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      They’re beautiful, my boys.

      I’d woken before them, crept out of the bed my wife had loaned us, pulled a robe about my shoulders to ward off the pre-dawn chill of mountain air, and sat, content to watch them sleep. Tam’s blond hair fanned across the pillows like watered silk, and my fingers itched to tuck the long locks behind his ear. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, his dreams undisturbed by the nightmares that had plagued him the previous night. Bruises showed along his arms, ribs, and flank, ugly against his pale skin, standing in stark purple contrast to the soft teal of his tattoos.

      My lip curled as I recalled the reason he’d received them—how the thugs who invaded my home had beaten him, trying to extract information from me. Cowards. Tam was a delicate creature, but he wasn’t fragile, wasn’t weak. My brave Tammy took the blows they’d meted out without complaint. Still, the sight of his marked flesh made some primitive part of me snarl. Tammy was mine, he belonged to me. The man who had touched him without my permission deserved to die.

      Kai whimpered in his sleep, quelling my bloodthirsty thoughts as quickly as they’d arisen. I rose and touched his head, feathering my fingertips through his short, downy curls, taking care not to wake him. Kai didn’t trust me, and looking at his ruined body, I wasn’t sure he ever would.

      The bastards who’d attacked my home and slaughtered my staff had been Granthians, the same as he. I’d urged Kai to ingratiate himself with them, hoping one of us at least would survive. Instead of welcoming him as a lost brother, however, he had been tortured, burning oil poured across his chest and splashed over his genitals. The burns were livid, ugly things, his skin pitted and eaten away. Tam, who knew more about such things than I, suspected nerve damage, and there was no doubt in anyone’s mind he’d be horribly scarred.

      My heart hurt and my sinuses clogged as I looked at him. At my touch, his whimpers subsided, although his eyes moved rapidly under their closed lids, his breaths erratic. I wished I could comfort him, but it wasn’t me he wanted. I’d barely owned him three months before the compound was attacked. I had thought he was growing to like me—or at least, not resent me—but now everything had changed.

      It had been Kai who engineered our rescue, convincing my wife to pay our ransoms, but I had no illusions that meant he’d forgiven me. How could he, when it was my fault he’d been so badly hurt?

      I retreated, scolding myself. I had no business thinking those thoughts about Kai. He hadn’t been purchased for me.

      A light breeze blew in through the open slit window cut into the thick stone walls of Neemah’s castle. The sky was pale with pre-dawn pearlescence, the mountains of the surrounding range an indistinguishable black. In the daylight my chamber overlooked the stables at the front of the building, where in a few short hours, the slaves would be working. Now, though, there was nothing but darkness and silence, save the soft breathing of the two men curled together in my bed. I took a seat in the chair on the opposite side of the room and kept vigil, watching over my boys.

      It comforted me, the thought that they were still mine. That we three had survived when everyone else had been lost. I took a deep breath, releasing the building sense of pressure on a slow, open-mouthed sigh. Now wasn’t the time to fall apart, not when Tam and maybe Kai needed me. They had been harmed because of me, because of who I was—or rather, who the Granthian militia thought I was.

      I rubbed the inside of my wrist, a gesture that had become almost second nature since I, too, had spent time alone with Andor in his little chamber of horrors. It had been he who tortured Kai, who’d ordered the beating of Tam, and all for confirmation that I was the lost prince of Thirsk. I had promised to tell him everything I knew in return for leaving my boys alone. Andor was a clever man, I’d give him that. He left no marks—nothing to show I had been harmed in any way. Tam, bless him, thought that meant I was all right.

      I didn’t think I’d ever be all right again.

      Eventually, even Andor had reached the conclusion there was nothing more he could get from me. I’d told the truth; I wasn’t the lost prince. There was no lost prince and never had been. The story was a myth, conjured by Thirsk and propagated by the lords of court, my parents included. I’d told Andor the truth.

      Just not the whole truth.

      Dear gods, how could I possibly keep Tammy and Kai now? I couldn’t guarantee their safety—that much had been proven beyond doubt—and even if I could, I didn’t know that I could be the master I had once been. Tam would forgive me, I knew without question, but Kai.... Kai needed a strong man. I had seen it already in his eyes, when he’d escaped the desert stronghold to warn us of the ambush designed to end our lives.

      This was all my fault. I had known we were in danger, known it for months. Wasn’t that why I had sent Tam to find another slave in the first place? Someone of his choosing, so when I set him free, he wouldn’t be completely alone in the world.

      I hadn’t reckoned on him choosing somebody like Kai. A mistake on my part and, in hindsight, a foolish one. Of course Tammy had picked the wild, rebellious one. The one strong enough to look after them both. And part of me had been pleased at his choice, pleased he would have a protector in Kai, even if I had anticipated him selecting somebody softer, younger, someone he could have taken care of, not somebody to take care of him. I should have foreseen it. Tam had always been drawn to powerful men and, ever the bleeding heart, once he knew for what purpose Kai was being sold, he could never have chosen another.

      Kai could have been perfect—should have been. Would I ever forgive myself the selfish lust that had urged me to keep them both?

      Tam grumbled in his sleep, and I was half out of my chair to go to him before he turned, found Kai, and wrapped him arms about him, the pair of them settling closer, nestled together. Tam rubbed his cheek against the apple of Kai’s shoulder, a contented sigh hissing from his lips. They were so beautiful together, such a striking pair. Was it vanity that made me want to keep them—the Granthian and the rare desert bloom? I knew of no other underlord who could boast such exotic slaves.

      Most slaves were drawn from the Northern kingdoms, sold as children or born into the life. The men were strong, the women passingly attractive, but slow-witted, easy to train. Ownership of such creatures had never appealed to me, and I’d kept as few as possible, only enough to manage the household and the stables. Neemah had taken the majority with her when she finally left for the mountains. I’d preferred my paid staff of Thirskans, men loyal to me as a fair and generous employer, to mindless slaves.

      Then there was Tam.

      I never intended to own a pleasureslave. Men did, of course, and I didn’t judge them, but the idea of forcing another man into bed—of making him please me through fear if he failed—held no appeal. I only ever wanted willing lovers.

      Not that Tam had been purchased for that purpose. Dear gods, he was but a child, captured and sold amid great pomp at the slavemarket. Neemah, who lacked my compunctions where slaves were concerned, insisted on viewing the exotic creature for herself, and then insisted I purchase him for her as a pet. Tammy cost me a considerable sum and earned the ire of plenty of other underlords and merchants whom I had outbid. He came to us as a trembling leaf, scared and alone, and for some reason, he latched onto me and refused to let go.

      Neemah hated it, hated his obvious and unabashed preference for me over her, but then she lacked compassion for what he had been through and had no time for his distress. It was I who comforted him, who coaxed him to eat when he grew too thin, who nursed him through fevers and nightmares alike. There were other slaves whose duty it should have been to tend him—Sara, the nursemaid, for one. She had no other charges to occupy her time. Yet it was to me he ran, and I saw no reason to set him aside when it was no hardship to tend him myself.

      As he grew older, I began to educate him. He possessed a sharp mind and was causing trouble amongst the other slaves. He had no purpose, no entertainment. It was clear from the outset Tam would never be content solely with waiting for one of us to have time for him. He needed an occupation, and I thought if he could read, he could entertain himself. I didn’t reckon on him devouring all the books I kept in the house, no matter their subject. He approached me in the evenings with questions about history and geography and politics, and we would talk long into the night. He knew more of animal husbandry and warfare and geology than I ever had. I found myself reading more simply to keep up with him.

      I began to look forward to our nightly conversations, to spending time with somebody who made no demands of me, who had no ulterior motive. We enjoyed one another’s company, no matter that he was a decade my junior. He was fifteen, yet he spoke more sense than half the underlords twice my age.

      “He’s in love with you, you know,” Neemah cautioned darkly after chasing him once more from my chamber. I didn’t know or hadn’t wanted to address it. Tam had grown into a beautiful adolescent, yet I never looked at him that way. I knew Neemah never believed that, but to me, he was still a child. I adored him, but my adoration was never sexual. Never. The idea of anybody defiling his youth and innocence was abhorrent. The idea that I would be the one to do so was unconscionable.

      So I sent him from my room, averted my face when he tried to kiss me, and pretended not to hear when he finally worked up the courage to tell me how he felt. For years, I resisted.

      It sounds weak, admitting he seduced me. It sounds like a convenient excuse when I was the elder of the two of us, when he lived in my house, when I owned him. Nobody believed I allowed him to exercise free will—that, in fact, he deliberately disobeyed many, many orders to stop. It was unheard of for a slave to behave in such a manner. Then again, we had never had a normal master-slave relationship.

      I punished him. I forbade him entry to my room, threatened to send him away from the compound, even put him over my lap and spanked him on occasion. I thought if I treated him like a child, if I humiliated him and banished him to his chamber in tears, he’d grow out of his foolish crush. Maybe even come to resent me.

      Nothing worked. Even if I drove him to sulking for a day or two, by the third morning he would be bright-eyed again, clutching a new book to his chest and chattering like nothing had been amiss between us. Like I hadn’t hurt him.

      In truth, I was only hurting myself.

      I could give excuses, say he wore me down or caught me at a moment of weakness. Claim I was only a young man, even though I was the age he is now. The truth was that in the end, I wanted to be seduced by him. I wanted to be with a man again after trying so damn hard to be with Neemah. I wanted to remember what sex was like when I wanted it for its own sake, not because I felt obligated to perform. Being with Tammy was the only time I ever felt like I could be myself, and even then, not completely. Our respective positions always stood between us.

      My chair creaked as I moved and Kai grumbled, screwing his eyes up, fighting wakefulness. First and foremost, he was a soldier, trained to be alert.

      I watched him stir, turning in Tam’s arms and curling against him. He looked so peaceful, so content. The moment his brilliant green eyes opened, that would be gone, wariness taking hold. He was like a skittish animal, a dog kicked too often by its owner. He was always vigilant, wondering where the next strike was coming from.

      In the months since his purchase, I had tried to allay that fear, which was so much a part of his personality. Tam told me he had lost a lover in the army, or a companion or something. Somebody who broke his heart. Granthians didn’t hold with men loving other men. I thought if I could offer him anything, it would be reassurance he wasn’t broken, that there was nothing wrong with his desires. I would never punish him for caring for Tammy. Being Tam’s protector was supposed to have been his purpose. I hadn’t reckoned on him wanting me to be his.

      I couldn’t protect him. I couldn’t protect either of them. Nowhere was safe. One militia might leave us alone for now, but there would be others, other mercenaries, and the Granthian army itself. Otiz was supposed to have been a haven, but now the town had been overrun, I didn’t know where else to go. My compound was obliterated but even if I rebuilt it, I didn’t know that I’d ever want to call it home again. And there was still the original plan of setting Kai and Tammy free.

      My heart clenched at that. I’d put off the idea, telling myself they needed time to get to know one another before I could be sure they’d stay together, and I hadn’t reckoned on Tam choosing a Granthian. There was no way they could stay in Thirsk as free men, and Kai could hardly take Tam back to Granthia.

      The solution came to me as I watched Kai bury his face under the blankets and settle. I could rebuild the Otiz compound and gift it to them. They could live there under my protection, and I could return to the capital, make a new life for myself without interfering in theirs. It was the least I could offer, after all I’d put them through.

      Tam would never stand for it. He’d fight me at first, but if he never knew, if I told them I was rebuilding the compound for us, let them settle in then leave.... It wouldn’t be safe for them to follow. I’d write to them once I was settled in the capital. Apologise for the abuses they’d suffered in my name and tell them they were free to live the rest of their lives without my interference. They’d have to forgive me then.

      In time, perhaps I’d even forgive myself.
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      I left them to sleep. Throwing on a pair of loose trousers, I exited the chamber and swept down the stairs in search of my wife. Neemah was always an early riser, but it was Caspar I found first, speaking with a guard in the hall.

      “Lysander, there you are.” There was a hint of wariness in his hazel eyes. “We were about to send out a search party.”

      “No need.” I clasped his arm briefly in greeting. “Have you breakfasted yet?”

      “We were waiting for you.”

      I let the lie go and opened the door to the dining room, ushering him through. Petty, when he lived in the castle, but on paper this was still my home.

      The room was small, dominated by a long oak table. Hunting trophies hung along the walls, the heads of boar and elk and snarling mountain lions. Neemah had always been a bloodthirsty creature and far more adept at killing than me. Torches rested in sconces along the wall, but none were lit. Instead, the room was bathed in the soft, pink light of dawn, which caught in the grey of my wife’s hair, softening her appearance and reminding me vividly of the young girl I had married.

      She acknowledged me with a nod, not rising from her position at the head of the table. A servant emerged through the baffled doors at the rear of the room, hoisting a silver platter from which the scent of cooked meat hung heavily. Cas took the chair to Neemah’s right, and I seated myself opposite. They helped themselves from the platter, which contained eggs and fried potatoes in addition to sausages and bacon.

      My stomach rolled as the stench of grease hit my nostrils. I caught the wrist of the slave girl before she left the table and requested a bowl of oats and milk. Neemah acknowledged my preference with a derisive snort—“horse food,” she called it—much as she acknowledged all my other preferences. I don’t know when she first began to think of me as weak, but my breakfast porridge confirmed something about me in her mind.

      Cas glanced from her to me, put his head down, and wisely decided to keep out of it. At least he didn’t think I was weak. Even if he was fucking my wife.

      The slave returned with the porridge, distracting us from the awkward silence, the scrape of cutlery on crockery, and the excruciating sounds of mastication. I gripped the handle of my spoon until my knuckles whitened. “Thanks,” I muttered, then dived into my breakfast.

      “Pardon?” Neemah rested her arms on the table, looking at me with raised eyebrows and the sort of bland expression that had driven me mad when we’d lived together. She’d heard me perfectly well, and I wasn’t in the mood to deal with her passive-aggressive bullshit.

      “I said thanks,” I growled, shovelling another spoonful of oats into my mouth. She must have known I was embarrassed, so why couldn’t she leave it at that?

      “Neemah....” Cas let her name linger, a softly spoken warning.

      “There’s no need to thank me,” she said after a pause, picking up her cutlery and making a show of attacking her breakfast. “It was my fault you were taken. Rescuing you was the least I could do.”

      “And Tam⁠—”

      She coughed. “Actually, it’s Cas you should be thanking.”

      “What?” I looked between them, wondering if she was really saying what I thought she was. Cas hung his head still farther, and even Neemah had the grace to look embarrassed. “You were going to leave me?”

      “I didn’t want to,” she said quietly.

      “But you would have.” I tried to keep my tone neutral, but I still heard its hard edge. I shouldn’t have been surprised. That sinking feeling in my belly couldn’t possibly be disappointment. Neemah had always been a practical woman, practical to the point of ruthlessness. She said sentiment was what would one day get me killed. Still, I had thought a lifetime’s friendship would have counted for something, even if our marriage had taken its toll.

      She flinched. “You know what I risked!” The words hissed across the table, assaulting me like blows. “If the militia had known, if they’d even suspected.... If my father finds out⁠—”

      “The court will hear nothing,” Caspar cut in fluidly. “Nobody knows anything outside our household, and they know where their loyalties lie. If anybody asks, we’ll say I went for Lysander alone.”

      “It’s fine, Cas.” I pushed the bowl away, my appetite gone. “We don’t have to pretend among ourselves. We all know I’ve served my purpose.” Despite my words, the thought of being left to the mercy of the militia—of Tam going through what I had been through—made the blood run cold in my veins.

      After Kai left to fetch help, I’d made myself a vow. If he hadn’t returned in a week, I would have strangled Tam with my bare hands rather than let him suffer at the hands of our captors. For myself, there was a chain I’d been pretty sure would hold my weight. I’d made that decision knowing Kai had a difficult journey ahead of him. There was every chance he wouldn’t make it, or wouldn’t even try to. I know he reacted with horror when I first intimated he was free to abandon us, but once he was out in the world, he could easily have changed his mind. There were a hundred reasons why help might not have come in time. I never considered one of those reasons being Neemah’s refusal to offer.

      “That’s not true,” Neemah snapped. “You’re still my husband. You’re still our son’s father!”

      I snorted inelegantly. “I’m sure Caspar can replace me as admirably in Otto’s life as he has between your legs.”

      She thumped her fist on the table, and Cas and I both jumped. “Don’t be crude, Lysander. It doesn’t suit you.”

      I glowered.

      “You will always be Otto’s father,” she continued in a softer tone. “Whatever mess we made of this”—she indicated the three of us—“it isn’t fair he pays the price.”

      She was right, I knew she was. Otto didn’t deserve the parents he’d been born to. More than that, I didn’t deserve him. His conception had been so difficult, it was second nature to feel resentful, but he was still my son. I loved him.

      “How is he?” I asked.

      Neemah smiled. “He’s four months old, Lysander. He’s oblivious to anything save where his next feed is coming from.”

      “He’s growing fast,” Caspar added. “You’ll hardly recognise him when you see him.”

      I couldn’t help noticing the way his eyes brightened when he spoke of my son, the way his features relaxed into an instinctive smile. Neemah might not be the most nurturing of mothers, but Caspar made a natural parent. I was almost glad Otto had him in his life.

      “I should see him,” I mumbled, rising from the table. “We’ll be leaving soon, and I want to spend some time with him before I go.”

      “Where are you going, Lysander?” Neemah asked gently. “The Otiz property is destroyed.”

      “I intend to rebuild it. We can stay there while the work is underway.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Stay here.”

      I opened my mouth to object.

      “Don’t make me insist.”

      I closed my mouth and gave her a sharp nod. Tam and Kai would be more comfortable in the castle, that much was certain, and it was big enough I could avoid my wife for the most part. I suspected Kai knew about Otto, and if he hadn’t told Tam already, he would find out soon enough. The resentment would be welcome when I finally cast him loose.

      “I’ll accompany you to the nursery, if you don’t mind,” Caspar said, standing. “I’ve not been to check on him yet this morning.”

      I nodded absently. I had no right objecting when he had tolerated me so well over the years.

      He followed me from the room, and we mounted the stairs in silence. The nursery was at the opposite end of the corridor from the chamber Neemah had given me, meaning my sleep would never be disturbed by Otto’s cries. I wondered how many nights Cas had taken on the fatherly duty of shushing him when he was restless, or if they always left him in Sara’s capable hands.

      Sara was in the room when we entered. She bobbed a greeting, her hands full of blankets she was placing in a drawer beside the crib. Otto was lying on the floor on his stomach, atop another blanket, which he seemed to be doing a decent job of attempting to eat. Cas chuckled, crossed the room in two strides, and swept him up, his face split by a smile as Otto squealed happily to find himself swung through the air.

      I took a step back, content to watch. It was clear from Caspar’s relaxed mien he spent plenty of time with the baby, and Otto seemed to adore him. Tucked securely against Cas’s chest, he pawed with pudgy fists at the bright brass studs of Cas’s tunic.

      “He looks well,” I said to Sara when she closed the drawer and straightened.

      “He’s strong enough.” She smiled at her young charge. “He’ll be crawling before we know it.”

      Otto gurgled happily as Caspar caught his hand and pretended to eat it. My heart swelled with affection as I watched my son, proud of him in a way I would have thought absurd before he was born. He was four months old: what had he done to be proud of? Yet the idea that he might be developing at an advanced rate left me ridiculously pleased.

      “May I?” I asked, holding out my hands.

      Cas handed Otto over, and I cradled him carefully. I wasn’t as comfortable holding him as Caspar, but then I hadn’t spent half as much time with him. As I looked into my son’s deep blue eyes, guilt crawled down my spine. He had been a means to an end, and I hadn’t reckoned on loving him, but the first moment he had been placed in my arms I’d known I would die to keep him safe. A shocking sensation.

      “His eyes look darker.” I frowned as I examined him.

      “They’re changing.” Sara stroked his fluffy hair. “They’ll be as brown as yours before long.”

      “Huh.” I hadn’t realised that would happen, but Sara’s matter of fact tone told me I’d only make myself look stupid if I questioned it.

      “Most babies are born with blue eyes,” she explained without waiting for me to ask.

      “What makes them change?”

      “Depends on the parents. With your eyes and the Mistress’s as dark as they are, his were bound to change.”

      I studied Otto anew, wondering what else he might have inherited from me. Would he have my height or hair colour, my temperament, or—gods forbid—my desires? Would he spend his adolescence sobbing himself to sleep because he was expected to marry and couldn’t envision being with a woman? Having his concerns brushed aside by a careless parent who didn’t understand he wanted more than a male concubine coerced into pleasing him, that he wanted a man by his side in every aspect of his life, as other men wanted wives?

      No. Whatever else lay in Otto’s future—and already so much of it was mapped out, and had been since before he was even conceived—he would not suffer as I had. If his desires matched mine, I would find a way to make it right. He wouldn’t become trapped in a loveless marriage, forced to suffer through sex as his parents had. I owed him that, if nothing else.

      “Are you staying with him?” Sara asked, breaking my train of thought.

      “What?”

      “I wanted to check on Kai if one of you will keep an eye on Otto for me.”

      “I’ll stay,” Cas promised.

      “How is he?” I asked, anxiety leeching into my tone. Better than Tam, Sara would know what Kai’s chances of full recovery were.

      She pursed her lips, a frown marring her cheerful countenance. “The body will heal,” she eventually declared. “His mind.... I don’t know. He needs someone to show him he’s loved, but he doesn’t believe he deserves it.”

      “What do you mean?” I spoke in an urgent undertone. Otto, sensing the change in my mood, stirred uneasily in my arms.

      “May I speak frankly?”

      I looked into her warm brown eyes. Sara had been part of my household since my marriage, hired in preparation for the child who’d taken almost twenty years coming. Before that, she had been nursemaid at the court and had practically raised both me and Neemah. She knew she could always speak freely in my hearing without fear of repercussion.

      Cas relieved me of a squirming Otto and considerately stepped aside.

      “Kai’s not Tam,” she said gently. “He might seem stronger, but that boy’s on the cusp of being broken beyond repair. Bad enough he was sold into slavery so late, but he loves you, you great fool.” She smacked my arm, a hair harder than affection alone would allow. “Can you reciprocate his feelings?”

      I dropped my gaze, unable to look into her searching eyes and see all my secrets reflected back at me. She knew the answer to her question already. Asking it was cruel. It didn’t matter what I felt; masters couldn’t love their slaves. It was unheard of. The scandal would rock the court to its very foundations.

      Sara made a displeased sound. “Then there’s little else I can do for him. It’s a pity your investment is going to go to waste.”
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      “I don’t know what that was about,” I blustered the moment Sara exited, closing the thick oak door behind herself.

      Caspar, standing by the open window with Otto bouncing in his arms, turned to me, his expression inscrutable. “I like Kai,” he said simply. “And he loves you.”

      “Nonsense.” I coughed, averting my eyes from his piercing gaze. “I haven’t owned him near long enough.”

      “Hmm.”

      There seemed a wealth of understatement in that sound.

      “You forget your place,” I growled. Unfair, and I felt like a heel the moment Cas’s expression blanched, but dear gods, didn’t the man know well enough when to leave something alone? Or had he grown tired of doing exactly that? In almost twenty years, he’d kept his word and stayed away from Otiz. His love for my wife had never diminished in all that time, burning so bright the light of it reached even our dull little desert outpost. Yet it had taken me going to fetch him to bring him back into our lives.

      And why did you do that? a sanctimonious voice in the back of my mind asked. Not for their gratitude, although they believed it so. I hadn’t engineered their happy ending from altruism, but from my own selfish desire to keep the truth of her pregnancy away from Tam. Foolish sentiment, when it wasn’t like he had any right to object to me sleeping with my wife, but still.... It felt dishonest
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