still uncertain, although the look in his eyes indicated he desired to continue. Gust smoothed his hands over Lance’s thighs, his ass, before gently nudging the back of his balls.

“Remember Lance, only pleasure for both of us. Trust me. Trust yourself.”

Lance blew out a breath and nodded. Gust opened his mouth, and Lance slipped his cock inside. Gust closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the taste and forever thankful that the gods had delivered this sweet man to him. Lance moaned loud and long before thrusting. He started slow and the concentration on his face was fierce. He pressed his palms to the wall above their heads and kept his pace slow. Gust didn’t mind, sucking greedily and playing with Lance’s ass and balls. He’d have a sore jaw, though not a painful one. A few of his former lovers had used him without consideration, and he’d been young enough to allow it to happen. He didn’t have to worry about that with Lance.

“Gust. Oh gods. You’re a blessing to me.”

Warmed from his head all the way down to his toes, Gust swallowed when the tip of Lance’s cock reached the back of his throat. Lance gasped and looked down. Gust winked. Lance choked out a laugh. It had been a long time since sex had been so playful. Maybe it never had been before Lance.

“Close. Love, close.”

He sped up just a tad but nowhere as fast as Gust had been. Gust removed Lance’s cock from his mouth and tugged hard.

“Gust!” He came and Gust closed his eyes, welcoming the evidence of his orgasm. When he opened his eyes, Lance was staring, panting, love and wonder in his gaze.

“You don’t get all the fun,” Gust said.

Lance laughed and flopped down next to him. They cleaned each other up and cuddled, vaguely hearing the rowdy soldiers not far away. Apparently, the party was still going.

“Thank you,” Lance whispered.

“I think we both have reason to be thankful.” Gust tugged at Lance’s beard, unable to stop himself.

Lance smirked. “We’re partners.”

Gust hugged him tightly and tucked his head under Lance’s chin. “Damn right we are. Partners until the end.”

Lance curled around him and from one breath to the next, started to snore.
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