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Chapter 1

In the Thraya
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The late afternoon sun slanted through the high windows of the silent Thraya, setting motes of dust aglow like tiny stars as they floated through the air and settled on the silken and velvet cushions and draperies. The single occupant of the enormous room ignored the finery around him. He shook his dark hair back off his shoulders, focusing on the book settled on his folded legs. He read in silence, the quiet broken only by an occasional, faintly musical jingle. The source of the sound was the reader himself, as he shifted to turn pages, moving one hand forward and tucking the other behind his back with the ease of long practice. His movements made the jeweled chains that bound his wrists sparkle in the sunlight, casting blood-red shadows across the pages as he returned his palms to his thighs, fingertips just resting on the edges of the large tome.

From somewhere overhead, a deep gong sounded. The reader looked up, his expression one of mild surprise. He took hold of the volume in both hands as he unfolded his legs and stood, his long silken loincloth fluttering down around his knees as he moved. He set the book down and turned away from the couch in time to see the heavy doors swing open, revealing an armored woman and a man carrying a tray.

"Lyander, I'm sorry I'm so late," the man called as the guard pulled the door closed behind him. He moved toward a table, revealing a pronounced limp as he walked. He set the tray down on the table and started setting up the meal. Lyander watched him. He’d had other attendants before Delan, and while he knew he didn’t know enough to compare, he did. He didn’t have Trivir’s simplicity, or Aniki’s startling contrasts of pale hair and dark eyes. He certainly didn’t have Jyase’s startling dark beauty. Compared to them, Delan was a sparrow, or a wren – plain, solid, and brown in both hair and eyes. And, in Lyander’s eyes, he was perfect. "I hope you're not too hungry?"

"Starved," Lyander answered, smiling and coming over to the table. "I was starting to think I'd mislaid my days again and it was a fast day.” He glanced over his shoulder, toward the door that led out to his walled garden. “Delan, what is happening out there? I could hear shouting from the garden when I went out to feed the birds, but I couldn’t hear anything clearly and I don't like to stay out there for very long."

"Ah, never you mind it, Holiness." Delan turned and leaned against the table. "It's nothing. Some upstart warlady, the Holy Mother says."

"A warlady marching against the Temple?" Lyander gasped. "Is she insane? Eldest Sister will take her apart!"

"So the Holy Mother says. So the Warrior grants. Eat now, while it's still hot. Then perhaps we'll see to other things..." Delan smiled, reaching out to brush his fingers over Lyander's cheek. "There's time before the sunset meditations."

Lyander shivered at the light in Delan's eyes, and sat down at the table, letting Delan uncover bowls and set them down. Then he tucked his left hand into the small of his back, pressed up against the metal loop on the belt locked around his waist that held fast the chain connecting his wrists. That allowed him enough movement in his right hand to eat, and he set to with enthusiasm, only to stop after a moment to look up at the young man watching him.

"Sit down, Delan. Share with me."

In the months since Delan had first come to the Temple and been appointed to serve in the Thraya, Lyander had made the offer at every meal. His previous attendant had always accepted; Delan, for some reason always refused. "I'm honored, Holiness, but the Holy Mother would have my hide if she knew."

"She wouldn't, Delan," Lyander said. He shook his head and started eating again. "She sends you to share my bed, why shouldn't you share my meals?"

"That's different," Delan said, turning away and limping across the room, the uneven sounds of his steps echoing from the high ceilings. "I don't understand how you can live like this."

"Like what?" Lyander asked. "In the Thraya? This is how sons of the Warrior Goddess have always lived. Didn't you know that?"

"No. So far as the people outside the temple know, there aren't any men in here. Shocked me silly the day I met you. I just ─ you're alone! And they keep you chained like a beast! Even outside the Temple, the men don't live like this. How can you stand it?" Delan turned back, his arms spread wide. "There's enough room here for... what? Two dozen men and boys? More? And yet─"

Lyander looked around, trying to remember when there had been someone else here besides him. When last there had been another male in the Thraya. After a moment, he shook his head and admitted defeat. "There used to be that many, but it was a long time ago. Or so I've been told. When the Warrior Goddess' Temple was first among all and the Warrior's bloodline was stronger. Then? Well, you know the history. I don't have to tell you about the holy wars. Now, I'm a Temple-born male, the last male of the Warrior's bloodline unless Eldest Sister decides to take a consort and somehow bears a son. I don't know if Brina will do either. She's near to being too old to carry a child safely. I've heard this year at the spring rites, I'll stand at my Mother's side─"

"And be nothing more than a stud set among the mares. I've heard that, too." Delan shook his head and repeated, "How can you stand it?"

"I could ask the same of you, Delan." Lyander laid down his spoon and rested his hand on the table. "I have my books. I study the ancient lore and the mysteries. I have the birds who live in my garden. I have the Temple sisters at meditations, and Eldest Sister and the Holy Mother." He looked up at Delan and smiled, adding, "And I have you. What else do I need?"

"What about your freedom?" Delan asked. "I have more freedom than you do, and I'm just a servant to the Temple. You're the Holy Mother's own son!"

Lyander blinked in surprise. "I was dedicated to the Temple the day I was born. I'm to be the Warrior's Consort. I'll sit at her right hand─" He stopped and wondered if he'd said too much, then shook his head. "That's been my destiny, always." He sighed and looked at the half-finished meal. "Delan, come and eat with me. They always send more than I can finish and Jyase always ate with me. I miss the company."

Delan hesitated for a moment, then came closer. "I'll sit─"

"Delan!"

"All right. I'll eat something." Delan sat down across from Lyander and picked up a piece of bread. "What else did he do? Jyase, you said his name was?"

"Yes. You haven't met him?"

Delan shook his head, spraying crumbs across the table. "No. They told me when I came looking for a place that your last attendant left the Temple before the first harvest started. Went to the army, from what gossip I heard."

Lyander went silent for a moment, stunned. Then he murmured, "They never told me. All I knew was he stopped coming. One of the Sisters brought my food, for a long while. Then you came. I didn't know he had left the temple. I thought he might have tired of me."

"Ah...shit," Delan whispered, his face suddenly pale. "Lyander, I'm sorry. I didn't know."

Lyander nodded, his eyes never leaving his hand. "Thank you. You should eat while the food is hot."

Lyander heard movement across the table, then felt pressure under his chin as Delan reached across and cupped Lyander's chin with his hand. Lyander looked up to see Delan, studying him with an unusual-for-him seriousness in his eyes. "I'm not leaving you," Delan said firmly. "I'm sorry he hurt you. You cared about him, I can see that. He obviously didn't deserve it. And you should eat, too."

"Oh." Lyander studied his bowl and pushed the bits of potato and carrots around. "Do you mean that?"

"That I'm not leaving?" Delan asked. "Yes, I mean that. I like it here. And I like you. I'm not going anywhere. Now eat and stop chasing it around."

Obediently, Lyander took another bite of stew, then laid his spoon down and took a piece of bread when Delan offered it to him. As he ate, he watched Delan, who was eating heartily.

"Tell me about yourself?" Lyander asked. "Before you came to the Temple, what were you?"

"Dirt-poor and starving," Delan answered immediately. "I don't imagine you know about the famines?"

"No!" Lyander answered in surprise. "Famines? Really? Is that why we have fast days so often? Tell me, is it very bad?"

"Yes." Delan nodded, staring past Lyander at something only he could see. "You plant your crops, they either don't come up at all or die before they're anywhere near harvest. I can't remember the last time it really rained during the growing seasons. Or at all, really. The winters come sooner, and they get harder every year. You set your animals to pasture, maybe half of them come back at sunset. Predators come on two legs and four, and there are babies dying, too weak even to cry. The Temples do what they can when they aren't fighting each other. But there are a lot of us in need and not enough help to go around. The Priestesses of the Light, they're more interested in their tithes than in helping the people, and there aren't many Temples of the Warrior anymore. I was lucky to find this one when I needed help." Delan shook his head. "Yes, it's bad and getting worse. There are warbands roaming wild, raiding the farms and villages for whatever they can find. Food. Money. Conscripts." He stopped and frowned.

"Delan?"

"Nothing," Delan said quickly, waving one hand dismissively. "Don't mind me, I get maudlin. What did you mean before? How I can bear it? Bear what?"

Lyander cocked his head, then remembered what he'd said. "Oh, yes. How can you stand living outside
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