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Chapter One

Dreft rolled as he hit the ground.

The giant craft continued on its path, and
having emptied the lake of water, it hovered over the surface of
the planet as the collection apparatus retracted. Even so, the
height of the drop from the sidewall loading-hatch was considerable
and added to his velocity as he jumped. He’d expected the jolt of
pain as he landed, but not the resultant burns across his bare legs
as he skidded on the harsh gritty sand.

Dreft
closed his eyes and scrambled between the dunes. The last
thing he needed was to have sand get into his eyes. It scratched like shards of
glass along his palms
as he grasped handfuls trying to heave his aching body into a
hiding place before the craft banked and turned to fly back over
the area. Not that they’d be looking for him yet—they’d do that
much later, and if he was lucky, they’d be so far out of this solar
system they wouldn’t bother coming back for a slave. Not even a
slave favored by the captain. Dreft shuddered as he pictured the
man’s leering face.

As the craft thundered overhead,
picking up height and speed, Dreft lay between the dunes, covering
his face with his hands. He waited there until the only sounds were
the weak slaps of fishtails in the adjacent mud of the empty lake.
It was hard to breathe and the sharp stabs of pain in his chest as
he struggled to take a breath scared him. Stars, I’m injured … maybe broken ribs. How will I cope with
that?

He licked his dry lips. The metallic
taste of blood forced his eyes open. He inspected his hands. The
sand had made cuts there that were far worse than he expected and
blood trickled down his face from a gash on his head. He carefully
sat up, holding the place along his ribs that hurt, taking care not to flick
up the sand around him, nor collapse the walls of the dunes that
hid him.

Dreft took in the state of his legs
and panic gripped him. Huge red welts were raised along them, and the skin had been razed away in
patches so that his flesh oozed as if he’d been burned by
flame. The adrenaline and
determination that bolstered him as he escaped drained away and
tears pooled in his eyes. They coursed down his cheeks and splashed
onto his lap making dark splashes on the light fabric. The clothes
he wore, his sleeveless jacket and extra short pants, were
fashioned from a Hemp material. The ankle boots on his feet were
thankfully hardy. Dreft wished he’d had the forethought to find
gloves or long pants, although that would have attracted
attention. I’m free now. I’ll be fine.
I’ll wait until I feel a little better then head off. There
has to be a village or settlement somewhere close. They generally
cluster near water, don’t they? He reasoned as his
stomach ached with fear.

The air was crystal clear, the sky a
deep shade of blue, with not a cloud in it, and Dreft eased out of
his hiding place. He didn’t feel any better than ten minutes
before, but the need to get away from the area just in case his
former captors returned, drove him to his feet. He stood on wobbly
legs and surveyed the terrain. It looked as if the sand went on for
a considerable distance. Dreft cautiously took a few steps to the
bank of what had been a lake and looked out across the cavernous
hollow. There were a few places where a puddle of water remained
but there was no way he could scramble down the steep muddy sides
to use the water. It might be impossible
to walk on the bottom anyway.

Dreft slunk away. He sank in the sandy
ground, his steps labored. The effort made his injured ribs hurt
more and the fine clear air stung his harshly grazed legs. He was
out in the open, the dunes left behind, on a road of some kind made
of packed down gravel, when he heard it—the unmistakable sound of a
craft. Panic gripped him. He spun around. There was nowhere to
hide. He crouched down making himself as small as he could. His
chest hurt so bad hot tears flowed onto his scorched legs as he
bent his head and held his legs to balance.

The craft wheeled overhead like a bird of
prey, and then, just when he thought the occupants had missed
seeing him, it swooped down and landed a few yards away.

Dreft stifled the cry of panic that tore
from his throat. Lightheaded with fear and pain he rocked back to
sit heavily on the gravel road and await his fate. A shadow dropped
over him, but he didn’t turn his head to find out who it belonged
to.

“Are you okay? Hey, can I help you?”
The deep male voice communicated concern.

Dreft remained frozen. He’d
heard concern in
men’s voices before that quickly turned to another feeling once
they saw him cleaned up. I’ll take some
cleaning up this time.

The owner of the voice walked around and
stood in front of him.

Dreft raised his head and gazed at the
face of the man who bent and offered a gloved hand to help him
stand. He took the hand, wincing as he straightened, but at the
same time registering the royal insignia on the man’s jerkin. He’d
seen that before, a long time ago, and it sent waves of relief
coursing through his troubled mind. The man was from
Lissabella Elisior’s court,
and the dark blue eyes in his handsome face regarded Dreft with
true kindness.

“You’re injured. We have a
medicA on the
craft.”

The man slid an arm around Dreft to help him
along.

This comfort closed his eyes for a second.
“Thank you, thank you so much.”

 



Chapter Two

 


Viridian darted down the back street. Not
many people knew it led right past a trade entrance to the castle
grounds. No one but him knew the gate there was the only part of
the outer wall that was alarmed. For six feet on either side of the
gate, the walls were vulnerable. An agile person who could scale
such a sheer high wall would gain access to the royal garden.

Viridian was not only agile his
natural strength was enhanced by his daily workouts. He was
determined to see his lover tonight. He pictured Dante’s thick dark
hair streaked elegantly with silver. Viridian licked his lips. He
could conjure up the feel of Dante’s mouth on his if he
concentrated. He pulled off his shirt and pushed it into the back
pocket of his leather pants. The gate loomed in the darkness. Then,
lit by moonlight, as if the silvery sphere in the sky sailed from
behind a cloud just for him, the pillars on either side gleamed
with embedded flecks of gold. Viridian leaped. His feet flew as he practically
ran up the wall.

As he landed, he went into a forward
roll on the lush turf beyond, before springing onto
boot-clad feet and
standing to take a swift look around. As expected, no one used the
lawn at that time of night. He sauntered across it breathing in the
beautiful fragrance of magnolia blossom from trees that lined the
pathway to the villas where the queen’s elite pilot-explorers
lived. He ran his hands through his hair to slide it behind his
ears. A smile spread on his face. Dante loved it when he
arrived bare-chested
and desperate for kisses.

Viridian took the path that led to the rear
of Dante’s dwelling and the garden door that always remained
unlocked. No one expected anything but safety within the castle
walls. He silently turned the white crystal handle and entered. He
knew the layout of furniture in the room, and so Viridian made his
way across it without glancing around. He’d negotiated the long
leather couch, on his way to Dante’s bedchamber, when a voice sent
surprise and fear spiking through his body.

“I thought you’d slip up one
day.”

Viridian spun around to peer through the
darkness at the man who lounged on a chair in the corner of the
room. “Who are you and why are you in Dante Pepper’s home?” He put
authority into his tone hoping this would confuse the man.

A soft sound reached him—a muffled click of
fingers. A bright blue flash accompanied the click, and then the
room lit up. Somehow, the man had lit the ceiling and floor lamps
without using the panel of switches on the wall.

Viridian stared at the man who sat
confidently, one leg crossed over the other and with a smile on his
gorgeous face.

“Indigo Vaughn.” Viridian’s shoulders
drooped. His voice dropped to a murmur.

The head of royal security and powerful
warlock stood and walked toward him.

“Exactly right and you
are?”

“Viridian Kaa, I’m Dante’s friend.
Where is he?” Viridian glanced over his shoulder as the realization
that Dante couldn’t be home sank in. His lover hadn’t rushed to his
aid. The bedchamber door remained closed.

“Friends do not usually scale the
courtyard walls and slink into homes in the night.”

Viridian sighed and sat heavily on the arm
of the couch. “Dante likes me to surprise him. I’m not a robber,
or, or worse.”

A flicker of emotion passed through Indigo
Vaughn’s blue eyes. He studied Viridian for a long moment. “You’re
a whore.”

Indignation made Viridian’s voice
harsh. “No, no I am not. I’m
Dante’s … his … his friend.”

Indigo’s eyes traveled over Viridian’s bare
chest in an appraising gaze, and then he stared intently into his
eyes. In calm measured tones, Indigo continued his scrutiny.

“Being a whore is not shameful,
Viridian Kaa. Are you his lover? I want the truth. Without
it, you won’t discover where
Dante Pepper is tonight. Don’t be afraid. I will understand.” The blue eyes held
sincerity.

“Truly,
because if this is a trick and Dante’s reputation is in any way
tarnished I swear … I swear, warlock or not, you’ll regret
it.”

Indigo laughed aloud. “You
are his lover.”

“I am
his lover. We’re lovers. I love him. There
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