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Chapter One
 
I woke with a start, gasping as blood ran into my eye, stinging fiercely. I tried to move, tried to bring up a hand to wipe the pain away, but agony stole the breath from my body and I could but lie there, my senses gradually stirring, remembering horror.
The smell of burned wood filled my nostrils, along with more sinister scents: blood, singed flesh, and the stink of entrails. I managed to turn my head, blinking frantically to clear my sight, and my eyes widened. Blank eyes stared back at me; lips that had smiled but hours before stretched in pained rictus.
Grunting with effort, I managed to roll to my side, almost blacking out as the pain crashed over me in waves. One arm would not move and the pulsing agony told me it was most probably broken. I worked my way closer, then raised my right hand and pressed trembling fingers against the still face.
“Micael…” The word shook with emotion and I fought back unmanly tears. The skin was cold already, a sign of how long I had been unconscious. I closed eyes that now stung with tears instead of blood, and fought to retain thought, retain sanity.
Now was not the time; grief was for later. Now was for returning to the defense of our lord. I managed to make it to my knees, swaying, then blearily saw my sword a short distance away. I half crawled to it, my fingers closing around the hilt with difficulty.
A booted foot smashed down, wrenching the weapon out of my weak grasp and slamming it flat against the ground.
My gaze flew up; then I swallowed with difficulty as a sword point came to rest at my throat, the tip pressing into tender flesh.
Cold green eyes met mine through his helm and I faintly recognized the second in command of the invading force, the very man I had earlier so unwisely engaged in battle, the one who had looked at me with surprise; then with something that had bordered on recognition. He had laughed then and his blow had not been to my body as I would have expected, but first to my arm, then clipping me above the ear, sending me into confused darkness—
Now he stood above me, and I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, waiting for the thrust, waiting for blessed death. If he was here now, then we had lost…all was lost.
His low laugh made my eyes fly open as the sword was withdrawn.
“Brave boy, just like your father. I expected that.”
I stared at him blankly, cradling my broken arm against my chest, breath heaving with both pain and adrenaline.
“Get up.”
I rose on shaking legs, almost fell as my head spun, but steadied myself with sheer determination. Damned if I would show weakness in front of this enemy.
I raised my chin without thought as I faced him and he laughed again, making me shudder. He seemed quite mad, but then were not all Masarians crazy?
I cast a quick look around us, my jaw clenching as I realized the battle—if battle it could have been called—was over. Those I saw standing were Masarian; all my comrades lay dead, the toll staggering. Toward the keep itself, the dead lay in piles where they had given their last breath to defend their lord. I saw his blue armor half lying beneath his men and gritted my teeth to forestall the sound of grief that wanted to pass my lips.
I turned eyes dark with hate upon my captor.
A small smile hovered on his lips, and the sword prodded my shoulder, forcing me to turn.
“Walk.” The order was harsh, the sword poking between my shoulder blades. I stumbled ahead, darkness around the edges of my consciousness, jaw clenched against the jarring motion that made red pain flare from the arm. My gorge rose as I stepped over men I had shared feast with last night, men I had lived with all my life. Their eyes stared, bodies stiff in the positions of agony in which they had died. Blood dried upon them, flies already buzzing about their wounds, their faces… I swallowed hard, scarcely able to form complete thoughts as to how this could have happened, or even why I still lived.
We passed through the shattered gates at last, and I was almost glad; the wind blew the smells away, the breeze cool upon my heated skin. My nausea subsided some small degree, though fear rose in its place. Nowhere could I see a survivor, only the conquerors. They were gathering useable weapons and in places I could see them bringing out cartloads of possessions from the keep itself. I saw the great bed of my lord and turned away, biting my lip hard, then harder, as it refused to stop shaking.
At last we reached the edge of the Masarian encampment, far beyond the reach of our sling weapons. We passed through the temporary gates, and I shivered with revulsion as the press of Masarian warriors increased. They stared at me with curiosity. Several hurled questions at my captor, but he only answered with grunts that discouraged further conversation and prodded me faster.
My anger grew; part of the shock perhaps, and I desperately wanted to turn and confront him, to precipitate my death that was sure to be the result of this anyway.
“Do not be stupid, pup.” The rumble of his voice chilled me utterly, as though he read my mind. “I would not kill you anyway, and it would only be humiliation. For this time at least, be sensible.”
I flung a crude word at him, bitter bile in my throat, but he only chuckled and steered me toward a large tent at the center of the assembled pavilions. Two guards at the entrance raised their brows at our approach, but wisely asked no questions, only held aside the flaps of the tent. I hesitated at the threshold, but a hand pushed me within, so I half stumbled, blind in the sudden dimness. I blinked as my eyes adjusted, aware only of rich carpets beneath my feet, my boots sinking into luxurious thickness.
A man rose from where he had been sitting with several others and leisurely made his way to us. The conversations of the others stopped as they watched his progress, their eyes fastening on me.
He was tall, this one, broad shouldered, slim hipped, well balanced on his feet. The epitome of a warrior. Long, dark hair lay in a warrior’s braid down his back. One hand casually lay on the hilt of his sword—a part of him—the long fingers unconsciously caressing the wrapped leather, the ornate metal. His eyes…I swallowed and looked down against my will. This one was leader to the very heart of him; the cold fire in those blue eyes was terrifying in its strength, the vivid coloration making them seem like blue flame.
I fought to retain courage.
“So this is he?” The voice held amusement and a certain amount of anticipation that both confused me and terrified me further. A hand came and lifted my chin up so that I had no choice but to face him.
His eyes searched my face, feature by bloody feature, and I found myself shrinking back away from him, brought up short by the body of my captor.
“I recognized him at the last moment, or you would have had a burial rather than a reunion.” The voice was cool but amused.
The blue eyes flicked to him, a smile curving on the lips. “My thanks, Vlar; I would have been less than pleased had I lost him.”
The sharp gaze returned to me as I struggled to understand their conversation.
“Your name, boy?”
My lips thinned and I flung up my head defiantly. “It is of no importance. Kill me and be done.”
One brow rose, the intense eyes narrowing, and I met him look for look, daring him.
Vlar laughed at the shocked looks of the other men. “Blood tells true. If nothing else, he has courage. Not much sense, but courage all the same.”
The man before me never changed his expression, his fingers slowly tightening until my eyes flickered shut with the pain. “Do not cross me, boy,” he whispered softly. “You will show respect, if never love.”
The words made no sense to me at all. I could only try to endure the pain as best possible, for I would not ask for mercy. It was well known the Masarians had none.
“Andar, see to his wounds.” The terrible grip left me and I opened my eyes to see my tormenter walking back to the table. One of the men there rose and approached me, and I found myself trembling with reaction.
Andar seemed kind enough; he took my shoulder and steered me to a chair. “Sit, boy; let me see that arm.” The note of concern was almost my undoing. The trembling increased, and it was all I could do to make it to the chair. I hesitated when I saw its splendor, and Andar looked at me questioningly.
I waved vaguely at the chair. “I am covered in blood and filth…perhaps the floor…” His look conveyed disbelief, but it seemed important to me, somehow, not to destroy the chair. It was very beautiful and not for the likes of me.
Vlar appeared with oilskin in hand and draped it over the furniture in question. I sank down on it with a sigh of utter relief. I was not entirely sure how much longer I could have held myself up; my legs seemed frighteningly weak, unable to support me further.
I swallowed a protest as Andar cut my bloodstained shirt from me. It was one of only two I possessed, and it had been a gift from Micael… I thrust that thought aside with haste and focused on Andar’s face as he probed the cut above my ear, then my arm. His serious brown eyes rose to mine. “The cut will need stitches, but it is the arm that I worry for. It is a bad break and will have to be set.”
I paled but nodded with grim determination. What must be must be.
He rummaged in an ornate box that one of the servants brought forth and withdrew a thick piece of leather. I took it in shaking fingers and set it between my teeth.
I stiffened as Vlar’s arms came around me from behind, holding the arm out as Andar supported the wrist and forearm. Sweat beaded on my brow, and I could not determine whether it was the product of pain or the touch of my most hated enemy.
“Be brave, little one.” The whisper stirred the hair by my ear, and I shuddered in reaction…just as Andar yanked on the arm. I cried out…or did I only whimper? As I slid limply off the chair and down into Vlar’s arms, I took his smirk with me into darkness…
 
I woke the second time to disorientation and movement. For the longest time I could not imagine where I was. I stared up into the blue sky, feeling the jolting motion beneath me, unable to gather my thoughts to any degree. In the end it was the pounding headache and restriction of my bound arm that made the memories come.
I sat up with a jerk then, swearing under my breath as my vision spun and the movement jarred my arm, sending jolts of pain along the nerves. I could not focus on anything but that pain for long moments, then that hated voice came to me, close enough to make me flinch away.
“Awake already? Andar said you would be out for the day.”
My entire body went rigid, intensifying the pain, and I looked then at Vlar in frigid silence where he rode beside the cart. Only then did I realize that the army was on the move—and me with it.
I rolled to my knees, looking back along our trail with a kind of desperation, then shot a look at my nemesis. “I have to bury them. You cannot just leave them there…”
He shrugged wide shoulders. “We have left a force to man the fortress. They will bury them, no doubt. Do not worry.”
I stared at him in speechless fury, horrified at the thought of hostile hands carelessly rolling Micael into an unmarked grave. Without further thought, I rolled over the side of the cart, hit the dirt and almost staggered under the horse being ridden by one of the soldiers. The man swore at me as the horse reared and several others shied at my sudden appearance, but I paid attention to none of them. I ducked under the rearing one, narrowly missed getting kicked by two more, then with the dust swirling up and covering my presence, I reached up with my good arm and yanked another rider off his horse before he could even react.
My usual leap was awkward with only one arm, but I managed and laid heels to the horse, praying it was fast. The animal leaped with startled fervor, and I rode into the nearby trees, ignoring the shouts in my wake. I rode bent low to the horse’s neck, clutching the reins with my good hand, cursing the weak grip of the other. Fortunately the animal seemed war-trained and responded as much to heel and voice as to the bit. I wove through the trees at top speed. Often had Micael and I done this very thing in competitive spirit, but that thought brought only pain now, not pleasure. I spoke to the horse and his ears flickered, responding to my encouragement.
We burst through the trees into a clearing and I urged the animal on until we were flying, barely slowing at we re-entered the trees on the opposite side. I vaguely recognized the area, and when we came upon the road, I turned sharply and urged the horse faster.
The hooves drummed upon the hard-packed surface, and I turned my head to look over my shoulder. No one.
I could scarce believe that I had made my escape so easily, but I did not dwell upon the thought—only that I must return, do right by all those who had died.
Smoke rose before me in the distance, and I laid hard heels to the poor horse, for once not caring of an animal’s suffering.
By the time I reached the shattered gates some long time later, the poor thing was heaving for breath, and I drew it to a staggering halt within, both of us choking from the smoke that obscured most everything.
Nearby Masarians clearing away debris stared at me questioningly, but I ignored them.
I flung a leg over the horse’s neck and slid to the ground. The animal remained there, head down, foam covering its neck and flanks. I put one hand over my nose, coughing, trying to see far enough to gain knowledge of my surroundings. I stumbled over bodies, gorge rising in my throat, but I sought one in particular, one who had held my love…
I found him at last and sank to my knees at his side, tears rising as I stroked his cheek, managed to close the staring eyes.
I know not how much time passed as I grieved, but at last I rose to my feet, wiping my eyes and set about trying to find something to dig Micael’s grave. I found little, both from the problem of burning eyes in the smoke and the fact that the place had been stripped bare. I finally came upon a broken shovel by what had been the swine pens, and I staggered back to my friend.
My poor efforts were hampered by both my arm and the fact I had to stop to cough harshly every few moments. I could only dig from a kneeling position because of the shortness of the broken handle. When at last I had a shallow pit, I carefully rolled Micael into the depression and tried to arrange his body into a more peaceful pose. I covered his face with cloth torn from a nearby body, but even then it took all my remaining strength of will to begin to cover that beloved form with dirt, to admit that this was true, not some sort of horrible nightmare.
When at last I had finished, I lay upon the fresh-turned soil with despair and exhaustion in equal measure.
“Are you done now? Can we continue our travels with less hysteria and more sense from this point?”
I froze, then slowly rolled to my back, and I knew that disbelief must be large in my expression.
Vlar leaned against a nearby wall, arms crossed over his broad chest. He met my eyes squarely.
“Did you think to leave my care so easily, young one? I think not. I have waited patiently whilst you did your duty; now it is time to return to the others.”
I looked behind him, but my stolen horse stood alone.
“How…” My mind struggled to make sense…
He shrugged. “I am a fast runner.”
I marked his breathing, even and slow, and knew he had to be lying. I shakily gained my feet and stood facing him, swaying with exhaustion, numb in mind.
“Why? I am nothing to you, can be nothing. I am of no importance whatsoever. You must be mistaken in your taking of me.”
He smiled slightly, and I shuddered, backed away in response.
“Your name is Gaven. You are a bastard child, raised in sufferance by the grace of your lord within the fortress itself. Your mother was the laundress, who died but two years ago. You are almost eighteen, and proud of the fact that the lord actually granted you leave to train to be a guard. You have started late to the sword, but show some impressive natural skill which impressed your lord and made him take notice of you.”
I stared in shock at him, at his perfect knowledge of my life, of me.
“We have kept an eye on you, young Gaven. You are of more importance than you know. You are the son of my lord, the High Commander of the Masarian army.” His grin was tinged with malice. “You are half Masarian, Gaven, one of us.”
I slid slowly to my knees, shaking my head with a kind of numb disbelief. This was all… I closed my eyes so that darkness rose to enfold me, and I prayed to wake from this nightmare that held me in thrall. Only a nightmare, only a—
He grabbed hold of my good arm and hauled me to my feet. I tried to struggle but gave up in confused exhaustion as it availed me nothing against his strength.
He pulled me beside him out the gates, taking the horse with us, then he turned back, raised a hand and blue fire shot from his fingertips.
And the bodies began to burn in an explosive conflagration that made me flinch back.
He smiled upon my look of stunned disbelief.
“There. They do not need burial now and the place will be cleansed.”
I stared at him, fear such as I had never known beginning to find root in my numb mind. “What are you?” I whispered finally.
He smiled again, wider this time and the tips of sharp teeth gleamed in the sun.
“Oh, you will find that out, my boy. You will find out…”


Chapter Two
 
The sun beat unmercifully on my shoulders as I rode with down-bent head, swaying in time with the motion of the horse, the hand of the broken arm resting on the withers before me. In a daze, I watched the ground slowly pass beneath me without true comprehension of time or distance.
Occasionally Vlar’s leg would brush mine as he rode beside me, but I had finally ceased to flinch away, numbed to his proximity as I was to everything, it seemed. The press of the army around us was a constant presence; we rode in its midst, preventing any hope of escape.
I tried to thrust away memory of the words he had spoken, remembrance of what I had seen, but both seemed seared into my mind. The truth of them was much in question.
They were mad to think that I was related to them. My father had been a young warrior, killed by infection of a relatively minor wound taken in a local skirmish. My mother had told me this since I could first understand the words, and surely the lord would have known if she had lied…would he not?
He would not have taken me in if he had had even an inkling that I held hated Masarian blood…would he have? Thoughts swirled and ebbed. It was impossible. My mother had been a laundress, low in the scale of things; she would never have come in contact with a warlord.
Subtle voices whispered, taunting, malicious. What of the color of the warlord’s eyes, so unusual, so rare, so like mine? Chance, I argued back uneasily. Pure chance.
What of his height, they whispered back. You are very tall for your people—unless those people are the Masarians.
I shifted against such nonsense, bringing Vlar’s attention on me.
“Not much farther, little one. We will camp this night beside a river. That means baths, and, by the gods, you need one.”
The mocking tone made me set my jaw with fury, but I did not look at him nor acknowledge he had spoken.
“We will have supper with your father; you will get to know each other better, I am sure.” I gritted my teeth harder, but could not restrain myself further.
“He is not my father! I don’t know what idiocy makes you think that, but it is not true, so shut up. My father is dead, a good and honorable man, not some gods’ damned Masarian!” My hands were clenched, my eyes burning with fury
He watched me with that small smile, dark eyes fathomless. “There is much for you to learn, little one. One will be to curb your temper around your elders.” The smile widened again, and I shuddered and turned away at sight of the pointed teeth.
I shook with anger and fear, resumed my sightless stare at the ground. This had to be no more than a nightmare, or I was going insane.
* * * * *
“You will remove your clothing yourself, or I will cut it from you. Your choice…”
I stared at Vlar, my breathing harsh and strained with all I longed to fling at him, all the hatred. I shook with it, but I had learned my lesson that day. Vlar responded to nothing I did; I could not stir his anger nor force his hand. He simply watched me, no more than that, yet that stirred more fear in me than another man’s physical abuse could have.
He uncrossed his arms and approached me. I took several quick steps back, away from him, raising my hand in feeble defense.
“All right, damn it. Just leave me alone.” I turned my back on him, pulling off my boots with great difficulty with only one useable hand, yanking my pants down violently before stepping from them into the frigid waters of the slow-moving river.
A pained gasp left my lips, and I started as splashing sounded beside me and a naked Vlar took my shoulder and forced me deeper into the waters.
“Wet your hair,” he ordered brusquely, and when I swore at him and defiantly refused, he grabbed a hold of me and thrust me under. I thrashed and sputtered as I rose to the surface, panic-stricken as he pushed us into deeper waters. My fear conquered everything else, and as I felt myself being pulled into the river’s currents, I grabbed hold of the nearest safety—Vlar himself.
My arm went through his, and I drew myself to him with the strength of terror.
A powerful arm wrapped around me and pulled me against his body, and I did not protest for long moments, still breathing great panicked gasps of air.
It took some time for me to become aware of the huge hardness pressing against my thigh, and when I did understand, my eyes shot to his, disbelieving.
He grinned openly, no longer hiding his show of sharp teeth. “You are mine, Gaven, given to me by your father. I will teach you what it means to be a Masarian warrior. Both in the bed and on the field and practice yard.”
I could not comprehend his words for long moments. Then revulsion and a fresh panic swept over me, and I tried to release my grip. But he had good hold of me and before I could even realize his intent, he pulled me totally against him and—sinking one hand into my hair—he held my head still and lowered his face to me, his eyes never leaving mine. Frozen with a sense of utter unreality, I felt his lips cover mine, gently at first, then slanting down with power and certainty, his arms holding me with ease as I began to struggle in earnest.
His strength was not anything human, and hindered by my arm and the water itself I was utterly helpless, like a child. It terrified me like nothing else. To be made so vulnerable…
Shouts and cheering from the shore filtered through my senses, and I flushed with shame at this degradation in the eyes of my enemies, struggled harder, gasping with effort.
He took full advantage, thrusting his tongue into my mouth until I gagged at the invasion, fighting as much for breath now as for release.
There was no mercy nor release. He ravished my mouth completely, and I could do nothing. He held my good hand with bruising force, allowing me no revenge, and at last I sobbed my defeat, my body going limp against his.
He slowly gave me respite, withdrawing his tongue so that I might breathe again and kissing my face, my ear, and finally down to my neck. He lingered there, and I felt his tongue lave my flesh, then the sharp point of his teeth, almost as though he tested the skin. I tried to jerk away, feeling a primal fear of what he intended, but he merely licked my neck again and slowly drew away so he could see my face.
“That is for later, little one. When you want it as much as I do—”
I spat at him. Fury, fear, and shame are a potent mix.
He dodged the spit with a laugh, then one of his hands slowly mapped my body, his touch moving lower…
I arched away, swearing and cursing, struggling impotently, desperate…then a voice from the shore cut into the intensity of the moment.
“Vlar, that is enough. You will hardly endear us to him with such things so early. He has been brought up with much different morals, no doubt. You cannot expect him to shed them in a day.” The warlord’s voice was lazily amused.
I could have hugged him for his timing, and I went limp with relief this time as Vlar laughed in return and began to drag me toward the shore. He pulled me up and dumped me on the grassy bank at the warlord’s feet.
“Still chaste for the moment, my lord. I will not answer for tomorrow, though—”
The tone would have enraged me if I had not been busy shivering with shock and cold and wrapping my arm around myself to try to shield my body from Vlar’s sight. A warm cloak swept around me and strong hands urged me to my feet. An arm around my shoulders swept me along despite my stumbling steps.
“Don’t mind him, Gaven. You will get to know that half his words are pure spite to get your back up and the others are designed to confuse you. Come now, we will get you clothes and food, in that order.”
I looked up then and intercepted a look shared between the two men. They had plans for me, and it was as though things swirled like a whirlpool about me and I had no idea how to swim.
* * * * *
I sat uneasily in the ornate chair, watching the other men surreptitiously, trying to understand how to eat with the strange utensils, how to eat without fingers, as they seemed to. I tried to copy as best I could, but my appetite was almost nonexistent anyway and I soon stopped, sat quietly, hoping to remain invisible.
Small hope of that, it seemed.
The warlord, Gareth, seemed to watch me often. I could feel his eyes upon me, assessing, gauging. I felt hemmed in, trapped, with Vlar on my other side, constantly taunting me by leaning closer, touching my shoulder with his or moving his thigh against mine. I tried not to respond, to give him any more satisfaction than I had already, but it was so hard to control my wish to turn on him with fury, to demand he cease.
At long last, the meal ended and most of the men left. Only six or so remained, obviously close to Gareth and Vlar by their banter.
I tensed with dread. The warlord turned to me as the others continued drinking and laughing with each other.
“So, Gaven, it is time for us to get to know each other.”
I swallowed hard, trying to control my tone, moderate my feelings. “He”—my eyes flicked momentarily to Vlar, hatred in the word despite my best efforts—“seems to think that you believe me your son.” I looked back at him, trying to make him see reason in this. “You are mistaken in this…lord. I am no one of importance or breeding—”
He listened without interrupting, but the sheer intensity of his eyes made me stutter to a stop.
“My boy, I am not a fool to go chasing after shadows. I am well aware who you are. I have known since you were born.”
I stared at him in stunned silence. “But—”
“I wanted to see if you were worth the trouble to retrieve and if you possessed the qualities I wished in a son.” The sheer audacity of this statement left me without response.
Hurt made my breath hitch, then I caught myself sternly. He is not my father, I kept repeating to myself. Not my father—
“My father died shortly after my birth, from infection. He was a warrior also, but no one of importance—”
His brows arched, unimpressed by the little story. “So that is how she hid you so well. I wondered. She could do that; she was a gifted liar—”
I do not remember rising. I do not remember the chair flying back, or the moment my hands gripped his throat, sure and strong despite my arm. I only remember his chair crashing backward to the floor and my body following, never releasing my hold.
“You are a fucking liar,” I screamed, resisting the hands that tried to pull me off of him. “Never speak of her, never! You filthy lying bastard—”
An arm went about my throat, tightening when I refused to yield. Blackness began to descend on me, but it was only when I was almost unconscious that my fingers let go. I was dragged backward, only half aware of my surroundings, of the voices clamoring about me.
All I could think of was my mother; the only good, pure person I had ever known in my short, miserable existence. They would not sully her memory. They would not.
* * * * *
I sat huddled in a corner of the tent, refusing the chairs, the bed…anything that was theirs. My arm throbbed with pain that blurred my vision, but I made no sound, only rocked a little to try to make my mind move past the agony. I hardly remembered being carried and laid upon the bed by Vlar, then being left alone. It was all a haze, as though my mind had shut down at last, as though madness lay but a heartbeat away.
I would have welcomed it.
My lips curved bitterly and I swallowed painfully, my bruised throat protesting the slightest movement.
The tent flap swung back, letting in the sun, and I blinked at the sudden light, half blinded. I squinted, tensing as I recognized Andar, with Vlar at his side.
I did not try to move away; there was no escape anyway. Outside the tent, the entire Masarian army was encamped. I was trapped to their hand like an animal in a net.
Andar squatted before me, just out of reach, his brown eyes intent on mine, gauging…
His smile was rueful, almost gentle. “You have a fearsome temper, Gaven, like your father. You have taught him not to forget that blood runs true. He would have done the same thing…when he was young.” He shrugged. “Even now, I would not give odds against it.”
He shook his head, but it was fondness in his eyes, not reproof against such behavior.
His attention returned solely to me. “Would you let me see your arm, Gaven? I can tell it is giving you much pain.”
“Why?” I asked bitterly, “so you can give me to him?” I jerked my head at Vlar. “I would not think it would matter much, would it, as long as my ass is in one piece so he can fuck it?”
Andar did not flinch at the crudity, but sat himself down before me, cross-legged, serious, but not threatening…yet.
“I think you know very little of us, Gaven, and I am sure that what you have heard has been much tainted by the hatred of the people among whom you were raised.”
“You mean the people you murdered?” My eyes were hard and cold upon him.
“I mean the people who stole our lands a little more than twenty years ago.” He lips tilted at the look of total disbelief on my face. “The fortress you lived in, Gaven, was yours by right of birth. It was not by mercy and kindness that the lord there kept you and your mother; it was because he knew who you were and that we could not ever attack without you, the son of our warlord, being used as a hostage.”
I stared at him in outrage. “You lie…”
He shook his head firmly, holding up a hand when I would have burst into furious speech. “If you remember rightly, Gaven, we attacked when you and several others were out hunting. You came back to the fighting. It gave us the chance we had been waiting for, free of fear you would be used against us.”
His look softened slightly. “I know this is hard for you to take in, Gaven, but I speak the truth. The position the lord gave your mother was an insult to her abilities and station. She was no more a laundress than I am a scribe.” His tone was gentle and respectful, enough to make me realize there was no slur against my mother hidden in his words. I held my temper with effort, telling myself there was no harm in letting him ramble. It was up to me to know his words as lies.
“Your mother was a seeress, Gaven. A very well known seeress in our lands. Although she was not Masarian, she chose to reside in our lands because there is a great respect for those talents there, a freedom to learn and grow. That has never been true of those who took her, Gaven. You know that. She was reviled, was she not?”
I was stunned into speechlessness. His words had the ring of truth about them. It was very obvious that he knew full well of my mother’s talents and yet seemed not at all afraid of them. Nor did he find such talents to be strange or a sign of evil as had everyone in the fortress. As her child, I had been reviled by the other children and many adults until it became obvious that I held no such abilities and seemed “normal.” Still, I had been viewed with suspicion. Most had made full sure that I understood the lowliness of my position and that I must ever be aware of gratitude that my lord had not seen my mother burned for her visions and for those times when she would just stare into space, as though her mind had left her body. Witch, they called her and much worse, and as issue of her body, I was cursed by the same blood.
The pain of those long ago times must have shone in my eyes, because Andar’s look softened to sympathy. “A child of a seeress would never have been treated like that in Masaria, Gaven. Never. And your birthright was much greater than that by your father’s blood.”
He shook his head, lips tight as though he longed to say something about those who would treat a child in such a fashion. But in the end, he held his tongue.
“This is a lot for you to take in, Gaven. I know this. I have spoken with your father on this matter, for I feel you are being pushed beyond rationality by the speed of this all, and the lack of understanding he is showing of your distress. He has agreed to let you have a little time.”
I did not ask what he meant. Time before what? I did not want to know—could handle no more, my thoughts flying this way and that, believing, then not believing.
“Let me reset your arm, Gaven.” Andar’s voice was soothing, and I wanted so badly to trust even a little.
“Not with him here.” My tone hardened as I cast a look of hatred at Vlar. “I have had enough of him touching me.”
Andar leaned back and said something in a low tone to Vlar, who looked for a moment like he might argue before shrugging and turning to leave.
I waited until he had disappeared through the tent flap before my body sagged into the pain. Andar did not wait for permission then, but caught me in his arms and began to position me for what was to come. I did not resist his touch, for it was caring and without lust, and for a moment I wondered what it would have been like to have a father, to be held like this when I hurt myself, to have someone who cared. I cast aside the thoughts with haste. That was pure weakness. As reality showed, having a father was anything but pleasurable.
* * * * *
Andar and I spent much time together over the next few days, and I gave him the courtesy of listening to his explanations of things as we walked the camp or sat at evening meals. I did not often answer. But I thought about what he said, and he knew it, did not push me to believe.
Vlar sat beside me at these meals but did not push either, though I felt his eyes on me constantly. I ignored him as best I could, though his presence was like a flame, burning into the edges of my consciousness.
The first time I saw my…the warlord, after the incident between us, I found myself staring at the bruises on his throat and looking away with a sense of discomfort, though I could not comprehend why I should feel shamed.
On his behalf, he seemed not at all put out by the attack, seemed almost proud of it in some twisted way I could not understand. He brought it up now and then when asked about the bruises, and he would laugh, saying the males of his line were strong.
I could not understand him at all. Sometimes I would watch him surreptitiously, trying to see me in him or him in me. I could find nothing. He was confident, powerful, with a natural air of a leader. I could find no similarity in my lean form, in my tense surety of insult and resulting pain. Or in my ever-present consciousness of my inferiority that had been so drilled into me. I felt like I was a fraud, sitting at the ornate table, dressed in borrowed clothing much finer than I had ever worn before, eating an opulent repast full of things I had never tasted before. I felt like I should be with the servants, serving the food, not eating it.
When the meal ended, Andar came to get me and we walked through the camp once more, watching the sun set and the torches being lit at the onset of dusk.
He steered me to large rocks that sat high on the riverbank, and we watched the water swirling below for some time before he spoke.
“There are many things about our culture that you do not understand, Gaven, many things that will affect you. I would explain them the best I can, if you would like.”
I looked at him in silence, then nodded warily.
“I know that you were raised by a very superstitious, backward group of people, Gaven, and that has given you some ideas that are going to make things difficult for you.”
I listened without comment, but he knew I had heard and was mulling his words over, as usual.
“We are warriors, Gaven. We often spend our whole lives amongst other men. It is not so strange then that we pick our closest companions, our lovers, from those around us. We have not time to court women or spend time being their husbands. Often marriages are made for the begetting of children and, once those children are born, the man and woman may well never see each other again. Ours is a very military society, and we are surrounded by other very warlike people; we are never at peace long enough to raise families. Yet we are but people, Gaven. We need love, we need caring in our lives, and it is totally accepted that men can love men with great intensity, even onto a lifetime. This is not strange to us, and indeed it is encouraged and expected. When a boy comes to the army, he is given to an eraman, an older warrior who will introduce the boy into being a man and lover, and also be his trainer and mentor as to the arts of war. It is considered an honor, and a ceremony is held when the boy is taken as lover. It is the beginning of his new life, a symbolic giving of himself to his mentor in all things.” He paused then, gave a small smile that made me look at him more closely. He turned his head and met my eyes squarely. “I am your father’s lover, Gaven. Have been for many years. We are bonded, which means a true commitment as great as any marriage.”
I stared at him in disbelief, then flushed and looked away, shifting uncomfortably on the stone. The thought of these two strong men…naked in each other’s arms…it made me think of Micael and the occasional thoughts that had crossed my mind. I flushed more deeply and bowed my head. Thank the gods that Micael, in his innocence, had never known of those thoughts. Now I knew why those terrible things had crossed my mind, though I had always cast them aside in haste and horror.
“Gaven, there are things you need to know…” Andar’s tone was serious and I looked at him in trepidation.
“Vlar is your eraman.”
I stared at him, though without great surprise. Vlar’s words from before now made sense. My father had given me into his second-in-command’s training; according to Andar, a great honor…
I shuddered, looked down at my clenched fingers.
“I do not want this, Andar. Surely there must be another way.” My voice was low and pained.
“There is not, Gaven, though I understand your reluctance. You are your father’s son and someday may hold a position of power. You must be seen to hold to tradition, to be one of us. It is important that you train with the army, let them see your abilities, your progress. This is your chance for a better life than you have known, Gaven. You have been told you are nothing. This is your chance to prove otherwise—”
I looked at him, fighting to remain calm and reasonable. “I am too old, Andar. You said boys go through this ceremony; I am almost eighteen. It would be a farce.”
“No, Gaven, it would be proof to the army that you accept Vlar and will be respectful to his training. They will see nothing strange in that. It would be strange if you did not.”
My fingers clenched tighter. “I hate him,” I whispered fervently.
“You fear him; that is quite different, my boy. Whatever it is you feel toward him, it is fierce and bright, and that in itself can lead to other emotions.”
I stared at him in disbelief. “I could never feel anything for him but disgust and revulsion. To suggest otherwise is madness.”
Andar smiled. “You are innocent in this, Gaven. You know not of what you speak. You will see.”
I shivered, set my jaw against useless argument. “He is not even human…”
Andar shrugged. “No, he is not. Should that make a difference?”
“What is he, then?” My tone was harsh with the fear I tried to hide.
“He is Finnarian.” My blank look brought a small chuckle from him. “Finnarians live far to the north. They are great mages and powerful warriors. He became friends with your father’s father and has been part of the family ever since.”
“My father’s father…he is not that old,” I said disbelievingly.
“They do not seem to age, Gaven. He still looks the same as the day he arrived, apparently. He has been a great trainer of men and he is an experienced eraman, which is why your father has given him this task: to see you brought to the pinnacle of what you can be. Many vie for this honor; few are accepted.”
“It is no bloody honor,” I growled under my breath, then paused. “His teeth—” I faltered, fear rising even from the very words.
“Finnarians eat raw meat and blood gives them strength. It is not uncommon for men to offer themselves to them for that purpose, to give them blood. It is said to be a very sexual experience, a pleasure beyond words.”
My jaw sagged. “He would not do that…to me…would he?” Shuddering at the mere thought, I swallowed hard, feeling sick.
“Only if you wished it, Gaven,” Andar’s tone was soothing and I slowly got my breathing back under control.
“I cannot do this thing, Andar, I cannot. I am not one of you. Why can I not just train to fight? Why this…?” I could not even finish.
He put a comforting hand on my shoulder. I did not flinch away, too sunk in despairing thought to move.
“It is not as bad as you think, Gaven. You fear what you do not understand. It will work out in the end. You will see.”
* * * * *
A week passed, then two, then somehow six, and I began to hope that my father…no, the warlord, had seen sense in this and dismissed the entire matter.
My arm finally healed and I began to exercise it, trying to regain lost muscle.
Andar worked with me on this, gently showing me how to improve my skills without endangering the arm.
I watched the soldiers spar and train, and because of my own wish for further training, I could not help but notice Vlar himself. Always calm and in control, he was outstanding in all ways. His fighting was a joy to watch; so smooth and flowing that it was more a dance than anything martial, and his abilities with many weapons were awe inspiring to a young fighter such as myself. Certainly all the other men seemed to admire him and seek his attention and approval.
Imagining what was expected of me, I found myself eyeing his immense frame in motion, imagining myself helpless beneath him, those huge hands gliding over my skin…Would he crush me, I wondered? Would he be brutal? Surely his shaft would be as massive as he was; the mere thought of the agony involved made me ill with apprehension. And how exactly was it done? How could it possibly fit? Why would anyone willingly want such a thing?
But I could not stop watching despite all my thoughts.
His body shining with sweat made heat rise in my cheeks, my breath shorten, and my body ache in ways I did not understand.
I feared him utterly.
* * * * *
We traveled east and made camp on a mountainside, preparing to launch an attack at dawn upon yet another fortress that Andar said had once been Masarian. I reserved judgment on everything he had told me, but it was hard to not listen to the comments of the ordinary soldiers around us—their opinions, their remembrance of times past—when some of them had lived at this very fortress.
I said nothing, but stored all the information within my mind. I slept well that night and was up at dawn for my own reasons, not just the attack. I had hopes that, with the majority of the army occupied, some form of escape might present itself. With a little luck, I might be able to avoid the fate they had planned for me and find my own. My plans were vague, but desperation fueled them, and I felt nothing could be as bad as what awaited here.
I ate a silent meal with my…father, Vlar, Andar, and the other generals, already armored and totally focused on their jobs and what was to come. I could not help but be impressed by their efficiency and professionalism, so different from the chaotic disorganization of the fortress where I had grown up.
My father turned to me as he mounted up and checked his weapons a final time. “You can watch from the east slope, Gaven. I have arranged this. It is good for you to view in reality what you soon will be practicing.” I did not respond and he sighed faintly, then gestured to his men. They left at a brisk trot, the army close behind.
“We will take you to the viewing point, my lord—”
I started at the voice and stared at the soldier for long moments, wondering of whom he spoke, only gradually realizing he meant me. Lord? The word sat uneasily on my shoulders, and I could only nod in confusion and follow him to where seven others stood waiting. They looked bored and irritated, their eyes longingly following the fast disappearing army. I gathered they would rather have been fighting than having the task of babysitting the unknown son of their warlord.
I bit back a smile. With luck, their job would be short.
* * * * *
In the end, I almost forgot my purpose in the fascination at watching the battle from such an advantageous position. It was possible to view everything that happened, and I got so caught up in it; I had to shake myself mentally and remind myself that I had to escape, not stand here like a fool and ultimately accept my fate.
Down below, my father beheaded a man with a backward slash of his sword and I took the opportunity. I put a hand over my mouth and gagged.
The other men looked at me in disbelief as I bent over and made faint retching noises. Desperately then, I looked around and ran for the nearest bushes some distance away, kneeling in partial sight of them and pretending to be sick.
I heard the contemptuous comments and none came to my aid, disgust in their voices and attitudes. I knelt there trembling, making a faint moan every now and then for effect and watching them out of the corner of my eye. I stood up, swaying, then grabbed my stomach again and lurched behind another bush, heaving. I heard taunting laughter, then a great roar from below. An event in the battle took their attention.
Keeping low and in line with the bushes, I ran.
* * * * *
I had been a very good tracker, so Micael had always said, and I used that now, took advantage of every lay of the land, every rock to disguise my footprints. I heard pursuit now and then, but I made good headway and by the end of the day was running lightly by the light of the moon. I was tired and hungry, but determination aided me now, the mere thought of what they expected of me giving me wings. I knew that the success of my escape was directly proportional on how long the battle took. The longer their attention, particularly Vlar’s, was on the fighting, then the more time I had to escape.
I stopped only once, to rest for a moment and find water and a small cache of berries by the side of a stream. This gave me a sense of renewal and I crossed the waters and again settled into a steady, ground-eating lope that conserved my energy, yet was swift enough for my own fears. As I ran and the hope of success became more likely with time passing, I began to think of other things, like what I was going to do with my freedom.
It had not really occurred to me up until that point. Only escape had been on my mind, not what would happen after that feat. I felt a frown upon my brow as I considered things. I had no money, no particular talents that I could use as coin. I was not so good a fighter as to be able to hire myself out. How was I to live?
All I had ever been was a servant and somehow, now, it was harder to imagine going back to that, to submerge what little pride I had beneath another’s whim.
I was a good hunter and perhaps my tracking skills might be of some use, but usually any established towns and fortresses had their own hierarchy and would, of course, have hunters already.
The problem became larger and larger in my mind as dawn approached. Not only that, but I had no idea where I was. Was I heading deeper into Masarian territory or was I heading back to my own people?
The question was: Who were my people?
I was wearing obviously Masarian-style clothing. I would not be greeted with open arms if I crossed the wrong border.
The thought stopped me, and I stood for a moment trying to think, trying to remember maps I had seen in my father’s tent. They had made little sense to me at the time, and certainly I had not really been interested. But now the faint memories could be vital. Try as I might, I could not remember enough for it to help me. I gnawed my lip in growing anxiety. I was beginning to realize the foolishness of my actions. I was alone, lost, no money, no food, no weapons…
As if to emphasize that exact thought, an arrow thudded into the sod near my boot. I froze, then turned to run, only to find my way back blocked by three men. I whirled back, and my heart began to pound as five more came from the trees, bows drawn, arrows nocked. I stood silently then, trying to keep calm. These people could just as easily be my salvation as my enemy, I reasoned.
As they came closer, the first thought seemed more and more unlikely. Rough and ragged, they did not seem the type of common citizen that might have mercy enough to help a stranger. They looked more like reivers or thieves than honest folk. I cursed under my breath. Trust my stupid luck…
One of them held up a hand to the others, and they stopped while he came forward alone.
He was heavyset, with a broad face and narrowed eyes that shone with a certain cunning.
“Where are the others, boy?”
I looked at him blankly for a long moment, then as his smile widened, I realized my stupidity. I should have immediately answered, immediately ensured they thought I had protection.
“I have gotten separated from my hunting party, if you could just…” I cut off and tried to control my growing fear as he circled me as he might a horse he intended to buy…or steal. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I am lost and need to find those who will be looking for me…”
He reached out and fingered the richness of my tunic with greedy fingers, then looked up at me with coldness in his eyes. “Well, now you are found…by us. Is that not fortunate?” The other men chuckled, came closer. My heart pounded harder, though I believe that I managed to control my expression.
Hands grabbed my arms from behind. I would have struggled then, but a dagger lay in the hollow of my throat and I froze, allowing then the binding of my wrists. The leader began patting me up and down, searching for weapons or anything else of value.
He grunted in disgust, then stood back to glare at me, hands on hips. “For someone on a hunt, you are remarkably without weapons.”
I kept my eyes steady on him. “I came off my horse and my bow and sword were on the saddle. I do not know where my dagger went; perhaps it ripped off when I fell.”
His eyes narrowed upon me; then he grinned again, hard edged. “Well then, you bring us no weapons, no money, only yourself…” He ran his eye up and down me, then glanced at the other men. “Bring him with us. Blindfold him first, though.”
A filthy piece of cloth came before me then cut off my vision. It was pulled over my eyes and tied tightly behind my head. Hard hands on either side of me took my upper arms and pulled me along roughly. Without sight, I stumbled along, held up only by those hands. Trying to smother the panic I was beginning to feel, I satisfied myself by cursing myself silently, over and over, and trying to bring enough anger to the fore to see myself through this.
 
Later, blindfold finally removed, I was quiet, watching the camp through half closed eyes from my sitting position, bound as I was to the tree behind me. My arm ached at the unusual position in which it was held, still not limber enough for such mistreatment. I tried to ease it as much as possible, tried to work the rope against the rough bark of the tree to weaken it in tiny movements unnoticeable to the watchers.
They ignored me as they prepared a morning meal. I could only be thankful for the reprieve as I tried desperately to think of a way out of this situation I had gotten myself into.
Fool! I chastised myself. From this perspective, the company of my father, Vlar, and the others suddenly did not seem so distasteful. I would have welcomed the sight of them at this moment. The fact that pursuit had not come as expected showed me that perhaps they had decided I was more trouble then I was worth and simply let me go. That, for some reason, made me swallow hard, and I shook myself mentally for my idiocy. I had never been worth anything to anyone but my mother; why should that change now?
My thoughts veered from their self-pitying path, my attention sharpening as I saw the men pause in their eating, then lay hands to weapons as they listened. For a moment hope rose like flame within me, then died a quick death as four more men arrived, the rest relaxing and greeting them. After only a few moments, I could tell that the true leader of this group had arrived. I stiffened as fingers pointed at me, and, with a plate of food in hand, he strolled over to me, then squatted down in silence and examined me as I examined him.
He was tall, almost as tall as I, blond hair tied back neatly, his clothes much finer than the others’, cleaner as well. His face was sharply chiseled, with cold, intelligent, light green eyes that watched me with calculation in their depths.
His silent scrutiny was uncomfortable to say the least, but I stayed as silent, never took my eyes from his, did not flinch nor fidget.
The sight of him beginning to eat made me involuntarily lick my lips.
He smiled then, an unnerving sight, and held a piece of fresh bread to my lips. The smell alone had me drooling with hunger; suddenly I was completely aware how long it had been since I had last eaten.
Still I did not try to bite, sure he was taunting me.
He gave a low laugh, shook his head.
“Take it, boy. I am not teasing.”
I slowly opened my mouth, and he put the bread inside. I waited a moment before I began to chew, not wanting to seem as desperate for food as I felt. The taste of it was sheer heaven and he knew, damn him, he knew.
When I had reluctantly swallowed, reluctant to lose that sweet taste, he offered another. This time I was not so slow and took it immediately.
He nodded in approval. “You learn quickly. That will serve you well.”
I tried not to react to the tone in which those words were said, kept my face blank and expressionless. Much had this ability availed me in the past when all had looked for weakness to exploit and taunt in the witch’s son. It was no fun when the victim did not respond.
“So you were hunting and had an accident. Where is your party and why have they not come looking for you?” The tone was vaguely interested, but I was wary. I had met too many like him; they did nothing without purpose.
I lowered my eyes as though in worry. “I do not know. Perhaps I went in the opposite direction to that which they expected. They will come though. They will.”
He touched my tunic as the other man had, examining its rich embroidery. “You come from a wealthy family…” The comment was mild.
My mind stilled with hope. If they would take me back to my father… “Yes, my father is rich.”
He raised his eyes to me, amusement in their depths. “Don’t get hopeful, boy. I am not stupid. Rich fathers mean lots of guards, lots of military clout. I will not be taking you back to him.”
My heart sank. “What then? What will you do with me?” I said it quietly enough, without any of the fear that fought for release within me.
He considered for long moments, then smiled slowly, with infinite menace. “We will discover your talents, boy, and use them well.”
He got up then and left. I let my head fall back against the tree, fighting hunger, thirst and despair.


Chapter Three
 
He gave me water half way through the day when I was near fainting for it, holding a cup to my lips as I drank greedily, desperately. Then he slowly fed me bit by agonizing bit, with me never knowing when he was going to withhold it, walk away.
After that I was unbound with four of them present and taken into the bushes to finally relieve myself, before being taken back to the tree.
The leader waited there, and I swallowed hard as I saw he held a chain wrapped around the base of the tree.
“Remove your boots and tunic,” he ordered. After a moment to consider, I did so, standing uneasily in the chill breeze, shivering now and then. With two men holding my arms, he came forward and snapped a cuff around my ankle, then bound my hands before me this time, relief of great degree.
The others left then, and he and I were alone. He bade me sit and I did so with difficulty. Then he also sat, cross-legged in front of me.
“So what could you bring to our group, boy?” The question was curt, abrupt, but I welcomed it as the first sign of hope.
“I am considered a good tracker, and I have some skill at hunting and cooking.” That was no direct lie. I had helped often enough in the kitchen to know what I was doing.
He nodded as though considering, then reached out and stroked a finger down my cheek. I froze instantly, fear coursing through me. The finger was slowly removed as he watched every nuance of my reaction. “Not so experienced in that area, then—” he mused lightly. “You are a puzzle to me, boy. I think I will not decide yet what to do with you, in case you are more than you seem.” He rose to his feet and walked away as I remembered how to breathe again.
 
I slept that night only fitfully, cold on the ground, with my arms held tight against my chest, trying to provide warmth against the night air that made me shiver convulsively.
I greeted the dawn with relief that soon faded as I saw the men preparing to break camp. That they were going to take me with them was a given, and I knew that with each move, the likelihood of me being found, even if I was still sought, was less and less.
The leader came to me, fed and watered me, then allowed me to relieve myself under guard. The men broke camp swiftly and efficiently, then the leader took my arm and we left the clearing behind, moving deeper into the forest. I cast a look over my shoulder, but the forest was silent, still.
 
The end of the day saw me hobbling with pain, for the leader now wore my boots and my tunic both, and my bare feet were not used to the rigors of a mountain hike. I made no complaint. But when he finally called a halt, I breathed a sigh of relief and sank down on a nearby rock when he allowed it. He chained me to a tree before they began to set up camp, and I tried to brush off the bottoms of my feet so I could see the damage.
Cuts and punctures met my eyes and I slid down to sit cross-legged before the rock, letting my back rest against the coolness as I tried to shut out the throbbing. I dreaded the thought of tomorrow.
The men set up camp as briskly as they had struck it, and they immediately set up a fire and began cooking. I listened to their conversations with half an ear as I sat with closed eyes.
“I will take Sarl and Anlas with me and go hunting.” The leader sat tapping a stick against his thigh, a frown on his brow. “I want to check our trail as we go. I felt something today, as though maybe we were being followed.”
My breath stopped, started again with difficulty. I could not stop the surge of hope I felt. I fought it down eventually, chastising myself sternly. It could be yet another group chasing these men, nothing to do with me. I stared angrily at the chain that bound my ankle so securely. With a rope, I might have had some hope.
If I could just get the key…
I looked up and met the leader’s eyes, as though he knew exactly what I had been thinking. My fingers clenched in their bonds, then I looked away, jaw tight.
The man was no fool; the likelihood was slim.
The leader gave me a small amount of food and water, not enough to satisfy the hunger that gnawed at me. My pride refused to allow me to ask for more; I knew that was what he was waiting for.
The leader and two other men left at early dusk when the hunting would be best. Their departure made me uneasy, for this left the burly one in charge again, and his habit of staring at me constantly was beginning to wear on my already frayed nerves. I sat quietly, head against the tree behind me, watching the first stars make their appearance as the sun began its descent. The silhouette of the branches above me against the colored sky was beautiful. I tried to fasten on the sight as a sign of hope that I could get through this experience alive and move beyond my foolishness that had created it.
The men lit three fires around the camp and, thankfully, one was close enough to give me at least a small amount of warmth. They seemed uneasy and had weapons close to hand, their tempers short with each other.
To my distaste, the burly one came and squatted before me, watching me with a taunting grin. “Cold, heh? I could warm you…” His eyes swung back to another man standing a short distance away. “Tarhan, what do you think? Could we make this pretty boy warm? He’s shivering.”
The man looked over his shoulder, frowning. “Carnon said to keep him safe. I somehow don’t think raping the boy is going to make him happy.”
The burly one laughed and grabbed hold of my bound wrists before I could even react. “He’ll be fine. Safe as a baby, but he’ll be warm again.”
Two of the other men came to us, grins on their faces, expressions in their eyes that made me feel ill. I lunged back against his hold, beginning to feel true fear when the other men guarding the camp simply looked away without interest. No help there.
The burly one laughed as I tried to kick him, dodging the blow even as one of the other men grabbed my ankle. I went near mad then and fought like an animal despite the odds.
The results were predictable. I lay face pressed into the rich humus of the forest floor, someone’s knee on my neck, bound wrists now tied to the tree itself, legs spread wide and held on one side by hands and the other by a body kneeling between. I felt hands undoing the ties of my breeches and I thrashed anew, breath coming hard with panic.
The burly one laughed as he pulled the fabric down and off my body as I tried to kick again, then silence fell for a moment and I felt his hands on my buttocks and thighs, stroking, making me shudder in revulsion.
“Beautiful,” he breathed.
Other hands slid between my legs and cupped my sac, stroking the soft skin and rolling the orbs within, then suddenly squeezing, making me cry out in pain despite my vow to stay silent. The other men looked over in disapproval.
“Keep him silent. We don’t know what’s out there, and we don’t need him bringing something in,” Tarhan growled.
A filthy rag was stuffed into my mouth until I almost gagged and another tied around my head to keep it in place.
I closed my eyes and fought to keep myself from total panic. This cannot be happening, it cannot…
“Bring some of that goose grease. He will be tight no doubt, and we don’t want to damage Carnon’s pet.” The laughter held anticipation and impatience both.
My breath caught, and I tried to fight again as a cold, greased finger slid into my cleft and found the entrance to my body. There was only laughter in response to my efforts, and a finger pressed in, making me arch in pain, crying out behind the gag. It pushed in further, invading, tainting, then it slid out and a second was added, the pain doubled.
A wolf howl split the night, close and challenging, making everyone freeze in place. Then a second cry joined it, then a third and fourth, all from different spots around the camp. In moments I was abandoned, limp on the ground, breath coming in harsh pants, eyes closed in utter relief.
With effort, I managed to pull myself up against the tree—small protection but comforting in its bulk. My breeches lay some small distance away, and I managed to hook them closer with my foot, wiggle them over my lap, so I was not so exposed. I huddled then, shivering with shock and chill, only slowly becoming aware of the situation around me.
The men stood in a circle, facing the darkness, weapons in hand, silent and taut with straining senses. It was eerily quiet now, but it was evident that we were not alone; sometimes a branch would snap some distance away or eyes would shine for a moment from the fires’ light.
I slowly became aware of my vulnerability. Chained, bound, naked, I would have absolutely no defense against these predators and my position on the ground would only highlight my weakness to them.
This must have occurred to my captors as well.
“Should we bring him closer?” Tarhan shifted the grip on his sword, wiping a sweaty hand on his thigh.
The burly one glanced at me, then away with supreme indifference as though his previous lustful thoughts were of no importance. “Nah. He can lure them out or feed them for all I care. If they get him maybe they’ll leave us alone.”
I stared at him in disbelief, shocked to my core that one human could so dismiss another’s life with such casual callousness. Swallowing hard, I looked into the darkness and again saw eyes staring back, reflecting in the light. I pulled at my bonds, sawing them against the tree with hard frantic motions. Chained I might be, but I would have more chance with my hands before me.
“Maybe I should make him bleed a little…tempt them in.” The burly man drew his dagger and advanced on me—just as the rope snapped. I flung myself back, trying to roll to protect myself from him even as the dagger rose…
A snarling fury leapt from the darkness, brushing over my body as it went for his throat. His scream resounded in the trees as he went down, but before the other men could react, they too were attacked, fighting for their lives.
I watched in frozen horror as the beast beside me savaged the burly man, seeming not to notice the dagger wound in its shoulder as it closed massive jaws over his throat and shook its head, tearing free bloody chunks.
I gagged as blood sprayed me, the gurgling scream from the dying man almost eclipsed by the snarls of the wolf. Other screams rent the air from around the camp, and, in a shockingly short time, there fell a dread silence broken only by the sound of feeding.
My breath came in short, quivering bursts as I tried to remain still, though my body shook with tremors I could not control. I prayed to any gods I could think of that the wolves would eat their fill and leave me alone, though that possibility seemed slim at best. The smell of torn entrails filled the small clearing, and I swallowed hard, trying to restrain my urge to be sick.
The wolf beside me rose to its feet from where it had been crouching and licked its mouth where blood glistened in the fire’s light, slowly turning its massive head and meeting my terrified eyes. Its nostrils twitched, then it approached me with measured steps. I stopped breathing altogether, waiting for the lunge, the tearing jaws.
It sniffed again then lowered its head and smelled my leg appraisingly, letting out a small growl when I twitched. Then, to my amazement, it turned away, walked some small distance then sat down and began to howl, an undulating call that made the hair on the back of my neck rise in primal fear.
The others soon joined in and I managed to cover my ears with the fingers of my bound hands; the sound was deafening from such close range. While they were so occupied, I slowly inched my way back against the tree, small protection that it might be. My wide eyes never left them. I did not attempt to remove the gag; it might just keep me silent enough to please them.
After some time, the calls trailed away, and they stared south, ears pricked. After a long pause, a call came in response, far away and dim. The wolves made small noises at the sound, wagging their tails and then tussling playfully with each other. I watched in petrified silence their sudden mood shift, wondering how this would affect me, but they seemed to ignore my presence; soon they settled down, some returning to feeding, others curling up and licking at their fur. One came back to me, the same one I think, and curled up near, its tail covering its nose, eyes closing in sleep.
I sagged against the tree, shaking with cold and reaction.
 
I must have at some point slid into exhausted sleep, for I jerked awake into fearful reality as I heard noise. The sun was rising, the air cold and crisp. The wolves had woken and were staring south again, silent and still, ears pricked. Then they began to make little yelps of excitement, tails wagging.
Movement in the trees caught my attention and the wolves danced up to the newcomer while I watched in stunned silence.
Vlar bent to touch each wolf, petting eager heads and patting shoulders and backs presented for his attention. He spoke softly to them, his voice gentle and loving as I had never heard it. Then his face creased in anger as he discovered the dagger wound in the largest wolf. Immediately he put down his pack and began to rummage in it, bringing out supplies to treat the seeping gash.
Never once did he glance at me, as though I were beneath notice.
I began to shake. All around me lay madness, utter madness. Slowly, so as to not bring notice upon myself, I turned my head and stared out blindly into the woods. All this had been for nothing, absolutely nothing. I would be returned to my father, and it would be as though nothing had happened—a tear ran down my face—except for the fates of these men.
I closed my eyes as reality arrived with finality. If I had not done what I had, if I had not run, these men would still be alive. They had died because of me, because of my actions. They had died as surely as if I myself had wielded a blade to their throats. What did that make me?
Masarian…I thought to myself. I am truly Masarian…and lost to all hope.
 
A mug of water was thrust under my nose and I jerked to awareness, shaken out of my self-absorbed daze. Slowly I looked up into Vlar’s expressionless face, then hesitantly reached out to take the water. He roughly untied the gag and I spat out the cloth, then with trembling hands brought the mug to my lips, trying to drink slowly, not to show my terrible thirst. But my body fair shook with eagerness.
He took the mug away after I was done and I asked for no more, though I could easily have downed at least three times as much. When he returned, knife in hand, I swallowed hard, but he only severed the bindings on my wrists and walked away again, to begin removing the bodies, dragging them into the forest
I did not ask him to release my ankle. His meaning was clear enough. I was not to be trusted again. Wearily I rubbed my raw wrists, then crossed my arms over my updrawn knees and laid my aching head on them, closing my eyes, trying to shut out the hunger that gnawed at me like a living thing, though not nearly as painfully as the guilt.
As the sun reached its zenith, he came to me again, pressed a small loaf of bread into my hands. I waited until he had left again. Otherwise, I would have stuffed my face like some starving animal instead of finding the control to eat like a human being. When I was finished, the bread sat uneasily in my stomach, and I was glad he had not given me anything richer. My guts cramped and twisted. I curled up against the tree and sweated it out, biting my lip until it bled to suppress the moans of pain that wanted to escape.
At last it began to dull into something approaching bearable, and I fell into an exhausted doze, starting awake at every sound, then closing my eyes again when nothing happened.
The day was waning when Vlar lit a fire close to me and began to prepare more food, still without ever speaking to me, not that I had expected it. As the sun went behind the trees I curled tighter, wrapped my arms around my body, watching blindly as Vlar prepared a meal. When he finally passed a small plate of meat to me, I stared at it for a long moment, then lunged to my feet and fled to the length of my chain, retching helplessly behind a convenient bush. The image of the torn men would not leave my mind.
Again a mug of water appeared before me and I took it with trembling hands, rinsing out my mouth with great relief. Hard hands made me rise and forced me back to the fire, sitting me roughly on one of the logs there. I did not resist, could only murmur an almost inaudible thank you as he offered bread once more. I swallowed it with difficulty, praying that the cramps would not return.
Vlar prepared bedding—only one—and I resigned myself to another night of torment. When he gestured to it, though, I tensed and almost refused, but I was already shivering.
Head lowered, not meeting his eyes, I lay down, shaking with both fear and chill. He lay down behind me, not touching, and flung the covers over us both. I held the rough blanket to me and tried to subdue my trembling, sure that it would irritate him and possibly make him thrust me out into the cold again.
I heard him growl some imprecation and his powerful arm came around my waist and jerked me back against his clothed body. I froze in instant terror, but he merely snapped at me to relax, he was hardly in that mood. His anger calmed me and slowly my body ceased its shivering. Staring into the darkness, I listened to his even breathing, strangely soothed by his presence. I was not alone anymore. Conversely, that thought reminded me that tomorrow I would have to face my father.
I swallowed hard; how could I explain to him what had happened, that his son had caused deaths through sheer stupidity? Had caused no end of trouble to all concerned…and for what? For the first time, I realized that in some small corner of my mind, I did not want him to cast me aside, did not want him to hate me. I had had enough of that in my life.
The breeze felt cold on my face and I felt dull surprise as I realized I was crying, tears slipping silently down my face.
A whimper caught my attention, and I watched one of the wolves crawl closer to me, ears flat against its head. It was perhaps the same one who had stayed close before. I was too weary and heartsick to even have the sense to be afraid as it whined again and licked at my face, wiping away the salty wetness.
“She won’t hurt you.” Vlar’s rumble against my back shocked me to awareness. “She knows that you are mine; therefore, you are one of the pack.” The voice held amusement. “Stroke her, she loves attention.”
I raised a tentative hand and laid it on the broad head. Then, as it produced no negative reaction, I began to gently touch the amazingly soft fur.
The wolf made a sound of enjoyment, then snuggled closer, providing a lovely warmth on my front, even as Vlar’s heat warmed me from behind.
My eyes began to close of their own accord and my arm draped over the wolf, drawing on the comfort of its presence. And before I could form another thought of despair…I slept.


Chapter Four
 
Across the clearing, on the edge of my vision, Vlar and Andar watched me. Not that I cared, but I could hear Andar sigh, and he sounded vexed. There was lingering anger in his eyes as he stalked across the camp. Vlar matched his stride.
“Stubborn bastard. It’s not that Gareth and I don’t argue. But, you know me, Vlar. I’m normally calm. I see things with humor. But, Gareth is testing my temper with his stubborn blindness to this problem of his son.”
Vlar said naught.
He and Andar absently returned greetings from warriors around them as they walked, but his clouded expression made it clear that Andar’s mind roiled.
His steps slowed as he finally came close to where I was seated upon a stone near the small stream, my guards close by, my eyes blind to the beauty before me.
Andar sighed and waved them farther back. Only then did he come to my side.
I felt too enervated to move, let alone acknowledge their presence, but Andar would not let me be. “Gaven, by the look in your eyes your thoughts trap you within yourself, and by the look of it, it’s no good place to be.”
He laid a gentle hand on my shoulder, and I accepted the touch with a bare glance.
“You have your father’s blue eyes. I wish, though, that I could see hope in them.”
Vlar looked distractedly around the clearing and at the men.
Andar’s jaw set. He spoke to Vlar as if I weren’t there. “Sometimes Gareth is a fool and this was one of those times. He’s refusing to see the boy, leaving him only with…with those scathing words and nothing to soften them. I’ve heard nothing to tell me that he has any intention of forgiving the boy’s trespass.”
Vlar shrugged, and it seemed enough answer for Andar.
“Gaven, you need to come eat—” Andar spoken evenly, calmly—as if I might bolt like a startled deer if spoken to harshly.
Still, I shivered and nodded and stood as expected, waiting for Andar to guide me.
Andar’s lips thinned. “How can Gareth not see this damage within his own son? The boy does not sleep, does not eat unless bidden, does everything he is asked to the letter, meets no one’s eyes—indeed, never raises his eyes above the ground.” He looked at Vlar with faint accusation. “His fire is gone. This boy is bleeding inside and no one cares to see it. Especially not Gareth.”
For a moment I thought I saw agreement in Vlar’s eyes, but then he turned on his heel and left us alone, each with our thoughts.
* * * * *
The meal that night was long and involved many discussions between Gareth and his generals. Stuck between my father’s cold presence on one side and Vlar’s on the other, I had no appetite. I merely rearranged the food to look like some had been eaten and left it at that.
The words flowed over my head, until I heard my name mentioned and focused. The subject being discussed became clear to me then, and I froze with horror.
“Tomorrow the guards who allowed Gaven to escape will be punished. I will decide what is appropriate tonight and announce it tomorrow morning. I would like to get it out of the way so that we might pack up and get on the move again tomorrow. I want to make good time for home.” Gareth’s voice was calm, cold and without any perceivable emotion.
I stared at him in speechless disbelief. Finally gathering all my remaining courage, I spoke up.
“It was not their fault…”
Silence fell and faces turned to look at me, but all I saw was my father’s cold green eyes falling upon me with a hint of disbelief, as though a dog had spoken.
“Perhaps you should have thought of the possible consequences before you acted. This is the result. Good men will suffer because you were a fool.” He rose to his feet with alacrity, contempt in every line of his body. “I find it hard to imagine that my blood flows in you.” He turned and walked away in the sudden silence.
I flushed painfully and looked down at my clenched fingers, absorbing my father’s hatred as my due. It was only to be expected—
Andar and Vlar looked at each other over the table and shook their heads.
* * * * *
The morning dawned bright and clear, but I saw none of it; I had not slept, but kept a vigil through the night, staring into the darkness and gathering myself for what was to come. It had in the end not been a hard decision, but it remained for me to see it through.
I stepped from the room in the tent that had been given me into the cold morning and watched in silence as men gathered close by, forming a large ring of watchers. Their faces were grim and cold and one or two glanced over at me with hatred in their eyes. I did not flinch or turn aside. I deserved this.
My father, Vlar and Andar by his side, took a seat where ornate chairs had been provided and waited without expression as the eight men were brought before them.
They knelt on one knee before their warlord, faces pale and tight.
“You failed my orders.” Gareth’s voice rang in the silence, his tone harsh and cutting.
They flinched ever so slightly, kept their heads bowed.
“You know that there was no excuse for this failure. It was pure negligence on your part, no other reason. I will have no negligence in this army, no sloppiness in any of my men, or they can go to another commander.”
They looked up then, fear on their faces, not of the punishment itself, but that he would ban them, mark them as less than the others—
I knew how they felt.
“Do you accept my punishment?” The warlord’s voice was utterly cold.
“Yes, my lord,” they answered in unison, not even knowing what said punishment was to be, only that it must be endured for their honor to be restored.
“Do you understand your transgression?” The question was curt, without compromise.
“Yes, my lord,” they answered again, and bitter glances were slanted my way by many in the crowd again. Well they knew who had caused their fellows this chastisement.
Gareth was silent for long moments, gazing upon their bent heads with a deep frown on his brow.
“Twenty lashes each.”
There was muttering in the crowd among those who had hoped for more leniency. Fifteen they felt would have been more fair. Twenty was harsh. The kneeling men paled slightly, but nodded.
One of the captains stepped forth, large whip in hand. I saw the loaded tips of the lash and swallowed hard. Before I could lose courage or change my course, I stepped forth, pushing through bodies until I could walk out before my father, between him and the kneeling men.
There were shouted curses flung at me, but I stood firm, meeting my father’s raised brows with fake composure.
My father’s raised hand produced an instant silence.
“You have come to see your handiwork, my son?”
Spit from someone in the crowd landed on my forearm, but I did not wipe it away, only accepted it.
“I have come to take their punishment upon myself.” My words were quiet enough, but my father heard them as did Vlar and Andar and the men closest who relayed the words back to others.
The crowd laughed and jeered and my clasped hands clenched tighter.
My father tilted his head. “Do not be foolish, boy, do not mock these men.”
I raised my voice and my head. “I do not mock them. This is my fault. That is obvious. They do not deserve this, and I would take some of this upon my shoulders. Give me five lashes from each of them. Let me take this from them. It is not much, but it is some form of justice in their name.”
There fell a disbelieving silence.
My father’s lips thinned.
“You do not know what you say; that is foolishness. Forty lashes are
enough to kill a strong man. You are but a boy; do not overestimate yourself.” The words held contempt.
I held his eyes steadily. “I know what I speak of. I have seen men lashed to death. I am not so blind as you think. I know what I am saying and what will happen.”
He for once seemed speechless. I held to this small advantage. “I have disobeyed you, harmed your men; you must punish me. That is what all these men need to see.” I gestured to the crowd. “This is what they want, don’t you see?” My tone was bitter as I stripped off my shirt and walked to where the captain stood, whip in hand. “We all know you do not see me as a son. Then treat me as the least of your enemies.”
I knelt on the cool grass, clenched my hands together and bowed my back, waiting. Closing my eyes, I drew a deep breath and readied myself.
There must have been a signal I could not see, but I heard the whistle of the whip and felt the blow of it upon my flesh. It took a moment for the pain to be felt; then I bit my lip hard, then harder to prevent a scream from escaping. The fire was unbelievable; it felt like my back had been sliced open. Then another and another, then a pause. A faint smile came upon my bloody lips. He thought I would ask quarter, plead for mercy.
I would not.
Two more. Five. For the sake of one man, I thought through the pain. One man that had not had to suffer more for me.
The next five came in quick succession and I fought back whimpers as the welts began to cross each other. I moved my knees further apart to brace my body better, so I would not fall to the side if I fainted.
Two men.
The next five were torturously slow, large gaps between each one, but I was still strong when they were done and I felt relief go through me. This is how much the eight men would have to endure and although bad, it was survivable.
There was a pause then, potent silence around me, but I kept my head down, my body braced. I might be nothing but a poor ignorant bastard, but I had honor too. My word was truth, and I would hold to my word. They might think I was nothing, but I would die with honor in my mind and that was better than anyone could have given me.
My vision blurred slightly as the whip descended again. I counted as best I could, using that focus to endure. At twenty I could hear my own pained panting, but still no scream passed my lips, no cry for quarter. I gave a bitter smile. I would give them no satisfaction in their hatred.
After that, each blow felt like it came clear through my body. I could believe that my flesh was parting from my bones, that it was being cut from me piece by piece. I watched the blood coat the grass beneath me, red oozing over fresh green.
At thirty I began to pass out and once found myself slowly slumping to my side. I put out trembling hands and braced myself, then with great effort pushed myself back up. Only ten more, I thought feverishly, just ten more till darkness and freedom.
Micael…be there…please be there…
“My lord, please, it is enough now…he does not deserve death…he knew not what it would do to us…he only saw us as enemy…surely that can be forgiven, given the circumstances.”
The voice seemed vaguely familiar, but my mind was blurred and slow and I could not place it.
Another joined it. “Please lord, he is your son, I know he did wrong, but surely…we ask this of you, in our name.”
The warlord spoke then, voice clear. “He is useless to me. Only Vlar holds to his vow as eramon.”
The first voice again. “Let him stay with us, lord. We will take care of him. You need not see him if you wish not. He can train with Lord Vlar and we will move our encampment next to the lord’s from now on. We will see your son is made part of the army, learns to be Masarian…”
The warlord, he who had been my father, snorted. “He is yours, then; keep him from my sight. I hope you do not regret your bargain.” He paused then. “Your punishment is stayed. He will be punishment enough on your heads.”
I tried to make sense of the words swirling about me, but it felt like I had fallen into a dream world where nothing was quite right. Why had the whip stopped? Was I dead then and not knowing it? Micael, where are you? my heart cried.
Gentle hands took my shoulders.
“Come boy, come with us.” I tried to lift my head and moaned with the pain it caused to flare on my back. With effort, I opened my eyes and focused on the face of the captain of the eight men I had betrayed.
I cried out then, tried to move away from him and promptly fainted—
* * * * *
I woke to darkness, and for long moments thought I had reached my goal. But the sound of voices and the crackle of a fire soon dispelled that notion. The pain overwhelmed me then and I whimpered in my throat, unable to move at all, encased in agony.
There was movement beside me and a gentle hand stroked back my hair, raised my head enough to offer water. I gulped, almost choking, and the voice chastised a little, only allowing me a small amount at a time. I could not seem to get enough, but the person was patient enough and kept refilling the mug until I finally shook my head, replete.
“My lord, we need to put more salve on your back. It will hurt like the devil, just so you know.” I realized the voice was that of the captain.
“Do not call me that…” I whispered, bitterness surging through me. “I am no damned lord…”
There was a small pause. “As you wish, Gaven.”
I relaxed a small degree. “Why? Why are you helping me?” My fingers slowly clenched into fists as I spoke.
The captain’s voice was calm. “You have a good heart.”
I blinked, suspicious. “I hardly think that reason enough—”
“It is for us.” The tone was without compromise and I subsided, too tired and in pain to ponder further. Other voices joined the captain and then at the first touch of the salve, I fainted again.
* * * * *
The next few days were a blur in my mind. At some point I realized that I had a terrible fever, for I felt as though I were burning alive, then freezing to death. The trembling made my back spasm with pain and I drifted in and out of consciousness. Sometimes I remembered a cup being held to my lips, and it came to me that they had put something into the water to help my pain, make me sleep.
I drank eagerly then…almost desperate to escape reality.
I know not how long it was until I woke totally and the pain was bearable—terrible, but not with the same sharp bite that had made me want to be ill.
It was day; bright sunlight filled my vision, but my body was cool and I realized I lay under a cover of some sort, perhaps a large tent. I blinked dazedly, watching men pass by outside about their business like any normal day. I flinched as the light was blocked for a moment and the captain entered the tent, a smile on his face as he saw my eyes open.
“You join us at last. Good. We have to move tomorrow, so it will be good you are in better shape. Perhaps you can sit up now. We will see.”
I said nothing, only tried to rise, shaking with pain as he helped me. It took long minutes for my vision to clear. Then he offered water and a little bread. Knowing I would need the strength for the ordeal ahead, I forced the food down, though it made me nauseated. I had to move or tomorrow would be worse than it needed to be.
I watched his face as I ate, and he stared back, clear-eyed, no negative emotion evident.
“You make no sense in this,” I finally stated, blunt.
His head tilted, a small smile lifting his lips for a brief moment. “Ah, but my reasons are echoed in the other seven of us, so perhaps it is you who do not understand.”
I almost shrugged, caught myself in time. “In that, you are right. You Masarians are beyond comprehension.” My tone was bitter and weary with it.
“You yourself are half Masarian. Perhaps you have but to understand that part of yourself.” The captain’s voice held the faintest of humor, not mocking, but factual.
“I think right now my father would prefer to forget that, as would I.” I flinched as tension made my back spasm. I stared at the captain again, trying to make my mind move past the pain.
“What is your name?” I thought he would take offense at my abruptness, but he merely shook his head at some private thought.
“Teaser.” I stared at him with disbelief and he burst out laughing at my expression, a laugh that brought another man through into the tent, bearing more salve.
The captain, Teaser, gestured to the other man. “This is Weasel.”
I was silent at their expressions of expectation, then I had to shake my head. “Do I really want to know?”
They looked at each other and grinned. “Perhaps not this early in the relationship. You might run screaming into the night.”
I glanced at the sunshine outside ruefully. “That would be a pretty delayed reaction, don’t you think?”
Weasel laughed. “You’re not up to standard right now, Gaven. We’re giving you time.”
My lips twitched.
“Ha!” Teaser pointed at me. “See. I bet you twenty marks he could not take us seriously! Pay up, Weasel.”
Weasel glared at him and sniffed disdainfully. “That was a twitch, not a smile.” He looked at me and rolled his eyes. “His eyesight isn’t the best. Don’t ever let him stand at your side in battle. He’s liable to think you’re the enemy. There used to be more of us, but…” His tragic sigh echoed through the tent, cut off by an ow as Teaser cuffed him hard.
Weasel rubbed his head, glaring at Teaser all the while. “Damned tyrant. Ever since you became captain…and what idiot would have recommended you for that, I would like to know—”
Teaser punched him on the arm, not all that lightly as I winced in sympathy. “You did, fool that you are.”
Weasel moved back out of range, muttering dire threats. “Well, what I created I can take back, you daft bugger.” He looked to me again, waving a finger in my face. “Don’t ever take anything he says too seriously. There’s a reason he’s called Teaser, and it isn’t just because of his flirting, I can tell you.”
I watched their byplay and felt something wrench within me. Once Micael and I had spoken like this, once I had had friendship—true, comfortable friendship. I looked away, strangely bereft, when I had thought I had control over this.
“Ach now. You’ve overwhelmed him. You always do that, Weasel.” Teaser’s voice was chiding.
“Me?” Weasel sputtered, aghast, so that I had to actually stifle a laugh. Laughing would only hurt.
“Come now, Gaven. We will get you up and about and outside, so you can better endure his hot air.”
They helped me to my feet and I swayed there, holding down nausea at the pulling pain that made my vision swim alarmingly. Their touch was gentle but firm on my elbows, so that I could put as little or as much weight on them as my pride allowed.
After the world stopped spinning, I indicated readiness with a short nod. We entered sunshine abruptly, making me squint, though the warmth felt good to my pain-chilled body.
I fought to put one foot in front of the other, jaw clenched, determined to work past the pain so I could begin to move. I wanted to ride on the morrow, not be jolted in some godsforsaken wagon that would only hurt worse. After the first few minutes, it became slightly easier. The intense throbbing pain molded itself into a dull ache that could be dealt with. I tried to straighten a bit, shamed by my bent posture.
I was aware of the intense interest that my appearance seemed to engender in the men of the camp, but I did not look at them, weary of facing hatred and suspicion. I could not bear it right then.
At last Teaser put a stop to my stubborn determination.
“Don’t do too much, Gaven, or you’ll only put yourself back where you were. Take it easy. It will come.” The calm, patient voice stilled my instant rebellion, for it was sense he spoke, no matter how I might wish it else.
Weasel added a temptation to sweeten the pot. “Food’s ready. You can sit at the fire with us and listen to us argue. It’s better than lying in that damn tent thinking of nothing but pain…maybe.”
I had to smile.
 
I was introduced to the other six men during the meal and I struggled to remember them all, to be able to put face to name. No true names were told, and I wondered whether half of them even knew each other’s birth names.
Fish was a lean, tall man, blond, brown-eyed, silent. He had a habit of pursing his lips as he chewed at them in thought, and that habit had apparently earned him his company name.
Worry was a short, thin man, perpetually in motion, gesturing with his hands, shifting where he sat, frown lines etched his brow. His dark hair was already liberally sprinkled with grey, though he seemed no more than twenty-five or so.
Peace was a burly, thick man, his arms huge with muscle that made me shake my head in awe. His eyes were a soft brown, and he sat in a half slouch, blinking sleepily whenever someone directed a comment to him.
Ice was of medium height, body compact and hard, dark eyes equally so. He did not speak to his companions; the best they seemed to be able to gain was a grunt. He watched me with a cold edge, making me wonder whether this decision to take me into their fold was as unanimous as Teaser seemed to think.
Moss was huge, whether thick with either muscle or fat; it was hard to tell. He, like Peace, moved very little and seemed mellow to the extreme. He was very dark-skinned, with pale green eyes that were startling in contrast. He had a beautiful smile with amazingly white teeth, and he smiled often as though happy in nature.
Ink was as silent as Ice, but not perhaps with the coldness. It was hard to tell. He was expressionless in the extreme and he made me nervous in that I could not read anything about him. He was covered in tattoos, except for his face, and it gave him a menacing air. He was close enough in height and looks for me to wonder if he was Ice’s brother, but I did not dare ask. I was there on sufferance, and I felt it all too much. These men could turn on me at any moment—and who would blame them?
I nodded to each in turn, but did not speak. What was there to say?
I ate slowly and carefully, fighting down the nausea that threatened with each bite. I made myself blank, not thinking of anything beyond the moment. Survival: that was all there was.
I spent the rest of the afternoon alternately sitting, standing, and trying to walk. The pain was ever-present; I tried to work past it, but soon I was exhausted and Teaser insisted I lie back down.
“You will do yourself no favors if you break open what is healing.”
The words made sense, reluctant though I was to admit to weakness in any form.
I shut my eyes for a moment…
* * * * *
…and woke the next morning, dazed and disoriented.
Weasel poked his head into the tent, grinning.
“Wake up, lazy. We’re taking the tents down, and we don’t want to fold you up—”
I struggled up with his help and got dressed. The sun was harsh upon me when I got outside and Weasel sat me on a nearby log as the others began to efficiently break camp around me. I felt like I should be helping, but Teaser refused my offer with a shake of his head. Moss brought me bread and cheese to begin the day. I thanked him quietly and he nodded, patting me on the head as though I were two.
It felt strange, that gesture, almost an acceptance. I had never known acceptance except from my mother and Micael, so this seemed very strange to me. Confused, I subsided into silence, watching as everything was packed up. I ate my food almost absently, lost in thought, and it seemed very little time indeed before Moss led a horse up to me and helped me mount.
I gained the saddle and sat swaying for some moments, sick with the pain of my pulled back, before straightening with difficulty and reaching for the reins Moss offered. He nodded in approval of something—I could not tell what—and turned away to his own mount.
My already unstable mood turned completely sour when I saw Vlar and his men waiting for us. I lowered my eyes and remained stubbornly silent as Vlar made it blatantly clear that I would ride beside him.
I would not argue the point.
The day was hot and muggy and sweat poured down my back as we rode. The pain of my injuries, combined with the humidity, was sheer torture and I slumped farther and farther as the morning progressed. There must be areas of my back that had broken open again, for the sweat made me clench my teeth as it seeped into the flesh like fire itself.
I found myself gritting my teeth until I feared they would crack, and I focused on breathing, only that.
A touch on my arm made me open my eyes at last, and I blinked into Vlar’s face, for once not even feeling fear of him, so miserable did I feel.
He helped me down and I did not protest. Not even when he took my arm and towed me after him to the bank of a river did I pull back or say a word. I tensed with fear when we stepped into the current, but he stood behind me, against the waters, holding me firm and gently removed my shirt, careful not to pull any wounds.
Holding me firmly with one hand, he used the other to scoop water and let it trickle down my tortured back. I almost swooned with relief.
“Kneel, Gaven. I will hold you. Let the waters soak you clean.” The voice was gentler than I had ever heard, and my own needs dictated that I obey.
Hesitantly, cautiously, I knelt facing into the current, feeling Vlar solid before me as if the waters themselves had no power over him, an immovable object.
I felt safe and could not understand the feeling, dismissing it as a product of my tired mind. I slumped there, every moment bringing relief that left me limp.
When I started shuddering with the cold, only then did he lift me from my knees and guide me to the bank. The sun now was welcome warmth, not torture, and, as we made our way back to the horses, my shivering soon ceased.
“Modesty is not worth pain, Gaven. Leave your shirt off. You will sweat less and the cloth will not stick to the wounds.” Vlar’s voice was quiet, with nothing in the tone to fight against, so I only nodded as he helped me back on my mount. I watched him move away to his own horse, thinking that if he was always this way, I could almost tolerate his presence—
* * * * *
By the end of the day, I was too tired to even eat and, when shown to my tent by Teaser, I simply sank down to the pallet and fell instantly and deeply asleep, utterly worn out. I woke slightly some time later when he and Weasel put more salve on my back to keep it supple, but I slid back into deep slumber almost immediately, unstirring until the morning sun and the sound of the men moving about brought me to the surface of consciousness.
I managed to get up myself, proud of this small accomplishment, and joined the men at the fire for the morning meal. I listened to the talk swirling around me as I ate, keeping my eyes down, wondering whether I would ever feel part of them. No matter how I looked at it, I was the stranger here, the intruder; and how could they forgive my actions that had cast a slur upon their honor with their lord? It all seemed rather hopeless to me, and I felt cold and alone in the center of so much camaraderie.
On the bright side, I seemed to have regained some of my appetite and that alone showed that I was healing.
When we resumed our march, I was silent and withdrawn, wondering what my fate would be upon our return to a land I had never seen and understood not at all.
There seemed nothing of happiness in what lay ahead—


Chapter Five
 
That evening, after Teaser had practically forced me to eat, Vlar came into camp. The men stood respectfully at his arrival, and I rose in their wake, painfully.
Vlar nodded to them, then his piercing eyes fell upon me and I almost blanched at the power there.
“Come,” he said—only that—and I did so in silence, my usual defiance nowhere in sight. We walked across the camp. Many gave greetings to Vlar and curious stares to me as we went.
I tensed as we left the edges of the camp itself, moving into the trees. I glanced back nervously as we left the others behind, then returned my eyes to the broad back before me.
Vlar moved with lithe grace, his footsteps utterly silent. Only my clumsier passage could be heard. Once I stepped on a branch that snapped loudly and he looked over his shoulder at me. There was no particular expression in that look, but my cheeks heated anyway. I was very aware of my youth and inexperience next to his confident and charged presence.
I leapt with terror when a low growl sounded to my right. I shrank back as a dark, almost black, wolf stared at me with head low and ears back.
Vlar gave a soft chuckle and said something in a language I did not recognize.
The wolf stopped growling, but moved around me with almost contemptuous stride. He was followed by a gray female, her tail also high and flagged, but she stopped by me and sniffed my leg where I stood frozen. She seemed familiar, but I was not confident enough to test the theory that she might be the one I had petted before.
Vlar made much of the male, wrestling with him and growling himself playfully. The female watched indulgently, but did not go to Vlar until they had worn themselves out and were quieter. Only then did she go forth for her own attention. Vlar was gentle with her, respectful, and she licked him lovingly.
Other wolves stayed on the fringes, watching me with bright eyes and circling us with intent curiosity.
Vlar looked up at me from where he knelt with the female, amusement in his eyes that made me grit my teeth and look away with sullen resentment.
“Come. Kneel. Let them smell you. They must realize you are part of the pack now.” The voice was low and calm.
I contemplated running for the camp, calculated my chances, before reluctantly doing as he asked.
As though that were some kind of signal, the other wolves began to emerge from the forest, and I started to tremble, keeping my eyes from them. All I could think of was how easily they had taken the bandits, men with weapons. I had nothing, my throat at their level.
I heard snuffling behind me and tensed as I felt a muzzle sniffing me, then a low growl. I froze utterly as others circled before me, eyes intent and hostile upon me, waiting for a wrong move. I could not imagine what I was supposed to do, how I was supposed to act, so could only kneel there unmoving, my heart pounding with fear so that I thought they could surely hear it.
A dark grey wolf, smaller, perhaps younger than the rest, snarled at me and nipped my arm so that I jerked more in startlement than pain. Immediately a large form brushed past me and the young grey wolf was on its back, throat held by strong jaws.
The grey female growled, crouched over the youngling, who whimpered, going limp under the punishing grip. When she released him, he remained on his back, ears flat, whining in submission, belly bared to her.
Vlar touched my shoulder, and I winced a little but stayed still enough.
“She protected you. Count yourself very fortunate, little one. Rarely does Shayla accept anyone. She’s extremely standoffish. She seems to like you, perhaps has adopted you as her pup.”
I glared at him for a moment as he laughed at my expression.
“Come, boy, stand up now. She has staked her claim and the others will follow. You are one of us now.”
I stood, still glaring. “I fail to see that as a compliment.”
“Oh it is, Gaven, it is. You just don’t know it yet.” He stepped closer, and I had to fight my fear of him to stand my ground.
He reached out and with slow fingers traced my jaw, holding my eyes with his. I tensed, but did not shy away.
“When the Claiming is done, you will have my scent and they will see you as my mate. They will protect you with their lives, as they do me.”
I wanted to protest his words, but he put a finger over my lips, silencing me before I could start.
“You have a chance now, Gaven, a chance for a new life, one in which you can find honor. This is a fresh start, free of the prejudice you suffered. If you take it as such, you will find peace in this, find yourself. If you fight it, you will know nothing but conflict and misery. It is your choice now, Gaven. Your choice—”
His words struck a chord within me, found a loneliness and a longing I had scarcely even known existed. I stared at him in silence, trembling a little as he leaned down closer and slowly laid his mouth over mine.
My muscles shook with the strain of staying still, of accepting his touch, my hands clenching into fists as my side.
He was gentle enough, not forceful, and that enabled me to accept the fact that a man was kissing me. His arm slowly came around me, his tongue sliding within to tangle with mine. His taste lured me into responding and I found myself leaning into him, wanting more of that sweetness. His hand roved lower, caressing one buttock and then tracing the cleft through my breeches as though in promise for what would come. I found myself moaning and pushing back into that touch.
He slowly pulled back, his eyes dark and intent upon me. I found my breath coming faster as I stared into those eyes, as though my body recognized something I did not.
He smiled then, really smiled, not the hateful smirk that so raised my ire. “It will be all right, Gaven. You will be all right.”
* * * * *
We traveled steadily during the next few weeks, returning “home,” apparently.
I scarcely noticed the rigors of the ride. I could not seem to get Vlar out of my mind and it irritated me immensely. That kiss…
One night, as we were camped along the banks of a great river, I managed a moment of peace. My guards were in sight, but they retained distance, leaning on a wagon as they discussed something intensely. Even they seemed to realize that I would not be so stupid as to try to escape again—
* * * * *
I grimaced as I stared down at the river. A small grove of trees lay off to the side and I wandered toward them, admiring the glint of the full moon that turned the leaves to silver.
It was not until I actually reached the grove that I realized it was already occupied, and by then it was too late to retreat without being seen.
I stood frozen, for long moments unable to see clearly enough to identify the two men who wrestled on the ground for dominance…dominance sexually. They were both naked, bodies gleaming with sweat, and I watched with both embarrassment and awakening desire.
As one was forced to his knees, losing to his opponent, gasping out his surrender; only then did I realize who they were.
My…the warlord…and Andar.
My cheeks flamed then and I wanted to look away, sneak away, but I was frozen in a kind of shamed fascination and could do nothing but watch.
Andar put his head down as he presented himself on his hands and knees and Gareth wasted no time in taking his prize. He mounted the other man swiftly and Andar cried out softly, flinging his head back as he was breached. Gareth moaned with pleasure at the tight embrace and they both paused for a moment, as though savoring the sensations.
My heart began to pound. I had never seen two men together, never dreamed it could be so…beautiful, so…erotic.
Gareth slowly withdrew, his calloused hands holding Andar’s hips tightly as he watched his own shaft slowly appear, red and engorged, from its velvet sheath. Then he slammed back in and Andar keened, pushing back, reaching for more…
Gareth licked and bit at his partner’s nape, like a wild animal mating, claiming. Andar seemed to like that; he almost purred with pleasure, and he murmured to his lover, soft words that I could not make out, but that seemed to enflame Gareth as he began to thrust hard and deep, his hips snapping forward and flexing back.
I found myself sweating, my fingers clenching into fists. I tried to keep my breath normal, but it sped up despite my will, my own shaft hardening at the erotic sight before me.
Andar dropped to his elbows and this new angle seemed to please both of them as they moaned in unison. Then there were only the sounds of pleasure—panting and gasps, the slap of flesh on flesh, soft, moist sounds—
Gareth’s shaft gleamed in the moonlight as it conquered and re-conquered his lover and, despite my shame, I could not stop watching it as it plunged into Andar’s body—
A hard arm came around me, even as a hand dropped over my mouth, muffling the involuntary cry that escaped my lips.
I knew that touch.
Vlar kept his hold until he knew I had control of myself, then he dropped his hand.
“Well, well…little voyeur. Watch well. Soon that will be you…my shaft in you…my hands caressing you…my teeth holding you firm—”
His whisper, his touch, made me shudder and I closed my eyes, trying to move away from the hardness nestled against my buttocks.
“They will see you…think how embarrassing that would be. Stay still, little one—”
The whisper tickled my ear, making a shiver wrack my body.
His hand stroked down over my arm and then…I jerked in shock as he unlaced the ties to my breeches. I froze in disbelief as his fingers plunged inside, grasping my half hard shaft and bringing it out into the air.
“No,” I whimpered, shrinking away.
“Yes.” His voice flowed over me, one arm tightening, holding me firm with inhuman strength. His hand began to move, warm and strong upon my manhood.
“Are they not beautiful, little one? All power and sleek strength. All male.”
His words, his touch…I arched, shaking, unable to believe what was happening. I wanted to pull away…I wanted to lean into him… My confused emotions held me powerless as he rubbed his thumb over the head, smearing the liquid there to smooth his strokes.
I gasped, soft and low, and somehow my head ended up back on his shoulder, the other participants forgotten. I could feel the proof of his lust against me, hard and long, pulsing with need.
“Sweet, Gaven. So innocent… Give me your essence … Come for me, only for me…” The strong voice seemed to reverberate through my senses and before I could even form a thought, my body obeyed him.
My orgasm ripped through me, and thank the gods Vlar had the presence of mind to clamp his other hand over my mouth as I cried out.
Hot pulses dripped over his hand as my shaft pumped out the last of my seed, then I slumped against him, shaking, dazed. I could only watch him lift his hand and lick my essence from his fingers as though it were the finest of foods, the sight making me shiver uncontrollably.
In the background, I heard Andar scream and Gareth shout, but it seemed a faraway thing as Vlar lifted me up in his arms.
For once I did not fight him, too stunned to do anything but stare into those beautiful eyes.
“Do not worry, little virgin. Tonight you are safe from being breached. I will wait until the Claiming ceremony to know that sweetness.”
He took me back to my blankets, then covered me up like a child, wrapping me firmly. I could not say a word, utterly overwhelmed by what had happened.
The Finnarian straightened up from his crouch, looking down at me with hot eyes. He gestured to his own shaft, hard and tight within his breeches. “I will go take care of this now. See what you do to me, little one? Think of me stroking myself and remember what will come—”
His laugh was full of innuendo I had no way of understanding, then he was gone into the moonlight—”
I curled into a confused and shamed ball and sought escape in exhausted sleep.
* * * * *
I could not look at Vlar for days without flushing. His silent satisfaction and look of possession grated upon me. Neither could I look upon Andar and Gareth without shame at having witnessed their intimacy. Thus, I most often rode with head bowed, unable to understand how I could have acted the way I had.
The army angled northward and the temperature began to drop as we reached the mountains. The altitude was hard on me; the air thinned, and I found it hard to breathe. I watched the others enviously as they easily endured the heights, well used to them.
I rode at Vlar’s side as always, but my thoughts were far away, often resting on Micael and my old life. This felt like betrayal of my friend; had not these people murdered him? How could I accept them in light of what they had done? Yet Micael, practical in all things, would have been happy that I had finally found family. It had always bothered him that I had been so alone after my mother died of a lung ailment two years ago. Always he had said that my father had to have been a foreigner as my height and features so proclaimed.
But…Micael was dead.
My mind went round and round—
 
As we reached the height of the pass, I drew my horse to a halt and stared back down at the panorama below, the land to which I had been born. It was a moment in time; forward was into the unknown, backward lay pain—but familiar pain. Still, those I had cared for no longer existed and it was doubtful that any others would accept me.
I looked at my hands clenched white upon the reins, then up at Vlar’s face where he waited for me off to one side of the marching army.
Our eyes met, a question in his, a question I was not prepared to answer.
Finally I laid heels to my mount and returned to the Finnarian’s side as we began the downward trek to whatever lay beyond these peaks.
* * * * *
My horse sidled anxiously, its nerves strung as tight as mine. The crowd threw flowers over us, cheering wildly. Never had I encountered this many people at once and I felt very provincial and unworldly. For once I actually felt grateful for Vlar’s large presence at my side; he seemed an anchor in the madness.
This then was the capital of Masaria, Brenarnan.
I wanted to be back on the march. Anywhere but here.
How did people live like this? It seemed sheer chaos. I glanced over at Vlar, and his calm, cool demeanor made me struggle to control my fears.
The people chanted the warlord’s name and his look almost softened, became human. He leaned down now and then from the height of his stallion and touched a hand here and there, and in those gestures I began to see the love he held for his people.
They did not seem so different from those I had grown up with. Just people; they didn’t seem to have any particular features that marked them as being Masarian. It made it that much more difficult to see them as the enemy.
The streets, lined with tall buildings, seemed to press in upon me, and I wished for the open country. I noted that the wolf pack had remained in the forest that lay some distance from the city, and I hoped that that meant Vlar would go there often.
I could only hope he would take me.
As we wound ever deeper into the maze of the streets, I stared in awe at the massive temples with spires that reached far into the sky, taller than any building I had ever seen…and then we turned into the main square and there before us was the avenue that led to the great palace.
I was struck speechless.
Vlar looked at me and grinned with high good humor.
“Beautiful, is it not?”
I could only nod.
We rode up the avenue with the crowd even thicker and noisier than before, and it was almost a relief when we passed beneath the great stone gates and the noise was left behind. The courtyard was massive, and horses and men milled about in apparent confusion as boys darted about taking charge of mounts, one by one.
I was reluctant to part with my mount, as though its very familiarity protected me from what lay within these strange walls. I dismounted reluctantly, immediately feeling stifled by the crush of bodies. Vlar’s hand came down upon my shoulder, steering me through the chaos.
The warlord and Andar stood on the great steps, talking to a man that looked remarkably like Gareth himself. He seemed someone of importance, given the reverence shown to his person by all those in the vicinity, and I shrank into myself as we approached, wishing only for anonymity and peace away from this madness.
Vlar seemed of another mind, for he pushed me gently in the direction of the three men.
Andar looked up with a welcoming smile as we came close and moved to drape a companionable arm about my shoulders, his warmth small comfort against the chill that lay in the warlord’s eyes.
Andar took no notice. “Your Majesty, this is Gaven.”
I almost fainted. Andar’s grip tightened, so that I managed to focus my attention upon the man before me…the king of Masaria. Good gods, what was I supposed to do?
I gave a graceless bow, eyes downcast, wishing myself anywhere but there.
Hard, calloused fingers came beneath my chin, tilting my head up so I had to meet his eyes—eyes a duplicate of Gareth’s. My breath stopped in sudden realization.
The King looked me over critically. “He looks quite a bit like you, brother. Congratulations.”
Gareth grunted. “He is a foolish boy, but perhaps Vlar can make something of him.”
The King raised a well-groomed brow, glancing at the Finnarian with a faint smile. “He cannot be all that hopeless if you are taking him as eramon, Vlar. You are harsh as always, Gareth.”
The warlord scowled, casting a cold glance upon me, before turning on his heel and stalking up the stairs.
The king shook his head ruefully, then looked back at me, perhaps reading the fear and shame in my eyes.
“You are welcome here, Gaven. Pay no heed to your father. He has the temper of a speared boar at the best of times.”
Vlar laughed as my eyes widened in disbelief at this derisive comment.
“Well said, Sarin, well said. It will take time for Gaven to realize the rest of us are of calmer nature.” His lips quirked as he and the king exchanged glances. “Those that run afoul of Gareth take some time to recover.”
The King clasped my shoulder, drawing me along beside him as we entered the palace itself.
“You will see, Gaven. This will become your home.”
I did not voice my utter disbelief…
* * * * *
I sat in one of the smaller courtyards, on a bench nestled in a small grove of trees and vines, hidden. This small area had become my refuge since my arrival at the Masarian palace, and I fled to its sanctuary whenever things became too much.
This day was definitely too much.
That night would see the claiming ceremony for Vlar becoming my eramon. I was, in a word, terrified.
Everyone else seemed so at ease with the whole idea, but then they had grown up with the concept, whereas to me, it was barbaric and revolting.
Not to mention that I still had problems even conceiving that I was Masarian at all. How could they be so accepting that I was one of them? Was I not different, having been raised elsewhere? Did they not sneer at me for my upbringing? Could they not see that even though I apparently had royal blood in me, that I was deserving of no such thing as respect? There was nothing in me that could understand or accept my new circumstances.
I was just Gaven. Plain old Gaven, afraid of people’s derision…who had never had a sexual experience in my life except for my own hand. I flushed then, amending that thought. My own hand and now Vlar’s as well.
Now they expected me to give my body to another? A male?
My fingers whitened around the edges of the book I held, my eyes staring blindly at the words. I was trying to learn the language here and I was, to an extent, enough that I would be able to stumble through the ceremony at least.
I laid the book down over my knee, seeing little of the beauty of the garden before me. It was peaceful there, calming, but at that moment I could find no comfort. It seemed a prison, much like the rest of that massive palace, designed to keep me ready to their hand. Why could they not leave me in relative anonymity in the army itself? The warlord did not want me, did not claim me as his son; could I not simply be a soldier? One of the herd, not special at all? Why this fuss for someone like me? I could not understand the sense in it.
The sound of footsteps drove me from my bleak thoughts, and I looked up as Andar approached on the broad flagstone path.
Sitting on the bench beside me, he nudged me with his shoulder, smiling gently as he gauged my expression and correctly interpreted my inner turmoil.
“Do not fret so, Gaven. Tomorrow it will be over, and the reality will never be as terrifying as your mind would like to make it. Vlar is an excellent eramon. He knows what he is doing, my boy.”
At least someone would then. I certainly I knew nothing at all. I bit my lips in frustration and fear. I trusted Vlar not at all and that lack of trust was greatly aiding my vivid imaginings. I was no mere stripling naive enough to put myself totally in another’s hands…so to speak.
I groaned and put my face in my hands, letting the book slide, forgotten, down my leg and to the grass.
Andar patted my shoulder consolingly as he picked up the book. “Come, Gaven. It is time to prepare for the Claiming feast. I have had new clothes made for you and I will help you dress.”
I rose gloomily at his urging, wondering why a pig going to the butchering should have to dress up first…


Chapter Six
 
Andar and my eight troop mates were the ones to ready me. I stood passively in their noisy midst as they saw to my ritual cleansing in the great palace baths and then dressed me in a simple blue tunic that reached down to mid shin, with lacing up the front.
Teaser smiled wryly at my blank stare. “It will be fine, Gaven. We have all been through this, some more fortunate in their eramons than others. You are indeed fortunate that it is Vlar. Never have I heard the slightest complaint from those he’s trained.”
I wished I could feel reassured by that.
* * * * *
The room seemed to be of a ceremonial nature, with runes and paintings decorating its walls. But my eyes could not leave the centerpiece of it all…a great bed. It dominated my thoughts and the room itself, and I felt a trembling begin in my limbs that I could not control.
Dear gods, how could I possibly go through with this?
Oil-filled sconces lit the room, sending flickering light and shadow across all within it, alternately illuminating faces, then casting them into darkness.
Andar and my troop stood behind me in a silence that weighed heavily upon me. I clenched my fists tighter where they hung by my side, feeling the cut of my fingernails into my palm.
The door on the far side opened suddenly, making me jump. My tension only increased as I beheld Vlar enter—with the king behind him.
I had not expected this.
I knew in some part of me that my father should have been here, that it was his duty as the closest of my blood to give me into Vlar’s keeping—but to have the king take his place?
I seriously considered the merits of fainting—
Then I met Vlar’s eyes and everything else faded away.
He walked toward me with an easy, loose stride, his eyes never leaving mine. He also wore a simple tunic, but his was a rich, deep emerald, bringing out the green in his eyes. He looked almost otherworldly; his long, dark hair was loose for once and it hung thick and straight to the small of his back.
I shivered and felt the reassuring touch of Andar’s hand on my shoulder, preventing me from bolting.
Teaser spoke up from beside me, his voice deep and strong.
“We bring this candidate to the ceremony of Claiming, that he might be brought into adulthood and learn his place within our ranks. Per his family’s wishes, he will be given to Vlar, prince of the blood, that he might be shown the way of the sword, and experience the bonding of men, the true strength of the Masarian military. May he emerge from this to become part of our brethren.”
The King nodded to him. “The candidate’s name?”
“He is Gaven, son of Gareth; second son of the royal line of Masaria; nephew to you, Sarin, king of Masaria.
Sarin smiled at me. “I acknowledge his blood as mine and stand here to witness this Claiming.”
Vlar stepped forward to stand before me, close enough to make my fear rise, my pulse pound.
“Kneel before me, Gaven, son of Gareth.”
I did so, almost grateful that I no longer had to stand on legs that had threatened to collapse beneath me.
I struggled to remember the words needed as I forced myself to look up without flinching from his eyes, but instead meet them with courage that at the moment seemed thin.
“I, Gaven, son of Gareth, give myself”—I had to pause for a moment—“to you, Vlar, prince of the blood, as your eramai. I will gratefully accept your training…in all that a Masarian warrior must become.” The words stuck in my throat, but the weight of watching eyes made them emerge, though I could not say they were heartfelt. “I submit to you, my eramon.”
I bowed in a gesture of humility, my pride chafing against these new bonds already.
A hand came down upon my back, lying flat against the thin material.
“I accept you as my eramai, Gaven, son of Gareth. I will teach you the sword and the way of bonding in the brethren. You are my responsibility now. Do you swear to uphold the courage of your blood and give me your will?”
I straightened on my knees, then bowed again, repeating my earlier words. “I submit to you, Vlar, my eramon.” My eyes closed as the truth of my position made my thoughts cold with fear.
“Stand, Gaven, eramai.” Strong hands urged me to my feet and I stood before him, fighting to suppress the urge to jerk away as he pulled me close so that we shared breath itself.
Long, fine fingers began to slowly unlace my tunic and I could not prevent a shiver from wracking me at this first sign of intimacy.
Slowly he revealed my body to his intent gaze, and I felt gooseflesh rise just from the heat of his regard upon my skin. He pushed the tunic off and it slid down my back to pool upon the floor.
A flush rose over my cheeks at this blatant exposure before so many eyes, but I managed to not flinch from his first gentle touch upon my cheek.
“Reveal me.” His voice was faintly hoarse, and I knew then he was not unaffected by this. I forced shaking fingers to slowly unlace his tunic and then push it from his broad shoulders.
We stood nude before each other and although fear ran rampant within my mind, in another part of me I could not help but admire his form. He was pure masculine beauty; broad shouldered, slim hipped, body rippling with lean muscle. His physical strength awed me, made me feel small and vulnerable, especially now that he held sway over my life.
He took my hand and drew me with him to the bed. Swallowing hard, I obeyed his first command: to lie upon the great expanse and await his touch.
I did so; hard put to make my trembling limbs obey; then I lay there, shaking harder with every moment.
He joined me, accepting a bottle of oil from Sarin’s outstretched hand. I kept my eyes on his face, unable to accept that others would witness the moment of our joining. Once the actual breaching was accomplished, then would they leave. But I had to keep from even thinking of my utter exposure or I would curl up in shame.
Vlar leaned forward and gently laid his lips on mine, licking at them until I involuntarily opened to him. Then he stroked the inside of my mouth, our breath mingling as though we were one. His tongue swept over mine, coaxing, and I found myself tentatively responding to his expertise.
He made a sound of encouragement in his throat, his hands stroking over my arms, soothing. Our kiss deepened and I found myself beginning to use my own tongue, shyly following his lead.
Slowly he drew back, kissing down over my face and chin, then lower to my neck. I had never thought that a sensitive place, until he used his tongue and teeth, licking, sucking, and nipping until I let my head fall back, exposing my throat in unconscious surrender.
He growled then, low and soft, as though the action stirred something in him, some dominant instinct. Working his way down, he laved my nipples, ripping a startled gasp from my lips. My hips began to writhe despite my fears, my body well aware of what it wanted, even if the mind was slow to catch on.
He suckled and nipped, and I found myself losing touch with my surroundings despite my best efforts. It was as though my nipples sent a bolt of pure pleasure to my groin. I began to harden, blood filling and engorging my shaft. I had thought that I would receive no pleasure from this union and now, even in the first moments, I was becoming mindless. I would have been shamed if I could have thought clearly.
When his tongue moved downward, laving a wet trail upon my shivering skin, I was too scattered to even think to move away. A hot, wet cavern suddenly encompassed my shaft, a sensation I had never felt before, and my body arched like a bow, my hands desperately clutching the bed covers, a short, sharp cry of surprised pleasure escaping my lips.
His mouth was amazing, I thought in the dim corner of my mind that still could process thought. Never had I been touched so intimately by another and it seemed a deeply sinful indulgence. But I could not have pushed him away if I had tried. My body craved his touch, knowing that there was one who could give ultimate pleasure. I writhed under him until he had to grip my hips to keep me still. Then I could but moan in agonized bliss.
I could feel my balls drawing up tight and hard, so very, very ready to lose their load, but then Vlar drew back and I could have sobbed with frustration.
I opened glazed eyes to glare at him and he laughed, the bastard. Still chuckling, he rolled me over and lifted me slightly to place a pillow under my hips.
His calloused fingers ghosted over my thighs and buttocks.
“Open to me, Gaven,” he whispered. “Let me show you how men love men. Trust in me. I will give you no harm.”
I hesitated, but the blood pulsed through my veins, urging me on. Anything to reach that peak that was so very close…
Taking a deep breath, I nodded and parted my legs so that he could kneel between them.
He stroked my back in praise, then shortly after I felt an oiled finger rub around the entrance to my body, gently, slowly. After my initial panic, I forced myself to relax my body. Andar and Teaser had coached me in this—how fighting it made it hurt worse this first time. Relax, I told myself. Others have done this; they say it can be pleasurable.
The finger slowed its stroking then slowly began to press in. I gritted my teeth at the uncomfortable sensation, so foreign. I tried to think of anything else. Vlar leaned over me, licking at my nape, his hot breath fanning over my ear.
“So very tight, little one. I am the first in this sanctuary, am I not?”
I could only nod, swallowing hard, praying that he had had virgins before and knew what to do.
He laughed softly, nibbled on my ear until I squirmed. “I know, Gaven, I know. You will find pleasure in this, believe me. Not just endurance.”
I wanted to believe him, but my trust was sorely lacking. I settled for saying nothing, but his words had distracted me as was no doubt his intention in the first place. And then two fingers were sliding in.
I had to take a few deep breaths to calm myself at this fuller sensation, the feel of stretching within, so very strange and uncomfortable. The fingers went deeper this time and I arched into the bed, trying to move away from their invasion, but then…they brushed over something, some part of my body I had never imagined, and I cried out, forgetting shame and fear and everything else as sparks seemed to fly within my body.
The fingers returned again and again to that spot until I was completely mindless, writhing and pleading, beginning to actually push back into those fingers in a quest for more pressure, more sensation.
“That’s it, little one. Show me your passion—”
Vlar’s voice was little more than a growl now and I probably should have feared that. But my body ruled my mind by then. I could but obey it.
I hardly felt the third finger; only a feeling of more fullness and deeper pressure over that spot that had me mewling and clawing at the bed in an attempt to find release.
Then the fingers withdrew and I mourned their loss, panting and whimpering.
Something larger came to demand entrance to my body and I felt a frisson of fear through my lust as it began its inward journey. Vlar pulled me to my knees as he continued to push, and I tried to pull away as I sensed the size of the invader. He gave a short, sharp thrust and I cried out as the head of his shaft popped through my body’s defenses, the burn of stretched muscle hot and sharp.
He stopped then, his breathing harsh, hands hard upon my hips, holding me still when I would have struggled.
I knelt with my head down, panting, scarcely aware of anything but the spear of flesh so intimately nestled in my body.
Andar’s voice came clearly then, shaking me from my daze.
“The Claiming is done. This is the beginning of a new member of the Brethren. May the gods take notice and give blessing to the candidate Gaven.”
I raised pained eyes to watch as all others filed from the room, my cheeks flushed with shame. How could I have behaved in such a wanton fashion to respond to Vlar at all? The ceremony was necessary in their eyes, yes, but I had not had to respond as I had—
As though he read my thoughts, Vlar again leaned forward and kissed the back of my neck, nipping a little now and then to get my attention away from my tortured musings.
“It’s not wrong to feel passion, Gaven. It’s a gift, and we need to revel in it as we find it. Never feel shame in your body’s responses. Rather, feel pride that you are a sensual being. Feel what glory there is within you.”
He thrust then, and I cried out, half in pain, half in shock as his large member pulsed over that spot within me, the pressure much greater than the fingers had been. It was…strange…horrible…blissful… He withdrew and the sensations changed as the head of his shaft rubbed more potently on the backstroke, pressing on new areas.
I arched like a cat, unable to decide whether to fight, escape, or beg for more. Vlar changed his angle so pressure increased on that place within, and I gave choked cries of ecstasy, hardly able to breathe for the sensations that completely overwhelmed me, body and mind.
“That is it, little one. Sing for me. Let me hear your voice. Tell me how this feels. You are so tight around me, so hot. You stroke me each time I thrust, hold my shaft so snugly, just this side of pain…”
His words burned within me, connected me to him, and I could not have remained silent even if I had had the mind to resist, to rebel. I gave a little moan each time he thrust, a short gasp each time he withdrew and I began to shudder with an overload of stimuli.
Then Vlar reached beneath me and began to stroke my shaft hard and fast, and it was all too much.
I screamed then, convulsed, tightened around him so that I could feel his heartbeat through his shaft. He grunted as though with pain, then leaned forward and bit my neck, holding me tightly as though I were his mate, as though he indeed were a wolf.
Instead of horrifying me, that bite offered a second surge of pleasure, of possession, and I went limp under his hold, accepting his dominance utterly.
I felt the hot surge of his seed deep inside my body, pulsing. Then I collapsed with him on top of me, his teeth finally releasing their hold.
He shifted off after a few moments, for I could not find breath. He lay with me in his arms, my head on his chest, one hand slowly stroking over my side and hip, calming, soothing, so that I lay half drowsing. Should I not feel something other than a strange acceptance? Should I not pull away?
I could not remember ever being held like this; it was warm and safe and for some strange reason seemed to bring a trust of him I could not fathom. I was so very tired of being alone and afraid.
He leaned closer and laid a gentle kiss upon my lips. “You are my eramai now, Gaven. Mine. You need never fear being alone again, never fear being unaccepted. I will teach you our ways and you will be of our family, the Brethren. You will have a home, be accepted as you were not before.”
I felt tears come to my eyes and tried desperately to blink them back. I looked up then, really looked into his beautiful eyes. There was strength there, but a certain gentleness as well. He could be cruel, but there was a kindness I could feel then as I had not before.
Some impulse took hold of me and I raised a shaking hand to cup his cheek. He smiled then, turned his face to kiss my palm.
“Welcome, little one. You are finally home.”
I felt the beginnings of a small smile curve my lips.
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