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Garnet Prologue
 
New York City, Earth
 
The pain hit him out of nowhere. One moment he was fine, having a sumptuous meal in one of New York's finest restaurants and enjoying his appetizer, a smoked duck salad with foie gras and walnuts. A second later he suddenly couldn't breathe, and his chest hurt as if someone had put a spear right through his heart. The pain blinded him then reduced his hearing to almost nothing. A loud buzzing sounded in his ears, worthy of a swarm of hornets attacking an overripe pear. His friends' voices became a distant memory as his consciousness seemed to withdraw.
The last thing he heard through the thick auditory fog was a desperate voice calling for help.
"We're losing him. Call 911!"
No! I can't die now. The deal isn't signed yet.
Nobody listened.
The incessant noise almost drove him crazy, and while he still couldn't open his eyes, his inner vision seemed to adjust to this strange nothingness now surrounding him. He had the distinct impression of travelling through some sort of tunnel at a speed that was increasing by the second.
He'd read about this but had never given the so-called testimonies of near-death experiences any credence. People would make up anything to snatch five minutes in the limelight. Unfortunately, it now looked as if they'd been right and he'd been wrong.
This did not bode well for his health or a return to the life he had built for himself. Except—wasn't there supposed to be a light at the end of the tunnel?
None was forthcoming as he raced through nothingness at ever-increasing speed. Nor could he look down on his own body to see his friends, one of whom was a heart specialist, fight for his life.
The darkness was absolute.
Nobody waited to meet him.
No 'being of light' appeared to review his life, no flashing of his key accomplishments took place before his now incorporeal eyes.
There was no guide into the afterlife.
Had all those people reporting those experiences been wrong?
Suddenly the tunnel ended and he came to a stop. He held his breath, ready for some sort of revelation, but nothing major happened. The space around him opened and the obsidian darkness changed into a gray fog that seemed illuminated from within. Much better than the darkness, but now he needed a way to explore. If only he had a body, he could walk around and check this place out. Maybe even find a way back to Earth.
A gong sounded in the distance.
He jerked into existence, feeling an electric shock race through a body that hadn't been there a second ago. He now stood on a hard surface that felt a lot like rock, and since he wore no shoes the cold traveled up through the soles of his feet, making him shiver. Not only were there no shoes, he couldn't sense any clothes against his skin. He touched himself, slid his hands down his bare chest, along his suddenly perfect abs, and made sure his genitalia were where they should be. Everything seemed in order, but he was in better shape than ever. His thighs and calves had even developed muscles.
What the hell?
He couldn't see far enough to determine how big the space around him was, but he couldn't sense a wall nearby, so it must be big. It might be a huge cave from what he could discern, but the air smelled fresh. If this was some sort of afterlife, it was the strangest experience ever. He tried to be patient. Maybe someone would come to see him?
"Hello? Is anyone here?" He cringed at the sound of his voice as it echoed back from somewhere deep in the mysterious cavern.
Soon his patience, such as it was, ran out and he started to walk in what he hoped was a straight line. He held his arms stretched out in front of him so he wouldn't run into anything and bang his nose. If he could find a wall, maybe there was an exit if he followed it long enough. Or at least a door he could bang on to draw attention to himself.
After what felt like an hour of aimless walking he gave up. He needed a break, but there wasn't even anywhere to sit down. His comfy armchair, the one piece of furniture he truly loved in his otherwise stark penthouse apartment, would come in really handy right about now.
The gong sounded again and soft leather touched the back of his legs. He jumped about three feet into the air from the shock.
What the fuck is going on here?
Carefully he turned around, bent his knees, and felt along the surface of the thing that had appeared out of thin air—or rather, out of the weird gray fog. The soft leather that greeted his fingertips felt warm and familiar. The overall shape was right, and instead of overthinking the situation and tiring himself out even further, he sat down. He sank into the cushions with a soft sigh and dropped his head onto the chair's back.
He had no idea how long he sat there, contemplating this new fate of his. The silence and darkness were slowly getting to him as he only had his own thoughts for company. His doctor had recommended he take a break, reduce his hectic schedule, and de-stress. Somehow he doubted the man had considered this sort of a situation. There was absolutely nothing to do. Time seemed to pass, but he couldn't even be sure how much.
Now what?
He drummed his fingers on the armrests. Was he supposed to just sit here? How similar was this new body of his to the old one in terms of needing food and drink, as well as other bodily functions? What about someone to talk to, things to do?
"I am fucking bored! Doesn't anyone care?" His yelling met with the same strange echoes and stony silence as his careful question from earlier. "Hello? Anyone?"
 
* * * *
 
The Void, Outside Space and Time
 
"It is time." The Observer's booming voice resonated in the pitch black darkness of the void outside space and time.
His declaration rang with command and authority. Energy swirled around his core and he drew on almost-forgotten capabilities to focus on providing the inter-dimensional meeting space he and the other chroniclers used whenever there was a need for their abilities. They may not be corporeal any longer, at least not in the absence of a mission, but communicating and working with physical beings who lived inside time and space was easier when sharing at least some of their characteristics.
Like a body.
Once the central stone chamber had been brought back into existence, he concentrated on providing a framework for his life-energy. It was easier than he remembered and he popped into physical existence with a soft sigh. He stretched the body, trying to get used to his corporeal form again. It always took him a while, and he made his formfitting suit and cape appear while he was at it. He looked down at his new shape and smiled. Red did look good on him.
Ah, better.
Now for the members of his team, at least the initial two who would help him explore the details, decide where to go and how to get there, and be the link to the physical world. He sent out the energy-laden thoughts required to awaken them from their sleep-like condition.
After what could have been a few seconds or long eons a luminous pearl-gray fog started rising from the polished stone floor. The misty swirls remained the only source of light until two shadows formed and slowly coalesced into bodies. Two men rose and finally stood, the three of them forming a triangle in the center of the chamber. The leftover light moved into the walls and provided a soft, muted glow.
"Not again." The Messenger was tall and proud. His blue cape fell from broad shoulders to booted feet in smooth folds, covering a muscular physique clad in a tight suit shimmering in all imaginable shades of blue. "I'm still tired from our last mission."
"You're always tired." The Explorer's laugh sounded pure and joyful, like crystal bells. His deep purple outfit exuded the clarity of understanding and wisdom needed for his part of their task.
"You would be too, if your task were to travel across the realms, tracking the collectibles of whatever the newest Collector decides he wants. I just wish they would be easier to find, just once every few millennia." The Messenger's voice may sound gruff, but he chuckled with the futility of his longings.
"You'd be the first to get bored if that ever happened." The Explorer smiled, amused by their associates' antics.
"I'm glad to see that this latest rest period has not damaged your sense of humor." The Observer grinned, happy about what was ahead of them. If past missions were any indication, the entertainment value would be high.
"So, what do we have this time? Or rather who?" The Explorer waggled his eyebrows as he rubbed his hands in glee. "I do like a challenge. Keeps my mental powers in excellent condition."
"As you well know"—the Observer cast a significant look at the over-ambitious Explorer—"we cannot be certain of the shape this mission will take until we have communicated with the Collector."
"Well, yes, that is what the process manual says." The Explorer pursed his lips and shook his head. "But surely you have some idea? I mean, whatever planet this newest being is from, your observational powers must be far superior to their ability of cloaking their thoughts."
"Flattery will not get you very far." The Observer smiled to reduce the sting of his rebuke. "In this case, my observational powers are useless because the Collector has not yet formed a clear opinion."
"And yet he has managed to gain your attention?" The Messenger raised his eyebrows. "That is truly remarkable."
"I agree. Usually we need the certainty of thought, the will to achieve something that comes from a being making a decision about its intentions." The Observer shrugged. "In this case, the Collector was able to summon us merely based on the strength of his annoyance at the situation and his unhappiness about being bored."
"He is bored?" The Explorer laughed. "That's a first."
"Yes, well, be that as it may, we need to discuss the situation with him so he can brief us properly." The Observer sighed. "He is a former businessman from Earth, quite a successful and extremely rich one, in monetary terms at least. He is apparently used to people doing what he tells them, so we have our work cut out for us."
"Oh no, not another human!" The Messenger groaned. "They are just about the most particular and stubborn species ever. They always want the impossible."
"Very true." The Explorer grinned. "But I do like the challenges they present to us. And as the one in charge of figuring out how to go where the Collector tells us to go, I hope this latest man is no exception."
"Let's go and meet him then." The Messenger was clearly itching to get going, as always. It was what made him good at his job.
 
* * * *
 
Just when he had closed his eyes to see if sleep might offer some relief from the boredom that now pervaded his entire being, another of those gong-sounds shocked him back into wakefulness. He lifted his head and spoke before he had even opened his eyes. There didn't seem to be much point in this eternal grayness.
"What now?" He hadn't done anything this time, he was sure of it.
He pried open his eyes just in case and froze. The gray fog had vanished. He was surrounded by rock walls that seemed to glow from within. They formed a cavelike structure with a polished black marble floor and a high ceiling, about the size of a conference room capable of seating about a hundred people. His new body was covered in a grayish coverall that was much too baggy to be flattering.
But that wasn't the biggest shock.
His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. Three tall, powerful-looking men clad in what looked a lot like superhero outfits stood in a half-circle staring at him expectantly. Where the hell had they come from? And what did they want?
"Hello?" He looked from one to the other, trying to discern the leader.
The one wearing the shimmering red clothing stepped forward. He was as muscular as the others, but stood about two inches taller and exuded curiosity and friendly interest. His dark brown skin and short, black hair formed an interesting contrast to his deep blue eyes. Mr. Red smiled and the white of his teeth almost blinded him.
"Greetings, Collector." Mr. Red indicated himself. "I am the Observer and in charge of ensuring that this mission is fulfilled to your satisfaction."
Huh? What Collector?
"I am the Explorer." The guy dressed in purple spoke next. He looked older than the other two, had a mass of uncombed grayish hair standing up in all directions and a wicked grin. "My task is to find the path to your collectibles, define the parameters for travel, and do the background research to ensure there are as few surprises as possible."
Collectibles? Him? He'd left his entire art collection behind, hadn't he?
"And I am the Messenger." This guy was covered in a shiny blue outfit, including blue cowboy boots, and had long blond hair and blue eyes. He looked like the x-rated version of an angel. "My job is to actually travel to the locations the Observer identifies, using the methodology the Explorer defines. I pass messages and retrieve the items the Collector requires."
"What collector? Which items? What the hell are you talking about?" He sat forward in the armchair and looked from one mysterious guy to the next. "Who are you people? If you are even real."
"Didn't we just tell you?" The Observer-guy frowned.
"Not in a way that makes sense to me." He threw his hands up in the air. "Nothing around here makes sense, I don't know why I expected you to be different."
"What do you wish to know—specifically?" The Explorer tilted his head.
"Where am I?" There, that was basic enough.
"You are outside space and time." The Explorer made a circle with his finger. "We are in the Hall of Welcome, but once we have clarified what it is you want us to retrieve, you can move to the Hall of Waiting, which will be prepared for your comfort."
"Or you can visit the various other collections we have put together." The Messenger smiled. "That is always my favorite place to stay between my parts of each mission."
"Well, that was as clear as mud." He huffed. "I guess I'll figure it out as we go. What about this collector business?"
"You are the newest Collector." The Observer stated this as if it was significant.
"You said that before, but what does it mean? It seems to imply I need to collect something but I don't even know why I'm here—wherever 'here' is." He leaned back and took a deep breath. "All I know is that I was having a business dinner with colleagues and a client, I had a heart attack, and something or someone pulled me through this creepy tunnel. Then I turn up here, except there was nothing but a gray fog before you guys arrived, and suddenly I have a strange new body wearing this awful suit. Am I not dead?"
"As you would define it, yes, you are dead." The Observer nodded. "Your existence on Earth has ended."
"Well, that's a fact I can comprehend." He mimicked the Explorer and circled his hand to indicate the room. "And this is officially the weirdest possible afterlife imaginable. I expected total oblivion or some version of heaven or hell."
"Sorry to disappoint, but this is neither." The Explorer's grin bordered on evil. "The path you traveled may have started out in a similar way, but this is a different kind of existence to the afterlife. It is only granted to very few beings."
"Oh great, so now I'm some kind of exceptional person. But what's the point?" Maybe they could retrieve his art collection for him? Wouldn't that cause a nice bit of chaos in all the museums he had lent part of his wealth of antiquities and paintings to?
"The point is that you have a very powerful mind. Your imagination led you here, and with our help, you can use it to create a collection of that which you value most." The Observer smiled. "Whatever that is, we will help you bring it here so you and others like you can enjoy the items for the rest of your existence."
"So I will spend eternity here?" It better be less boring than the last few hours.
"Yes, if you so desire." The Observer nodded.
"Well, I don't want to die for real, so I guess I'll stay here."
"Glad to hear it." The Explorer grinned. "And before you ask, this collection cannot consist of anything you have owned before."
"What?" Not that he believed all his artworks could entertain him for eternity, if that was how long he was going to stay, but still. It was the principle of the matter.
"Sorry, those are the rules." The Observer managed to look as if he regretted this. "So, would you like us to help you decide what you wish to collect?"
"I guess you better, since I don't really know what's possible. Hmm, I need something that will remain interesting for a long time to come." He scratched his head.
"Maybe something you have always wanted but have never found? Or never had the time for?" The Messenger was bouncing on his feet. His excitement was infectious.
"Well, the one thing I loved as a kid was reading." He smiled with the memory of the countless books he'd devoured.
"Stories?" The Observer looked thoughtful. "I guess it could be done."
"Yeah?" This could be fun. "But I think you better make them interactive or they'll get boring pretty soon."
"Interactive?" The Explorer looked at the Observer.
"Much has changed since last we were awakened by a human." The Observer nodded. "That too can be done."
"Good." He rubbed his hands.
"What kind of stories are you interested in?" The Observer raised his eyebrows. "I need to know what I am looking for."
"Only the best will do." And only one type of story was worthy of what he supposed was going to be his final collection. "Good love stories are as rare as flawless high carat gemstones."
"How do you define 'good' in this case?" The Observer raised a hand, palm up. "I can hold the most precious gemstone in my hand and you may not recognize its value at all. It is much the same with stories. Their beauty rests in the eye of the beholder."
"True." He sighed. This wasn't as easy as he had thought after all. Good thing the guy had asked though, he'd hate to get bad stories. "The most important thing is a happy ending."
The Observer smiled.
"Then there is the matter of genre." He tilted his head to help him think. "Many people think love stories are all in one category, but that isn't true."
"It isn't?" The Observer's nose wrinkled when he frowned in confusion.
"No. They could take place in different times, like the past or the future." Although, with this place being outside time and space, who knew what that really meant. "They could also be really sweet, or totally suspenseful, like a thriller. They could be a murder mystery, or an action/adventure, or a fairy tale. Do you see what I mean?"
"I see." The Observer chuckled. "You are adding to our understanding of human nature, and we will do our best to find, or even create, what you're looking for."
"I do get to approve them, right? I mean, it is my collection?" Maybe he should tell them about his sexual preferences while he was at it? Nah, they'll figure it out.
"Yes." The Observer turned serious. "Once we have located the participants and have either observed their story or actively participated in it, I will pass it to the Artist. He is another team member you will meet later. For your purposes he will become the Writer who will record the stories before passing them on to you for approval. Once we have your okay, they will be handed to the Keeper, who is in charge of actually putting the collection together. You will meet him once access rights can be granted."
Unbelievable! Bureaucracy really is the one universal constant. It's everywhere, even outside space and time!
"But how will you keep them interesting?" The Messenger frowned. "I mean, not that I want to make my job of tracking them down far more difficult. But I do like a challenge."
"So do I." The Explorer fluffed his cape. "I like the thought of having to work harder when figuring out how to get to the story participants nudged into the right direction."
"We change our methods." The Observer looked determined. "For this collection, we will scour not just Earth, but other planets and dimensions. We will look to the distant past as well as the far future. And if that does not work?"
They all stared at the Observer.
"We can always create our own." The Observer's eyes twinkled with mischief.
The Explorer and the Messenger both nodded enthusiastically.
"I'm relieved to see that you agree." The Observer laughed quietly. "The right pairings will be quite a challenge to find. But once we match them up and ensure their happy ending, we will have a collection worthy of equaling the gemstones our newest Collector compared them to."
"Now that sounds promising." He smiled and leaned back in his armchair, awaiting what was to come. It looked as if he wasn't going to be bored at all. Not one bit!
 
<> <> <> <> <>
 



Chapter One
 
Tulsa, Oklahoma, four years ago…
 
Zachary Brown watched the Chinese vase he'd been dusting fall toward the floor in mute horror. As if in slow motion, the colorful piece of valuable porcelain tumbled off the edge of the hallway table. Too late he attempted to catch it before it could crash on the unforgiving marble tiles gracing the entryway.
It broke into a thousand pieces with a clattering, crunching sound that accelerated his heartbeat and set his nerves on edge. The chunks seemed to chase each other as they spread across the floor, stretching the vase's material into a huge stain on the ground.
I'm in for it now.
Cringing, he raced into the kitchen to get the dustpan and brush, as well as a garbage bag. At least he had to make an attempt to clean up after himself. There was no hiding the mishap from his bossy adoptive mother, who kept assigning him household tasks because she enjoyed his discomfort. A cleaner came to the house twice a week, but Priscilla always found something for him to do anyway. She left all of the quite frequent punishments to his cruel adoptive father, who seemed to enjoy beating Zachary at every opportunity. Whether the man had an excuse or not didn't seem to matter.
Zachary ran back into the hallway and frantically started collecting the bigger pieces first. Once he'd put them into the bag, he started sweeping up the smaller ones and the fine dust. No way was he going to leave a mess; things would only be worse for him. They always did anyway so he sometimes wondered why he even kept trying. It was pathetic, but he wanted some sort of approval and recognition that he was what they wanted. He had done his best over the years, especially when he was younger, but nothing was ever enough.
"What was that?" Priscilla's voice always sounded a little slurred. She liked to indulge in the odd cocktail—except she was at it most of the day. If she didn't manage to be drunk by lunchtime, her mood became really bad.
"I'm sorry." He'd finished stage one of the cleanup and was about to get up to deposit the bag in the kitchen for inspection by his adoptive father.
"What did you do now?" Priscilla left the living room and walked up to him, her high heels click-clacking on the hard floor. Her eyes widened when she saw the now worthless shards. "You didn't!"
"I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to, I was dusting like you told me and it just… happened." He wanted to get up, feeling odd kneeling at her feet, but her angry stare told him he'd better stay where he was.
"You do know that this was one of the most valuable pieces in your father's collection, don't you?" Her lips curled up in a sneer as she brushed imaginary lint off her tight-fitting black suit. "Just this morning Raymond asked me to put it there so our guests at the dinner party tonight would be able to appreciate its beauty. Now your incompetence and clumsiness have ruined that idea. You deserve all the punishment you'll get, you little moron."
"But I didn't mean to." Zachary tried to swallow back the rising bile. His ass still hurt from last night's spanking. He wouldn't be able to stand another one. And Raymond was likely to use more than his hand for this severe a fuck-up.
"You never do. Even you couldn't be that stupid." Priscilla shook her head. "You better leave that on the kitchen table then go to your room. You'll have time to contemplate your sins before he gets home in about an hour."
God, he hated being locked up in there, but it was better than the dark closet they'd sent him to when they'd first adopted him seven years ago, a year after his real parents died. He'd been terrified to be left alone after that. To his seven-year-old mind they had died and left him behind, so isolation was the worst punishment for him. How Raymond and Priscilla had figured that out he'd never know. But then, he didn't understand why they'd adopted him in the first place. All they did was yell at him, use him as cheap labor in the house, and treat him as a punching bag for Raymond when the man flew into one of his rages. Maybe that was what they thought kids were for, but he hated it.
He'd try to run away once, when he was twelve. They'd caught him within hours and he'd spent the next two weeks in the hospital because he had 'fallen down the stairs'. The police had believed Raymond because he was some bigwig in Tulsa's Mayor's office. Zachary had learned his lesson. Next time he'd be better prepared. Now, at fifteen, he had a solid plan and was old enough to make a run for it.
"Yes, Mother." He hated that they made him pretend they were his real parents. But he had no way of fighting back. Not physically, since he wasn't exactly tall or built like the ex-linebacker Raymond was.
He did as he was told, making sure none of the hope for his future escape showed on his face. New determination coursed through him. Why hadn't he seen it before? The time had come for him to leave these people behind. When Priscilla had locked his door, he walked to his desk and got the laptop ready for transportation. He emptied his backpack of school books and stuffed some basic clothes in it, followed by a map of where he was going. He didn't dare open his secret hiding place under one of his floorboards yet. When it was time he'd get his fake ID—the one with his real last name—the money he had stashed there, and the garnet ring, the one thing he'd kept from before his parents' death. The risk of Raymond finding out what he was up to was too big. But he'd be quick once the man had left his room.
When he was done he flopped onto the bed and covered his head with a pillow in a futile attempt to hide from the world. At least his so-called mother's screeching opera didn't reach him this way.
Much less than an hour seemed to have passed when his lock turned and the door banged against the wall.
"What the fuck were you doing touching my vase? You know how valuable it was. The damned centerpiece to the entire collection and now you've ruined it." His father shut the door with another loud bang and stomped into the room. "Look at me when I talk to you, stupid boy."
Giving up his hiding place under the pillow was hard. He turned his head but didn't get up. What was the point? Raymond was still wearing his suit from work, and his face was red with anger. If looks could kill, Zachary would be dead right now. He lowered his gaze, not willing to face the fury.
Then he saw it. His father held one of the horse-whips in his shaking right hand, and that became all he could focus on. He must have gotten it from the stables. Paralyzed with dread for the repercussions of his latest transgression and his father's intentions, he stared at the whip and focused on breathing.
Whatever happened here today, this was the last time he'd submit to this man's violence. He did not deserve this, and it was not the life he wanted to live. The dinner party would keep his so-called parents busy and distracted and give him more time to get away.
This was it. After today, he was gone.
 
* * * *
 
 
 
Fargo, North Dakota, this year…
 
Zachary shivered in the icy January wind as he walked down Seventh Street South in Fargo, North Dakota, his secondhand boots barely keeping the snow at bay and his clothes too threadbare for real protection against the freezing temperatures. The city was no place to be in winter, but he'd fled here four years ago because his abusive adoptive parents would never look for him farther north than Tulsa. They knew how much he disliked the cold, so he'd hoped he would be safe. So far, they had not found him and though his life hadn't been easy, it was better than what he had endured in their so-called care.
Emily hadn't had much herself, but the old woman had found him begging for a job a few days after he'd stepped off the Greyhound bus. She'd taken him in because he reminded her of the grandson she'd lost to the war in Afghanistan. She had died six months ago and he had become homeless when her family mercilessly kicked him out, saying he had no right to live there.
Now he was at the end of his rope and looking for a jeweler to sell his ring, the last thing of value in his possession. He'd checked several of the downtown establishments but hadn't approached any of them yet. The one he planned to visit today was a little out of the way, but he'd had a good feeling about the place when he came around the first time.
He arrived at the quaint store with its huge windows and wooden shutters. The shop looked like an antique and seemed to specialize in older jewelry. No two pieces were alike and, like last time, he ended up staring at the beautifully crafted ankh ring in its dark green case situated front and center. The narrow gold band held an inlaid red garnet ankh that seemed to glow with life and the promise of a better world.
He snorted. Yeah, right!
He'd been surprised, not to say shocked, to find such an exact match to the one he wore on a golden chain around his neck. He'd stopped wearing it on his finger after several people had eyed it with obvious greed. He didn't want anyone to take it from him, and not just because of its monetary value.
The matching garnet ring in the window seemed to call to him with increasing intensity. Each time he came here the quiet appeal grew stronger. At the same time he could feel its loneliness; it matched his own lifelong understanding that he was an outcast. His so-called parents had set the tone, but none of the other people he had encountered were any different. Maybe initially, but not in the end.
He reached for the thin gold chain under his threadbare jacket, making sure the ring was still there. It had been his as long as he could remember. The mysterious stranger who had given it to his parents just after he was born had told them that it would protect Zachary. One day it was even supposed to reveal his destiny.
He snorted. The protection part hadn't really worked or else his life wouldn't be such a mess. He was going to do something about that. He was no longer going to live in some shelter for the homeless. Finding a job was essential, but first he needed somewhere to live so he'd have an address to put on his application forms.
Unfortunately, the only way that he was going to get any money for a rental deposit was to sell the ring. He didn't like that thought; a headache followed every time he pictured having to hand it over to some salesperson, never to see it again. But it had never protected him very well. So the second part of the stranger's promise, about the ring revealing his destiny, was surely equally untrue. Anyway, how could a ring, even a beautiful antique one, show him anything? On the other hand, it might just help him find his feet to start a new life—if he managed to sell it.
He let go of the ring, zipped his jacket back up to just under his chin, and pushed his almost frozen hand back into the outer pocket. His gaze had remained on the mysterious ring. The one inside the shop just kept calling to him from behind the security glass. None of the other pieces of jewelry held the same sort of fascination. Maybe it was because his ring and the one inside the shop belonged together? And where had that idea come from?
Just then he saw him again, standing inside the shop, casually leaning against a counter. He was staring at him with intense eyes as black as the deepest midnight. The passion and energy in the man's gaze made him shiver. Warmth unfolded in his belly every time the man looked at him like that.
The stranger had walked into the store from a back room that first day when Zachary had discovered the ring. He must be the owner of the very exclusive shop, because the only other person Zachary had ever seen in there was a young salesgirl. The man's stare had frightened Zachary into running away right after he was able to move again. He'd been there yesterday as well, almost as though he was waiting for Zachary, for something he might do. Most likely he was expecting Zachary to simply come inside.
The mysterious man had amazing, almost majestic vibes and was the most attractive guy he'd ever seen. Tall, with olive skin, his long black hair pulled back in a ponytail, he had broad shoulders, narrow hips, and long muscular legs. He was dressed in black designer jeans and a black sweatshirt that molded his muscular arms and chest to perfection.
And then his full lips slowly turned up into a wickedly sexy smile. Instead of frightening him, like a smile from any other man would have done, it caused a fluttery feeling in his stomach. His pants became tighter by the second and his heart rate increased in a primal fight or flight response. He wanted to run away as fast as he could. It was that or run inside and throw himself into the man's strong arms to ask for protection. Zachary tried to deny that he really, really wanted to go inside but deep down he knew. He was so attracted to Mr. Mysterious it was insane.
But he couldn't move. Not even when the man started walking toward him with long, deliberate steps and a predatory grace more suited to a panther than a man.
He had almost reached the door when Zachary finally found the will to step back. Mr. Mysterious stopped moving, looking shocked and mouthing 'please, don't run', and held out a hand toward him, palm up. The pleading in his eyes was so convincing, how could Zachary refuse to give in to his curiosity?
He took a deep breath to calm himself. There were lots of other people milling around him, doing their shopping. It was the middle of the afternoon and there was going to be enough daylight around for quite a while. What could possibly happen?
The stranger took another step toward the shop door. With an effort that made him tremble, Zachary held his ground. Mr. Mysterious smiled and reached for the door handle, his eyes never leaving Zachary's. When he opened the door and stepped outside Zachary stumbled back another step without thinking.
"Please, don't run again." The man's voice was a deep rumble, resonant and powerful, yet velvety and smooth like warm chocolate. "I'm not going to hurt you. I just want to talk to you."
The enigmatic stranger just stood there, his arms relaxed at his sides, hands open.
"Wha-what do you want?" His breath hitched in his throat.
"I'd like to find out who you are and why you've come here for the last few days." Mr. Mysterious smiled again, probably trying to look friendly and unthreatening.
"Why?" Stupid question. But that smile had scrambled what was left of his brain and he couldn't think straight.
"Maybe I'm just curious as to what keeps bringing you back here." The man shrugged. "Actually to tell the truth, I was hoping you're interested in my ring."
"Your ring?" The fog in his brain didn't show any signs of lifting anytime soon. It seemed linked to the tightness in his jeans that was all he seemed able to focus on right now. The man had referred to the ring as 'his', which confirmed that he was the shop owner or at the very least connected to this second ankh ring in some way.
"Yes, the one you've been staring at with so much fascination." Something like hope lit the stranger's eyes for a moment. Then he blinked and it was gone.
"I… well…" How could he explain something he didn't understand himself? And how ridiculous was it to feel an attraction to some piece of jewelry, even if it was a perfect match to his own ring and so beautiful it made him ache with longing.
"Don't worry, I'm really just curious." The man took a step toward him. "Would you like to come into the shop? It's really cold outside, too cold to be comfortable."
He was close enough to touch now. Heat came off the stranger in waves that warmed more than his hands. The man smelled divine. Fresh and clean, like a forest just after a rainstorm.
The guy's presence and close proximity was overpowering all his defenses. This was dangerous. He didn't know the man. He had to get away before it was too late. He lifted a foot, ready to run.
"Please? Just come inside and talk to me." The stranger's quiet voice went straight to his soul. There was so much pleading in it. He sounded almost desperate, vulnerable.
How could he resist such heartfelt pleading? He was freezing and it would be nice to be warm for a while. Yes, he was just going to get warm and then he would leave. He swallowed heavily and nodded.
The smile that lit the stranger's face made him feel warm all over. God, the man was as handsome as he was mysterious.
He stepped aside and let Zachary enter the store first, pointing toward a sofa in one of the corners. It was even warmer inside than he'd imagined. He relaxed into the comfortable cushions with a relieved sigh, glad to be off his feet.
"Would you like something to drink? There's coffee and tea, or I could get you some water." One of the man's long fingers pointed to an expensive-looking coffee maker conveniently placed on a low table at the end of the sofa.
"Coffee would be great." Zachary hadn't had a decent cup in weeks.
The stranger nodded, walked over to the machine and filled it with water, then switched it on before he picked two coffee pods and inserted them. He added white coffee cups, placing them under the spouts at the bottom, and soon a soft hissing noise signaled the production of heavenly-smelling liquid caffeine. Zachary was so fascinated by the whole procedure he almost missed the man's question about milk and sugar.
"Just milk, please." He accepted the offered cup and inhaled before taking the first sip. "Thank you."
"You're welcome." Mr. Mysterious-but-friendly took a seat across from him, placing his cup on the low glass table between them. The he leaned forward and cleared his throat. "Okay. So, I'll make a start. My name is Zohar Zyngold."
"I'm Zachary Williams." Zachary took another sip. He'd never heard of that name before, but it sounded beautiful. He just had to know. He lowered his cup and looked straight at Zohar. "Yours is a really unusual name."
"Yes, I guess it is." Zohar smiled, seemed to hesitate, then took a deep breath. "I'm not from around here."
"Neither am I, so we have that in common." Zachary smiled, starting to relax a little. Zohar didn't seem unfriendly or threatening. "But I am wondering what it is you want from me."
"For starters, I'd just like to know why you keep returning to the store." Zohar finished his coffee.
"I don't know, really." Zachary smiled hesitantly. "It's strange. I've been to most of the jewelers in the city, but this is the one that I feel drawn to. And there isn't even a sign saying that you're looking to buy."
"Are you trying to sell something?" Zohar leaned forward.
"Yes." Zachary didn't want to do this, but he had no choice. "What if I am?"
 
 



Chapter Two
 
Zelaria City, Zelaria, last year…
 
Zohar opened his eyes, blinking into the early-morning sunlight. What was going on? He wanted to return to his wonderful dream about the gorgeous man with the deep blue eyes. But something had very rudely interrupted their first kiss—had it been a knock on his bedroom door? He attempted to rub the sleep-sand from his eyes without much success. Why on Zelaria would someone want to speak to him at the crack of dawn?
The next knock managed to convey a distinct quality of impatience.
He stared at the bedside infoscreen to check the time and maybe help remind him of whatever he was supposed to do today. It was just after seven and what he discovered instead of the usual display of his to do list for the day shocked him fully awake in seconds. Balloons and flowers covered the screen and an overly colorful message pronounced 'Happy 25th Birthday, Prince Zohar.'
Oh, fuck.
The third knock was significantly louder than the last and told him that the person on the other side was distinctly impatient and possibly a little annoyed. He grinned, grabbed the sleepwear he was supposed to use, and slipped it on before sitting up in bed and mentally preparing himself for the first audience of the day. At least this one would be fun and short, or so he hoped.
"Come in."
The door opened and his parents walked in, both grinning from ear to ear.
"Happy birthday, Zohar." His father, also known as King Ethon, marched into Zohar's bedroom as if he belonged there. "I'm glad you managed to wake up at last."
"Yes, happy birthday, darling." Queen Giorgina, his mother, didn't look very regal at the moment. She was trying to rub the sleep from her eyes and looked a little disoriented.
At least he knew where his lack of brightness in the early hours came from.
"Thank you both." He smiled and returned their kisses on the cheek, now reserved for very special occasions. And any Zelarian turning twenty-five qualified. Zohar had looked forward to and dreaded this day in equal measure.
"We have got something for you." His father pulled a small package wrapped in golden paper from the pocket of his orange-red royal robe. "As you know, it has been in the family for generations and will be yours until you can hand it to your firstborn on his or her twenty-fifth birthday. According to tradition, it will help you find your true-bondmate."
I was afraid of that. Zohar didn't dare voice his skepticism out loud. A prince wasn't supposed to be afraid of anything, and normally he wouldn't have been. But coming of age, having to find his official bondmate, and getting bonded scared him shitless. Not to mention the fact that, if anything, he wanted a man to share his life with. His parents surely expected him to pick a woman to continue the royal line.
"Thank you." Zohar held out his hand, took the small package, and stared at it as if it were going to bite him.
"Aren't you going to open it?" His mother sat down near the foot of his bed and suppressed a yawn. "We all know it's more a symbol than a real help since we lost our paranormal abilities in the Dark War centuries ago. But even though we can no longer connect with the special gemstones, I think it's nice we're at least remembering who we used to be as a people."
"You're right, Gina. This is the last ring left and we are honored to have it in our family." His father stood next to his mother and put a hand on her shoulder lovingly. "It certainly brought the two of us together, even without any paranormal powers or abilities, and that was an excellent match."
Zohar swallowed, well acquainted with the ring's history, but the reminder of how harmless it was these days didn't reduce his apprehension about what it meant for him personally. Even though the ring was only a symbol of who they'd been, as a people, in the past, it meant he had to choose a mate for life soon. He finally nodded and unwrapped the small gift. A beautiful gold ring with an ankh-shaped garnet set in a simple eight-claw setting seemed to come to life when he touched it. A soft tickling sensation at the base of his brain made him sit up straight.
Whoa! Is this thing alive? But that's not possible!
The ring seemed to wink at him then settled down. He stared at it for a few seconds but nothing else happened. I must have imagined it. That's what happens when people make me get up this early.
"Are you all right?" His mother leaned forward, a small frown on her beautiful face and her long red-brown hair tumbling over her shoulders in its pre-hairdo mode.
"I… I think so." Zohar looked from one of his parents to the other, not sure if he should mention what he thought he'd seen the ring do. Nah, better not to upset them any more than necessary.
"Okay, why don't you put it on, there's a gold chain in there somewhere so you can keep it close until the official ceremony. Then we'll have some breakfast and get ready for the official festivities." His father let go of his mother's shoulder with one last squeeze and looked at the door, clearly ready to get the rest of his day started.
"I… uhm… I have a question." Zohar really didn't want to do this, but he had to give his parents some sort of warning, give them time to prepare.
"Sure, anything." His mother put a reassuring hand on his leg, like she'd done when he was much younger.
His father just raised an eyebrow and glanced at the infoscreen on the nightstand before returning his attention to Zohar.
"I know the ring doesn't really work anymore, so the choice will be mine. But what if the bondmate I choose isn't who you expect?" He held his breath.
His mother smiled. His father tilted his head and grinned.
What's up with that? Not exactly the reaction I expected.
"You mean what if you come back with a man?" His father tried to look serious for a moment but the corners of his mouth were twitching.
Zohar's eyes widened and his jaw dropped. His face felt hot and he was probably blushing. How embarrassing! His voice had apparently stopped working so all he was able to produce was an uncertain-sounding croak.
"There, there." His mother patted his leg. "No reason to be shocked, darling. We've suspected for quite a while now."
"What? How?" Zohar sagged back against his pillows, all strength suddenly leaving his body. He'd been pretty discreet in his flirtations and careful about his short encounters, all of which had been with men. Had his parents spied on him?
"Before you accuse us of having you followed"—his father raised one knowing eyebrow—"we did not. But you've never shown any interest in girls other than having them as friends, and everyone you ever got really excited about was a boy or a man."
"And you're okay with that?" Zohar stared helplessly from one to the other. They seemed a lot more relaxed than he was at the moment.
"Sure." His mother smiled. "Why wouldn't we? What's important is that you're happy with whoever you choose to spend your life with."
"But… but… what about grandchildren and the royal succession?" Zohar had no idea why he was trying to talk them out of accepting his choice.
His father laughed out loud. "Shouldn't we be the ones making that argument?'
Zohar shrugged. It did seem a little odd.
"Look son, we've moved beyond the need for marriage between a man and a woman and intercourse as the only way to provide genetic offspring over a hundred years ago. There are other ways of reproduction. We all know that the most important thing to provide for a child if we want him or her to grow up to be a well-adjusted adult is a stable, loving environment. It doesn't matter one bit which set of genitals are involved." His father stepped closer and patted him on the shoulder. "So stop worrying about it, and find the guy you're meant to be with. We'll sort out the details when you're ready."
Zohar took a deep breath, sat up, and smiled for his parents. Thank the gods that was so much easier than I expected.
 
* * * *
 
The official ceremony in the early afternoon, and with it the time to wear the ring on his finger for the first time, had come around much faster than Zohar was ready for. He had no idea why he was so apprehensive. After all, the ring didn't work any longer. It hadn't since the Dark War, and that had been over long before living memory.
Most of the details were available in the Royal Archives, some of them still taught in schools, but whatever abilities people had possessed that enabled them to work with the psychic stones had been lost. Genocide had taken care of everyone with the required genes. Not the proudest moment in Zelarian history, but they were long past the stage of regret. They'd had a new civilization to build almost from scratch and the result was more technology-based than spiritual, but most people believed that was a small price to pay. No wonder. Victors write history, and the 'winners' of that war had been violently opposed to anything resembling paranormal abilities.
Zohar entered the Ceremonial Hall right behind his parents. The room large enough to seat over a thousand people was also known as the throne room to traditionalists within their constitutional monarchy. Like all official buildings, and most homes, it was open to the outside air. With the very mild Zelarian climate there was hardly ever a need to close the large windows that were now cleverly hidden in the walls.
A soft breeze smelling of the close-by ocean and the grass in the gardens surrounding the building cooled him down as he took his place in front of his parents' thrones. As tradition demanded, the hall was filled with people of bonding age, all except a few dignitaries in the first row, and ready to accept his choice for a bondmate. This too was now only symbolic, since he did not have the ring to determine who the man of his choice was and whether he was among those present.
The rest of the planet was witnessing the ceremony via vidcast. Zohar tried not to think of the fact that millions were watching every breath he took and every nervous twitch he couldn't suppress. It was his destiny to be crown prince, and he'd better accept it at this point. It wasn't going to go away.
Majestic music signaled the beginning of the ceremony. The premier, an older woman with short white hair and wire rimmed glasses, made a short speech to remind everyone of the pertinent historical facts and the symbolic meaning of today's ceremony. Rituals like this, according to her, were good for the soul and a sound foundation for the political unity so essential for progress. Several political statements followed; they sounded suspiciously like her party's manifesto.
Why does this sound like she's running for office? Zohar hid his discomfort behind a smile and applauded politely as Urilla Mercadet retook her seat in the first row. He quietly shook his head to get rid of any distracting thoughts. It was time to complete his part of the proceedings.
A short introductory speech from his father followed. It centered on the need for partnership and support in lasting relationships and the importance of finding the right person to share your life with. Then he asked Zohar to put on the ring as a symbol for the beginning of his search for that person.
Zohar slipped the chain from his neck, opened it, and slid the ring free. After putting the chain in a pocket of his ceremonial robe, he put the ring onto his left-hand ring finger, signaling that he was unbonded.
A light tingling sensation started as soon as the ring stopped moving. It spread through his hand, up his arm, and soon enveloped his entire body. The garnet brightened and sent one bright ray to the ceiling of the hall where it left a glowing red circle for everyone to admire.
The silence was absolute.
Zohar felt as if he had come alive for the first time, but there was also a sudden emptiness in his heart that was almost a physical ache. After a minute or so the ring quieted and switched itself off. Zohar's legs were trembling, but he missed the heightened awareness it had brought.
The premier recovered first. "What on Zelaria was that?"
"I believe it is time to visit the Royal Oracle." Justyn Kazubow spoke quietly and with a determination worthy of the spiritual leader of the largest non-denominational religious group on Zelaria.
"The Royal Oracle has nothing to do with this… this outrageous forgery of an ancient ritual." Premier Mercadet smirked. "What we need is a police investigation to find out who is behind this sham."
"It is not a sham." Patriarch Kazubow smiled. "But by all means, start your police investigation so we can confirm how truly amazing this event is. We will need to consult the Oracle for confirmation, but based on my research, this lighting of the ring may signify the beginning of a regeneration of our psychic abilities. Some geneticists have predicted this might happen over time, but we've never had any indication that it's actually happening. Not until today."
"But that's impossible! Those abilities were eradicated centuries ago." The premier rose from her seat and looked at the patriarch with narrowed eyes. "I will not stand by and watch our culture slide back into the Dark Ages. Believe me, I will get to the bottom of this."
She walked to the exit with all the dignity she could muster, closely followed by her bodyguards once she left the Ceremonial Hall.
All hell broke loose. People started debating what they had seen and what they thought it might mean. Some jumped up from their seats, gesticulating wildly.
Zohar could only stare at his hand where the ring was still quietly pulsing with newfound life. Nobody else seemed to see that, but he knew something strange was going on. As far as he was concerned they couldn't make it to the Oracle fast enough. He needed to know what the hell was happening here.
His parents and the patriarch approached him and quietly led him to the secure exit behind the thrones. When they had closed the door, leaving the noisy pandemonium in the Ceremonial Hall behind them, they entered a small alcove which opened up into the corridor leading to the traditional access room for the Oracle. His father stopped walking, turned around, and looked at him with something like newfound respect in his eyes.
"So, you are the one." His father smiled.
"Please! I'm sure the supercomputer we call the Royal Oracle out of respect for tradition will come up with a perfectly rational hypothesis as to what happened." He could only hope. "Finding a life partner is difficult enough. I don't want to be involved in some mystical battle to rekindle our ancient abilities. We've done really well without them and we should let them rest. They're not going to help anyone."
"What if you're wrong?" His mother had turned around as well and was giving him her patented 'I'm your mother and I know best' look.
Sheesh!
"Your parents are right." Patriarch Kazubow pointed at the still-pulsing ring. "And the evidence is right there."
Shit, he can see that?
Looks like I have no choice but to go and 'consult the Oracle'.
 
* * * *
 
Zohar had only been to the ancient site of what used to be the Royal Oracle once in his life. That visit was part of every child's basic school education. Today's rational Zelarians no longer understood what had previously been a real oracle and a paranormal 'presence', if you believed in such things. A few religious groups still maintained the ancient faith, but without any evidence of true visions and predictions of the future, the majority of the population was glad the site was now the home of the most powerful supercomputer on the planet. Some people even maintained that a few of the computer's modeling and extrapolative capabilities weren't all that different from predictions an oracle might make. Zohar had always found that an amusing thought.
Once he entered the interface room where contact with the powerful machine was possible using voice, keyboard, or direct link, all thoughts about oracles and predictions were quickly forgotten. Two walls were covered in smaller screens showing various discussions and interchanges going on around the planet. The third wall displayed exhibits of Zelarian history and the final wall was one big screen. For those who wanted it, the screen projected a face or a body representing the supercomputer. Usually, it was a swirling ball of light, same as now.
The room was quickly cleared of the two other users, and only Zohar, his parents, and Patriarch Kazubow remained. They all logged in using their names and voice prints, registered during their school visits, and the Oracle personality came online.
//How may I be of assistance?//
His father took the lead. "We have a question regarding the hypothesis about reappearance of paranormal abilities."
//Is the question of a religious nature?//
"No, we are looking for scientific evidence." His father grimaced, clearly still somewhat uncomfortable with the whole idea.
//There is no such evidence to date.//
"We believe we have found evidence." Patriarch Kazubow was grinning from ear to ear. He needed no convincing.
//Please state the nature of the evidence.//
They each gave an account of what had happened from their own perspective. Zohar was last, and the longer he talked about what he had felt and perceived, answering some additional questions from the Oracle, the more he became convinced that something out of the ordinary had indeed happened. Then they were done and silence reigned for a few seconds.
//Please hold. Accessing additional historical and paranormal files.//
Paranormal files? Really?
Nobody dared to say a word. Even their breathing turned shallow.
//The previously predicted regeneration of paranormal abilities based on genetic changes has been recalculated based on this new evidence. The hypothesis has been elevated to a status of 'likely'. Based on your report, Zohar, you have achieved a level of paranormal potential that allows you to activate the ring, but without training or a second person with equal or higher ability you will not be able to use your talents.//
"I have paranormal abilities?" His voice came out as an embarrassing squeak.
//That is most likely.//
"But I need someone else to get anywhere? Could that be my true-bondmate?" And that would definitely motivate him to go and look for the man.
//That is entirely possible. However, without your full abilities, you will not find him easily. I recommend looking for the lost second ring instead, then find a person who can activate it.//
"There's a second ring that survived the Dark War?" The patriarch grabbed a chair and sat down. "How did we not know?"
//The information was hidden away in a coded area by the pro-paranormal forces, only to be accessed once certain conditions had been fulfilled. Zohar's awakening talents are one of them.//
"Can't we use my ring to do that?" Not that he wanted to give it away, but how the hell were they going to find a ring that had vanished centuries ago?
//Your ring is part of the solution. However, I have already searched this planet, using the new information that became available today, and found nothing. My calculations tell me that the second ring is most likely in another dimension, sent there by the pro-paranormal forces for safekeeping until such time as it was needed.//
"Another dimension?" What the hell?
//A parallel Zelaria, if you will.//
"How do we get there?" His father looked ready to run off right now.
"Won't it be dangerous? We know nothing about this 'parallel Zelaria' as you call it." His mother moved closer to his father and started to stroke his arm. It always calmed him and now was no exception.
//I can only send one person, and that has to be Zohar since he will be able to use the ring as a locator to find the approximate location of the second jewel. Also, should his bondmate be with the second ring, only he will be able to recognize and confirm his identity.//
"That makes sense." His father nodded. "Not that I want to send you on your own, but it looks as if we have no choice.''
His mother remained silent, but her eyes were huge. The patriarch looked as if he wanted to go himself.
"We have reached a decision. I will go." He swallowed, hoping he wouldn't regret it. "So, how does this work?"
//I can amplify the ring's capabilities so that you will be able to get there, then you can use the second ring to get back. I will provide instructions before you leave.//
Thank the gods for that. He definitely didn't want to get stranded in a strange place, even if his true-bondmate was there. He'd just have to convince the guy to come back to Zelaria with him.
 
 



Chapter Three
 
Fargo, North Dakota, January this year…
 
Zohar couldn't stop staring at the gorgeous young man sitting across from him on the sofa. His eyes had caught Zohar's attention first. They were the deep blue of a summer sky, framed by long blond eyelashes. He was wearing the same bulky gray jacket and basic blue jeans that he'd worn the last two days. Zohar couldn't see details of the young man's body but he moved with an easy grace and inner strength that enchanted him. His golden blond hair tumbled down to his shoulders in wild curls, just waiting for him to tunnel through with his fingers. Zachary's face was almost delicate, yet its strong lines were chiseled in flesh and bone. His alabaster skin, what he could see of it, looked soft, demanding his caresses. His luscious lips were so full and red, they were asking to be kissed.
He mentally shook his head. He needed to focus on his task. It looked as if his strategy of placing his ring in a shop window had worked. The transition to this place called Earth hadn't been easy, no matter what the Oracle had calculated, but once here, the location of the second ring had called to him as if he were the needle of a compass and the other ring his true north.
He'd been briefly confused when Zachary appeared and he'd felt so drawn to the man that he'd almost stormed out of the shop to pull him into his arms. The ring was supposed to have that effect, but not a man, surely? Over the past two days with Zachary reappearing he had begun to suspect he was the owner of the second ring. And Zachary saying that he might want to sell something confirmed that theory.
But how could Zachary sell the ring if he was bonded to it? Or wasn't he? And if he wasn't, could he still be Zohar's bondmate? The weird thing was that Zohar wanted him to be his partner for life.
And how weird is that? He isn't even Zelarian. Well, the Oracle had said that was a distinct possibility. Time for more questions and to confirm Zachary was the owner of the elusive second ring.
"What is it you're trying to sell?" Zohar did his best to remain unthreatening. Zachary was far too skittish for his liking and he didn't want him running again, like on the first two days.
Zachary unzipped his jacket partway and slid a slender hand into its top. He pulled out a ring hanging from a thin golden chain. A red garnet ankh inlaid in gold. It looked so much like Zohar's own that he was tempted to check the shop window to see if it was still there. It took his breath away to finally see it.
"Where did you get it?" His voice was down to a whisper. The Oracle had been right, but how was it possible? Zachary lived in a different dimension. How had his ancestors managed to hide the ring here? Where had it been in the meantime and had it influenced humans on this version of Zelaria?
"Why does it matter where I got it?" Zachary sounded defensive and moved away from him.
"It matters to me." He took a deep breath. No aggression. "Can I see it, please?"
Zachary sat back even farther, already moving to put the ring back inside his jacket. His eyes became even bigger than before. He looked like a frightened animal. Zohar wanted to protect him with an intensity that almost floored him.
"I'm not going to take it away." How was he going to get Zachary to trust him? He opened a hand and moved it toward the young man so he could give him the ring if he wanted. "I just need to have a closer look so I can determine its value."
Slowly, Zachary's bright eyes not leaving his, he raised both hands to the back of his neck to open the chain. He curled it around the ring and dropped it into Zohar's open palm. Their fingers brushed and a hot jolt of intense desire traveled straight to his groin, making him gasp. Zachary's eyes widened and he drew a deep breath at the same moment as Zohar.
Shit, did Zachary feel that too?
 
* * * *
 
Zachary couldn't move and just stared into the depths of Zohar's obsidian eyes. They completely fascinated him. Then the red garnet ankh started to glow. The small ball of light expanded into slivers of pulsing red light that moved from Zohar's open hand toward the man's body.
It looked like some sort of laser. What if it was trying to hurt Zohar? Zachary was suddenly scared for him. Why was that? He didn't even know this man and yet he wanted to warn him, make him drop the ring before it was too late. But he was too shocked to speak. All he could do was follow the beams with his eyes. They moved quite quickly and had soon wrapped Zohar into a cocoon of red light.
"Are you all right?" Zohar's voice was deeper than before. It sounded as though it came from far away.
Zachary looked at Zohar's patrician face with its high cheekbones. Zohar frowned. Zachary tried to open his mouth but failed.
"Zachary, what's wrong? Why are you staring at me like that?" Zohar closed his hand around the ring and the mysterious beams of light winked out of existence as he put it onto the low glass table between them.
Zachary blinked. Did I dream this… this light phenomenon?
"You—you didn't see that?" He could only whisper.
"See what, Zachary?" Zohar took his trembling hand between both of his and squeezed gently. "Hey, come back to me. You look like you've seen a ghost. What's going on?"
If I only knew. It was almost as if the ring had come alive at Zohar's touch, as if it had recognized him. Had the mysterious stranger who gave the ring to his parents been right? Was the ring trying to protect him? Finally tell him something after years of silence? But what? And why now?
"I don't know what's going on." He looked at Zohar's large hands that still enclosed his shaking fingers. Rather than panicking at the touch, he liked the warmth emanating from them. "You really didn't see that?"
"What is it you saw?" Zohar was still holding on to his hand.
He shook his head. Zohar would never believe him. Better to shake it off and get away so he could figure this out.
"It was nothing." Zachary took a deep breath and smiled to try and reassure him. "I'm okay now, really."
"It didn't look like nothing to me." Zohar shook his head. "But if you're not going to tell me…"
"I can't. I have no idea what it was I thought I saw." He needed to distract Zohar. "Can we get back to you giving me a value for the ring, please?"
For a second or two it looked like Zohar wasn't going to give up. Then he sighed, let go of Zachary's hand, and picked the ring up for closer examination. Zachary held his breath but no beams of light radiated from it this time. He'd probably imagined it all because he was exhausted and hungry. He hadn't eaten since yesterday morning.
"This looks very old." Zohar looked up from his examination. "Can't you please tell me where you got it?"
"It was a gift." No way was he going to mention the Messenger. He'd sound like a lunatic.
"A gift?" Zohar raised his eyebrows.
"Yeah, a gift." He sounded more defensive than he'd intended.
Zohar just continued to look at him with those incredibly intense eyes.
"What—do you think I stole it or something?" He hated the thought of Zohar believing him capable of committing a crime.
"No." Zohar shook his head quickly, as though embarrassed. "No, I don't think you stole it. It's just such an unusual piece of jewelry, I was wondering where it came from."
"I have no idea where it came from originally. It's been in my family for a very long time." Shit, why did I say that?
"Fascinating!" Zohar leaned forward in his chair, his dark gaze even more intense than before. "Do you know how they originally got it?'
"I don't know, my parents never told me the details. I just know that, somehow, the ring brought them together." What was it with all these questions? Surely Zohar didn't need to know all this to be able to estimate the ring's value?
"Could we ask them? It would really help me if I knew." Zohar's eyes held such warmth that he just wanted to drown in them and forget all his problems.
"No, we can't." No, no, no. I'm not going to cry, damn it.
"Why?"
Such a simple word but it almost made Zachary sob. Zohar was showing such interest in him. Yes, it was because of the ring but he could have just given an estimate. Instead, Zohar kept looking at him and asking questions as though he cared.
"Well…" Zachary didn't really want to tell Zohar and relive all the pain. But the man's powerful eyes had him hypnotized, so he plunged in.
"My parents are dead. They were killed in a car accident when I was seven." Unbidden tears pooled in his eyes. Embarrassed, he wiped at them but they wouldn't stop coming.
"Oh, Zachary, I'm so sorry." Zohar reached for his hand and pulled him up into his arms as he stood.
Zohar was a good six inches taller than his own five-ten and for a moment he panicked. The man was so much stronger than him. Initially, just for a split second, that strength reminded him of Raymond and his abuse.
But Zohar's warm arms around him felt good. Zachary fit as though he belonged there. The man's chest was hard against his cheek and his strong heartbeat calmed him. His scent pulled him into a sensual haze where he was safe and protected for the first time since he was a young child. Finally he pulled back and looked up at Zohar, finding his gaze full of compassion.
"What happened to you when they died? Did you have family to take care of you?" Zohar's mouth was close enough to kiss.
"No, there was no family. After some time in a foster family, I was adopted." He shivered.
"But your adoptive parents didn't take care of you, did they?" Something like anger burned at the back of Zohar's eyes.
"Do I look that awful?" He dropped his gaze, suddenly embarrassed.
What must Zohar think? Here he was, well dressed and gorgeous, with a good job in an exclusive jewelry store. While Zachary was a boy from the streets. His clothes were clean, but they were old and he probably smelled bad because he hadn't had a shower in two days. He tried to pull back, wanting to run.
Zohar held him close. A finger slid under his chin, applying pressure so that he had to look back up.
"Zachary, you don't look like anything even close to awful. You just look like you've had a hard time." He swallowed. "Did they treat you badly?"
"Not at first, not really." He didn't want to remember.
"What do you mean—not really? Zachary, what did they do to you?" The anger blazing in Zohar's eyes was scary.
"They were just making sure I was a good boy." Another sob bubbled up. He had tried so hard, but he'd never been good enough for them to love him.
"So they what, beat you?" Zohar was growling.
Zachary was scared of the intensity of his feelings. He knew what anger did to a man, how it made him behave. What if he was like Raymond?
"Yes." His voice was a low whisper and the tears started flowing again. He could still feel the cruel fists slamming into his ribs, the hard hands spanking his bare butt. It had hurt so much and nothing he did had ever made it stop.
Zohar's arms around him almost crushed him, and he winced. Zohar loosened his grip immediately, the anger gone from his eyes.
"I'm sorry, Zachary. God, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you." Zohar's hand came up and he caressed his cheek. "I would never hurt you, you've got to believe me."
"You didn't hurt me." Incredibly, he hadn't. Instead he looked like he meant what he said. There was tenderness in his eyes and his grip had become gentle. Zachary didn't feel threatened at all and that was wonderful.
"It just makes me angry when I think about them beating you, a helpless little boy. I want to take you in my arms and never let you go." His gaze was soft and warm.
Zachary took a deep breath. "This is the first time since my parents died that I'm this close to a man without being scared out of my mind."
"I swear, if I ever run into him, I'm going to kill the bastard." Zohar tunneled his fingers into Zachary's hair, cupped the back of his head, and held him so close that Zachary's warm breath caressed his cheek when the man breathed. "It wasn't your fault, Zachary, do you hear me? Don't ever think it was your fault!"
"It—it wasn't?" His voice shook. He may have known it wasn't his fault in his head but deep down, in his heart, he couldn't help but wonder if he was defective in some way.
"Of course it wasn't your fault. You were just a kid, looking to him for protection. And instead he beat you." Zohar's hands shook. "Did you run away?"
"Yes. When he whipped me because I accidentally broke one of his precious Chinese vases, I decided I'd had enough. I was fifteen at the time, so I thought I was ready." Zachary smiled. "The four years since then have been tough, but I never regretted that I ran."
"You wouldn't be here today, standing tall and proud, if you hadn't gotten away." Zohar smiled and stroked his cheek, making hot tingles race through his body.
"So you don't think I was a coward for running away?" Zachary needed to know that he didn't despise him. Zohar was kind and gentle. His strong arms felt good around him and he smelled better the longer he stayed this close to him. And there was something in his eyes that inexplicably drew him to this man. Zachary leaned into Zohar's slow caresses of the back of his head, trembling under his touch. He couldn't pull away.
"No, I don't think you were a coward for running away, Zachary. You stood up for yourself and moved away from an abusive situation. It took a great deal of courage to do that when you were so young and had nowhere to go."
A smile broke through his tears. "Really? Is that what you think?" He sniffled, blushing with embarrassment. God, he had to stop crying like a baby.
"Really." Zohar started kissing away his tears. "That's exactly what I think."
When Zohar was done removing the traces of his sadness, he let him go and signaled for him to sit back down on the sofa. He missed the touch already and the disappointment about the distance almost crushed him.
"Now, as for the ring. I can't buy it off you." Zohar also sat back down, but unfortunately across from him, with a stupid glass table in-between them.
"What?" He slid forward on the cushions, his eyes widening. After all this, after making him begin to trust this stranger, he wasn't going to help him after all? "Why not? I need the money, I'm sure you can understand that after what I told you. I have to find an apartment so that I have an address for job applications and I need money for the rental deposit. The ring is all I have."
"Yes, I agree." Zohar looked thoughtful as he tilted his head, as if he was trying to figure out what to say. "But it's all you have to remind you of your parents. And that's why you shouldn't sell it."
"Do you think I'd even think about selling it if I had another choice?" How could he? Zachary moved to grab the ring off the table and put it back on the chain before returning it to its place around his neck. "If you won't help me, I'll just find another store that'll buy it."
"What if you had another choice?" Zohar kept his voice low.
"What other choice?" What is he up to? Zachary tucked the ring back under his bulky jacket and re-zipped it.
"What if I offered to help you without buying your ring?" Zohar looked so earnest, as if he really meant it.
"Why would you do that?" Zachary frowned. How the hell could he believe or trust this stranger? Zohar could be planning to steal the ring for all he knew. That wasn't going to happen, even if he had to leave the city and start from scratch somewhere else. It wasn't as if he had any ties to Fargo. He just had to stay north so his adoptive parents couldn't find him. He snorted. They'd probably stopped looking long ago and he was just being paranoid. Except there was this little voice at the back of his head that kept telling him to be careful.
"Because I want to help you." Zohar pleaded with his eyes. He was really good at it too!
"Just like that?" He frowned.
"Just like that." Zohar smiled slowly. "No strings attached."
"Yeah, right." It was too good to be true. Zachary shook his head and got up. "Life isn't like that, at least not for me. I'm sorry, but I can't believe even a nice person like you would do this."
"You can't trust me, can you?" Zohar looked desperate.
Zachary almost caved in. He cocked his head to help him think. No, it was too risky. He took a step toward the door. And another one.
"Zachary, I'm sorry, of course you can't trust me yet. I shouldn't even have asked." Zohar fisted his hands, tension in every line of his body. He remained seated but it looked like a close thing. "I really want to help you though. Can you at least think about it? Please?"
For a moment Zachary stopped moving.
"I'll think about it." His voice was barely a whisper.
And before Zohar could say anything else to stop him, Zachary turned around, opened the door, and ran to the left, into the growing darkness of the cold January night. He didn't want to leave Zohar, but he knew it was safer. He could always come back tomorrow, once he'd had time to think about it.
Yeah, I'll come back tomorrow.
"Found you!"
Hard hands grabbed his arms and pushed him into an alley. Shit, he hadn't even watched where he was going. Two men in dark clothes followed the first guy and crowded close as soon as they were hidden from the main street.
"You thought you could run away and hide from us, did you? Big mistake, boy. There's no way we were going to let you run and vanish. No way!" The tallest guy had him by the arms and started to shake him.
What the hell? He didn't know these guys, but that they were looking for him was terrifying. Had his adoptive father not given up after all? Zachary struggled, trying to get free. He had to get away from them. He never wanted to go back, and anyway, he was an adult now, and there was no way Raymond would be able to make him stay.
Shit, should I scream for help? The tall guy was still shaking him and it hurt when Zachary's head banged against the brick wall behind him. He could kick himself for not watching how late and dark it had gotten while he'd talked to Zohar. What he wouldn't give to reverse his decision. He should have stayed with the man, at least he'd been nice and kept his distance.
"Nobody said they needed you back in perfect condition." Mr. Tall grinned, pure maliciousness evident in his eyes. "Since you lead us on such a merry chase, we're going to have some fun with you first, right guys?"
The other two stepped closer and rubbed their hands, Mr. Tall let go of Zachary's arm with one hand, pulled his arm back, and aimed his fist at Zachary's face.
Zachary screamed at the top of his lungs, redoubling his efforts to free himself. A fist in the stomach from one of the other two thugs was the only response. Zachary screamed again, half from the blinding pain this time, and got hit in the face and the lower belly. God, that hurt.
"Shut up you little fucker, or we're gonna really hurt you." Mr. Tall grabbed him by the neck, squeezing his windpipe to cut off his supply of air then shook him hard enough to make his teeth rattle.
Approaching footsteps made the assholes stop beating him for a moment.
"Let. Him. Go."
Zohar! He's come for me despite everything.
"Hey, mind your own business, mister, this one's ours." Mr. Tall stepped in front of him, not easing on his grip around Zachary's neck.
It was getting hard to breathe. The other two thugs laughed and marched toward Zohar's position, lifting their fists as they approached.
God no, they can't hurt Zohar. He doesn't deserve any of this.
The sounds of fists on flesh and low grunting accompanied his struggles to free himself from Mr. Tall. But instead of letting up, the bastard used his free hand to start beating Zachary for real. Then he let go of his neck and Zachary gulped air into his straining lungs. Before he could feel any relief, Mr. Tall banged his head against the brick wall behind him repeatedly. His vision narrowed then everything went black.
Zohar!
 
 



Chapter Four
 
Zachary had no idea where he was. A little disoriented and without specific memories of how he got here, the one thing he knew was that he was finally toasty warm. Not a cold draft in sight. For once he wasn't hungry. So far he liked it here. The surface he lay on had a softness to it that deserved to be called heavenly; in fact, it was so soft he couldn't be sure it was even there.
When he tried to snuggle more deeply into the warmth he realized he couldn't move. Now that he thought about it, he couldn't see either. The darkness scared him more than anything. It was as if he was back in the small closet his adoptive father had put him into when he was younger. He wanted to scream but couldn't. Had Raymond found him? A vague memory of several men beating him seemed to hide at the back of his head, not wanting to come out fully. Had they returned him to his former so-called home? Was this his punishment for trying to escape? Would he ever get away again?
Ice-cold panic enveloped him. He wouldn't survive the next beating, whoever dealt the punches. He had to escape, except he had no idea how. He pushed against the invisible bonds holding him immobile—without any effect.
Fuck!
A deep, rumbling male voice made him stop struggling. The man it belonged to called to him. He didn't understand the words but they touched something deep inside him. He wanted to scream, tell the friendly voice to come and get him, but he couldn't find his voice. So he tried to retreat back into the comfortable warmth.
"Don't give up. Please, Zachary, keep trying." The voice sounded more desperate, seemed to have come closer.
And whoever it was knew his name. Elation filled him and he struggled to try and find out what was going on. It seemed as if he had no body, because even though he struggled, nothing moved. Or was he paralyzed? Please, not that.
"Yes, that's it, keep going."
How did the man know what Zachary was trying to do?
Never mind, he wanted to be with the friendly guy. He kept trying, even though it was painful. When he realized it was his head that was hurting most, he could have whooped with joy. That was a great step in the right direction because pain was specific, and it meant he definitely had a body.
"Come on, you're almost there, Zachary. Your eyes have been moving for a while. Can you please try and open them?" The man sounded so excited about something so minor.
Minor under normal conditions, not in the current situation. Zachary concentrated on his eyes and forced them open. The bright light almost blinded him. He was looking at a white ceiling.
"Yeah, that's it. Thank the gods, you're finally awake." The voice came from his left.
Zachary was in a large bed, covered by a fluffy duvet. His head rested on a soft pillow. He turned toward the figure he had made out from the corner of his eye. A very tall, dark-haired man with olive skin was sitting on a chair right next to the bed. He had broad shoulders and was staring at him with intense black eyes.
Zachary took a deep breath to keep the rising fear at bay. The man looked strong, and strong men could be dangerous. A vague memory of one man beating and whipping him surfaced, closely followed by another scene; this time three men had him cornered and used him as a punching bag. What the hell had he been through?
"Don't be afraid. You're safe with me. Please stay, don't withdraw again." The man sounded worried. "You were unconscious when I woke up this morning."
Unconscious? What happened?
Zachary didn't remember the stranger's name, but he had a feeling he should. He knew that voice. It sounded safe. Like he could trust the man it belonged to. Zachary looked around the room hoping to discover something familiar, some hint of what was going on. The space was fairly large and had pale blue walls. Two framed oil paintings and dark blue curtains next to the one window as well as an antique-looking dresser against one wall decorated what looked like a bedroom. Nothing he saw prompted further memories.
He looked back at the man. The guy didn't move, just let Zachary study him. He took a deep breath for courage and got distracted by the stranger's scent. Strong, male, with a touch of forest after a rainstorm. He closed his eyes again, frowning. He knew that scent. It meant warmth and safety. But still, there was no name.
"Who are you?" He opened his eyes again and tried hard to cut through the painful fog in his brain.
"Don't you remember?" The man's voice was low and sad, whispering across his senses like a warm summer breeze.
"I… I don't know." Zachary had a flash of memory, something about a jewelry store and a warm cup of coffee. "You—you wanted to help me?"
"Yeah, that's right. Now we're getting somewhere." The man smiled and became even more gorgeous. "If you don't remember my name, maybe you remember yours?"
"Of course. Well maybe it's not so obvious, but I remembered that right away." He thought for a moment, putting himself back in the jewelry store, and suddenly it came back to him. "Your name is Zohar. And you have a really strange last name. Zygol… no, Zyngold, right?"
"That's perfect!" Zohar sighed. "I'm so relieved you remember at least that much."
"Why does my head hurt? Do you know what happened?" Zachary tried to sit up and the pain changed from a dull throb into excruciating stabs of sheer agony. It wasn't just his head, his entire body hurt. But the pain triggered more memories and it all came flashing back in a rush of vivid pictures and feelings.
"Oh God, I remember now. When I left your store there were these men who attacked me. They said they'd been looking for me and something about not having promised to return me unharmed. I remember thinking that Raymond must have sent them. And then they started hitting and kicking me. They just wouldn't stop, even when I begged them. They just laughed. Even my adoptive father never laughed when he beat me." Zachary started to shake and tears ran down his cheeks.
Zohar moved onto the bed in a flash and pulled him up into his embrace, holding his hurting, shaking body safely. Zachary hesitated for only a moment. Zohar's scent was familiar, his voice had pulled him back to life. He had also saved him from those awful men even though he didn't really know him. Zohar had put himself in danger for him, selflessly. That was reason enough to trust him.
It would be so good to have someone to rely on. Someone who could be strong for him now that he needed it, take away his worries for a while until he could heal and make it back onto his own two feet. He burrowed his face into Zohar's chest and let out the harsh sobs that just wouldn't stop.
"Shhh, shhh, you're okay now." Zohar's hand moved up to stroke his head. "You're safe with me. They can't hurt you anymore. Nobody will ever hurt you again, baby. I'll protect you."
It was too good to be true, but nice to believe, even if it was just for a short while. Life would interfere again, he was sure of that, but he needed a break. Nobody since his parents had ever protected him. Nobody had ever cared for him enough to try. Zachary didn't want the moment of intimacy to end but he had to stay realistic. Soon he would have to leave and return to his lonely existence. There was no place in Zohar's life for him, the high-quality furniture and size of the room clearly said that Zohar was at least very wealthy, possibly even rich. He probably owned that jewelry shop, for heaven's sake!
Zachary sighed quietly. What could he possibly have to offer Zohar?
Zachary lifted his hand and searched for his ring. He gasped when he realized that his old clothes were gone. He looked down. He was wearing a very soft short-sleeved blue T-shirt that didn't look in the least familiar and was quite a few sizes too large. His ring was still there on its golden chain, the thugs hadn't taken it. Even though it had never helped him in any way, it gave him some connection with his past. And he might still be able to sell it for enough money to make a fresh start. Probably not here, now that they had found him, but maybe somewhere else.
He wanted to be loved and cared for so badly. If only he could believe this mysterious man called Zohar, trust him to mean those words of taking care of him. But he couldn't let himself give in to that need. He'd just be even more devastated when it turned out to be the empty promise he feared it to be. So he'd enjoy the moment and be ready to return to his cold, lonely life once this wonderful dream was over.
 
* * * *
 
Zohar held on to his sanity with sheer force of will. Holding Zachary in his arms like this was so much better than watching him lie in his bed, pale and unmoving. He'd hold on to this moment forever if he could. Even though Zachary was crying his heart out, they seemed like healing tears more than driven by fresh pain.
He'd been so worried when he heard Zachary's screams for help, the emotions coming with them hitting him as if they were his own. And even the words had not only reached him via his ears. Somehow Zachary had spoken straight to his mind. At the time, he'd been so focused on helping the man that he'd had no energy left to consider what that might mean. But while Zachary was unconscious, Zohar had had time to think.
Zachary had unexpectedly but undoubtedly been able to contact him on a level outside the five senses all humans shared. He must have some latent paranormal abilities to have been able to that. Zohar had sensed nothing during their discussion in the shop, but mental powers sometimes needed a trigger to be activated—at least according to the research he'd done with the help of the Oracle before leaving Zelaria.
His second worry was linked to the question whether Zachary was his true-bondmate. He'd clearly been drawn to Zohar's ring and seemed to have seen or sensed something when he touched it. Zohar had never been so attracted to anyone, so he hoped to hell Zachary would turn out to be the one for him. As soon as he had calmed him down, he needed to test that theory. Everything he did from here on depended on how he and Zachary would relate to each other in the future.
And now, after the horrible attack, a further concern had joined the list; Zachary's safety with someone clearly out to hurt him. At first Zohar had assumed it might be men sent by the adoptive father, even if that made little sense now that Zachary was an adult. Not that the man had acted very rationally before Zachary ran away, but still. He'd beaten Zachary's attackers to a pulp and had taken Zachary home, afraid of handing him over to human doctors unless absolutely necessary. Zachary had been okay, badly bruised and a little out of it, but that was to be expected. He'd managed to get him to take a Zelarian healing pill that looked like an average Earth painkiller before he'd put Zachary into his bed.
When he'd awoken this morning, a little uncomfortable from sleeping on the armchair next to his bed, Zachary had been unconscious rather than asleep. Unsure what to do and shocked the medication he'd given Zachary last night hadn't worked fully, he'd been about to call an ambulance when Zachary showed signs of waking up. Thank the gods he was back. It removed his biggest worry, not that there weren't enough issues left to make him tear his hair out.
He couldn't shake the feeling that he knew the attackers, which would mean they'd come from Zelaria. And that was not only too weird to consider, but plain impossible. How did they know about Zachary and, presumably, the second ring? Who would be out to hurt Zachary like that? He had no links to Zelaria at all, did he? And finally, how would they have managed to come to Earth? He'd had a hard enough time, and that was with the Oracle's support!
With a start Zohar returned to the present and the crying man in his arms. There was only an occasional sniffle now, but Zachary's pain hurt him deep down. He'd never felt this sort of emotional devastation, hadn't physically suffered cold and hunger like Zachary. He didn't know how the man had been able to bear it. He was much stronger than Zohar could ever hope to be. He would be a worthy bondmate indeed.
How was he going to make Zachary understand? The humans on Earth had no concept like bondmates. Their history and Zelaria's had diverged tens of thousands of years ago. While he didn't understand the details, from what he had been able to read up on during his month-long stay, it looked as if Neanderthals had been very different here than their Zelarian counterparts, and had become extinct. Their genetic makeup was different from today's humans but had never had a chance to intermix on Earth. It was a hypothesis he'd take back to the Oracle for closer examination.
For now, he needed Zachary to trust him. He longed to kiss the man, wanted to make love to him so badly it hurt. But he'd have to be careful. Zachary had led a very sheltered life under his adoptive father's abusive control. And he might not have experienced much love and positive physical contact since then. Zohar would have to be very patient.
Zachary went stiff and still when Zohar started stroking his hair. But soon he relaxed against his chest. Zohar sighed with relief. At least Zachary didn't outright reject him. Zohar continued to hold him until the sniffling stopped.
"Thank you." Zachary hugged him back for a moment.
"You are welcome." He grinned at Zachary's perfect manners.
"I'm sorry you had to go through all this because of me." Zachary looked up but didn't pull out of his arms. Tears stuck to his long eyelashes.
Zohar wanted to kiss them away.
"Sorry? Don't be sorry. I should've never let you leave my store on your own. It was way too dark and I should have taken better care of you." His voice was rough with regret.
"But you're not responsible for me!" Zachary looked indignant.
But I want to be! Anyway, if Zachary really was his true-bondmate, they'd be responsible for each other. All of that information would have to wait until Zohar had some certainty around what they really meant to each other.
"And anyway, it was very risky for you to go after them. They could have hurt you!" Zachary's eyes were wide with worry.
"No, Zachary. They couldn't have hurt me." His strength and training ensured that a lot more than three thugs would be needed to do him any harm. How much of that did he dare tell Zachary? He had to pull himself back from saying too much too soon. Humans here still believed parallel dimensions and alternate worlds only existed in fiction. The truth would come as a major shock to Zachary.
"But there were three of them and you were on your own." Zachary hugged him more tightly again, taking his breath away with the joy of feeling his concern. "Nobody has ever stood up for me like you have. I'll never forget that."
Gods, Zachary was going to kill him. His need to do much more than chastely hug the man had turned into a persistent throbbing in his groin. He was so hard he was afraid Zachary would notice. Was the man even gay or at least open to a loving relationship with another man? Zohar had to find out if he was his true-bondmate before he could give in to his feelings. More than his own personal future might be at stake if those thugs had come from Zelaria.
"You're most welcome." He took Zachary by the shoulders and moved him slightly away from his chest so he could look him in the eyes. "How's the pain? Would you like me to give you something for it?"
"Yes, please." Zachary lay back against the pillows and closed his eyes. He was so pale, looked so helpless.
Zohar got up and returned quickly with another of the Zelarian pills that looked like a simple Earth aspirin but was so much more powerful. If the Royal Advisory Council found out that he had risked exposing Zelaria's existence to this relatively primitive culture by taking advanced medication with him, even he would be in trouble. But he didn't care. He'd wanted to be prepared for anything, and he was glad he'd followed his instincts. All that mattered was making Zachary feel better and helping him heal as fast as possible. It was the least he could do.
It didn't take the medication long to work. Soon the color in Zachary's cheeks was back. Zohar sat next to him on the bed, holding his hand the entire time. Zachary hadn't even tried to pull it back when he first took it.
"This is some aspirin." Zachary smiled at him when he sat up. "Even the bruises have stopped hurting. I feel so much better already."
"I'm glad." Time to move on to the next task. He fingered the ring in his pants pocket with his free hand.
"In fact, I feel good enough to get out of here right away." Zachary let go of him and pulled at the covers.
"What are you doing?" Zohar couldn't let him go. There were too many questions left unanswered.
"I'm leaving." Zachary frowned. "I don't want to interrupt your life more than I already have."
"You're not an interruption." He took Zachary's hand back into his where it belonged. "You're very welcome here."
"But…" Zachary looked surprised but didn't withdraw his hand.
"No buts." He took a deep breath for courage. "I would like you to have a look at something. Will you do that for me?"
Zachary nodded. Zohar pulled his ring from his pants pocket, presenting it to Zachary on his open palm. The man stared at it for a long time before he looked back up at Zohar.
"It's the ring from your shop window." Zachary's hand moved as if to touch it but he stopped and withdrew at the last moment.
"Yes, it is." Zohar held his breath, curious to see what Zachary would do.
"It's so beautiful." Zachary lifted his hand again and touched it with his slender index finger. He stroked the ankh and a tiny glimmer appeared in the garnet's center.
Zohar's heart almost leaped out of his chest with hope. "Zachary, I need you be honest, please. Was this ring the reason you kept coming back to my shop?"
Zachary didn't speak for a long time, continuing to stroke the ring as if mesmerized. The glimmer inside the stone became a light glow.
"Yes." Zachary's voice was barely above a whisper. "It's so beautiful and looks just like mine. It was as if…"
"As if what?" The suspense was going to kill him.
"You'll laugh at me." Zachary finally looked up.
"I promise I won't laugh at you, Zachary. Just tell me what you were thinking, please." He had never needed to have certainty this much.
"Okay, I'll tell you. It was as if it was calling to me, pulling at me." An embarrassed little snort escaped Zachary's lips. "It's probably just because it looks so much like my ring, and I thought they might belong together or something."
Zachary didn't know the half of it. If the man had truly felt the power of the rings there was hope that Zohar had found his true-bondmate. His heart beat so fast he was afraid Zachary might hear it.
"They probably do belong together." His voice broke with emotion.
"What?" Zachary's eyebrows shot up in unison.
"I suspect that the rings belong together, just like you said. And there's a way we can find out." He was shaking with urgency.
"There is?" Zachary looked as curious as Zohar felt.
"Take both rings, Zachary." He moved his hand closer. "Just put them on your open palm and hold still."
Hesitantly, Zachary took the ring from the chain around his neck and put it on his right palm. The he moved his slender fingers toward Zohar's ring and picked it up, putting it right next to his own, slightly smaller version. The glow from Zohar's ring became intense and was soon joined by a matching light from Zachary's ring. The rings seemed to join forces and the small balls of light started to expand into slivers of pulsing red that moved from Zachary's open hand to encircle them both.
Relief such as Zohar had never known flooded him and he couldn't stop a huge grin from almost splitting his face.
"What do you see?" Zachary's eyes had gone wide.
"My future, Zachary." Zohar threw his head back and laughed out loud with joy. Zachary was his true-bondmate, he'd been right. "I see my future."
 
 



Chapter Five
 
Zohar almost burst with the tension. Would Zachary accept him?
Zachary narrowed his eyes as he stared at the red light effects. "I've got to ask you something that'll sound really weird."
"Ask away." He couldn't stop grinning.
"Are you seeing what I'm seeing?" Zachary looked at him, then back at the small spinning sphere of red light that seemed suspended just under the ceiling. Then back at him.
"I don't know. What are you seeing?" He was having fun drawing this out, finding out how Zachary would react.
"Is it—is it some kind of red light?" Zachary looked embarrassed to admit it and ready to rescind the statement at any time. Nothing in the world of humans—Zachary's world—would have prepared him for this situation.
"The most beautiful red light sphere I've ever seen." His grin got impossibly wider.
"So it is real. But what does it mean?" Zachary turned his attention back to Zohar and shook his head. "I mean, I saw some light wrapped around us in the shop when you held my ring. Remember, when you asked me what I saw and I was too stunned to speak?"
"Yes, I remember. Why didn't you tell me then?" He frowned.
"Come on, seeing red beams of light coming out of a glowing garnet isn't exactly normal, is it?" Zachary rubbed his temple with the hand that wasn't holding the rings. "I just thought I was going crazy from hunger or something. And I didn't want you to know I was losing it."
"You're definitely not losing it! You're right though, it's not normal. Not everyone can see this light, and I wasn't aware it could form a beautiful sphere like that." He took his ring from Zachary's hand and the red light vanished. He returned the ring to his pants pocket for now. If what he'd read was true, neither of them were ready to wear their rings at the same time. According to his research they'd have to work up to that. "It's a very rare occurrence and most precious."
"But what does it mean?" Zachary took a last look at the now empty ceiling, put his ring back on the golden chain, and slid it back over his head. "It is significant somehow, right?"
"Do you trust me?" Zohar took both of Zachary's hands in his and looked deeply into his eyes.
"Do I?" Zachary tilted his head. "Let's see, you're a complete stranger but you selflessly offered to help me even if I didn't sell you the ring. You helped when I was attacked by those lowlifes, at the risk to your own life. And now you've taken me into your home, taken care of my injuries, and given me the best aspirin ever. After all that? I guess the answer is yes, I trust you. I'm probably crazy, but I do trust you."
"I'm so glad you do." Zohar smiled and took one of Zachary's hands, needing to feel him, wanting the contact and the touch. "What I'm going to tell you now is going to sound even stranger than the red lights but I need you to hear me out."
"Okay, I can do that." Zachary leaned back against the pillows, not letting go of Zohar's hand.
"When I was born this ring was given to my parents by a powerful stranger. He called himself the Messenger. He said that the ring would help me find my true love, the one we call a true-bondmate, and my destiny. My parents were told that when a potential bondmate touched my ring, the resulting light would show me whether he is the one or not." Zohar's gaze had never left Zachary's while he was talking.
"Oh my God, that's exactly what happened when I was born. Same guy too." Zachary's eyes looked as if they were about to pop out.
"Hold on, you told me the ring was a gift." Zohar barely suppressed a smile. Clearly, Zachary hadn't really trusted him enough to tell him everything back then.
"Well, yes it was. I just left out the bits that sounded too weird. I didn't want you to think that I'm crazy." Zachary blushed, which was easy with his alabaster skin. "But what you said about your ring identifying your true love? My parents were never told, or they didn't pass on the message because it was weirder than weird. Is that what this red light means? And how can a gemstone do all that anyway?"
"It's not really the garnet." He sighed. This was going to be difficult to explain without Zachary switching off and dismissing the entire story as utter bullshit. "The thing is, as far as we know, the garnets only magnify and focus our abilities. So when two people meet whose paranormal energies match, they are ideally suited to be bondmates. All the garnet does is show that match. Some say—"
"Whoa, hold on for a minute." Zachary waved his hand as if to stop Zohar from speaking. "Back up here for a moment. Paranormal energies? Bondmates? What are you talking about?"
"I know." He sighed. "Up until a few months ago I also believed paranormal powers were nonsensical. In a culture as technologically based as ours, we aren't really taught to believe in paranormal things. Based on our history, where all paranormal abilities were eradicated through genocide, we didn't expect to get any of them back. Apparently, I am the first in generations to show some sign of them returning, but I didn't believe until just now when both our rings were activated when you touched them."
"Your history sounds… different from what I was taught in school." Zachary had gone pale.
"You spotted that, huh?" He wasn't sure this was the best way to let Zachary know about alternate worlds, but he figured it was better to let him discover it on his own—so to speak.
Zachary nodded, eyes huge. Then he swallowed and took a deep breath. "You did say you weren't from around here, but oh my God, you're from another planet?"
"Not another planet." Zohar sighed when skepticism flew across Zachary's face. "Another dimension. I am from what your writers would call a parallel Earth."
"Ungh…" Zachary let go of his hand and covered his face with both of his. "Unbelievable. And I thought I was crazy."
Not the reaction he had expected. He was about to ask Zachary what he was thinking when a loud bang on the front door made him sit up straight.
"What the hell?" He stood and walked to the bedroom door when more banging and loud yelling made him reconsider. Whoever that was didn't have a lot of patience.
"Who is that? Sounds like they want inside." Zachary sat up straight, threw the covers off, and discovered he was wearing only boxers and a T-shirt. "Shit, I'm not even dressed."
"I put some clothes in the top drawer of the dresser for you." He pointed at the piece of furniture as he walked to the door. "I'll go and check who this is."
"Hold on, wait for me." Zachary jumped up, raced to the dresser, pulled out the top drawer, and grabbed the first pair of jeans he could see. He slid into them and had them zipped up and buttoned in record time. Then he followed Zohar to the door and held out his hand. "I don't have a good feeling about this."
"Neither do I." Zohar stepped into the second floor hallway and walked toward the top of the stairs, not really sure he should be doing this.
The banging got so loud his ears hurt. Then a huge crash was followed by the sound of splintering wood, and his front door collapsed. Three men dressed in black and holding guns stormed into his house, looking around as if searching for someone.
"Where the fuck is the little shit?" One of them stormed into the living room and the two remaining ones conferred in the hallway.
"We know he's in the house, so let's just look for him." The leader sneered. "It's not like he can get away this time. We've got all the exits covered."
"Shit!" Zohar pulled Zachary back into the bedroom, closed the door, and shoved a chair under the knob. "No time to explain, we have to leave now. We'll be safe on Zelaria."
"What? How?" Zachary was deathly pale and he kept glancing at the bedroom door.
"In here and put on your ring." Zohar pulled him into the bathroom and locked the door behind them.
By the time he'd retrieved his ring from his pocket and slid it on, Zachary was wearing his as well. Loud banging on the bedroom door confirmed there was no time to lose.
"Think about leaving here. I'll add your energy to mine and make sure we end up on Zelaria." He could only hope it would work. There had been no way to test this because two rings were needed to make the return trip work.
"Okay." Zachary was amazingly quiet. He stared at the ring then scrunched his eyes shut, breathing hard as he concentrated.
Zohar felt the energy emanating from him, took him into his arms, and added his own energies. He focused on his bedroom, the place he was most familiar with at home and really, really wished to be there.
Nothing happened.
The bedroom door splintered apart, heavy boots thunked across the carpet, and someone started kicking the bathroom door.
Fuck!
"I want to be home." He put everything he had into that one thought, tightened his hold on Zachary, and prayed this would work.
A soft breeze blew across his heated face. He repeated the thought and the word "home" and the breeze grew into a wind, then a storm. The small hairs on the back of his neck rose to attention. A red light so strong he could see it through his closed eyelids flashed, followed by a deafening clap of thunder.
Then everything went quiet.
 
* * * *
 
Zelaria City, Zelaria
 
The silence should have made Zachary feel better. After all, it must mean they got away, right? Somehow it managed to sound ominous though, and he kept his eyes shut and burrowed deeper into Zohar's embrace. Maybe the rings could make them invisible if he tried hard enough. That way those thugs wouldn't be able to find them.
"You can open your eyes now." Zohar's cheek touched his as the man whispered into his ear.
Shudders of delight raced down Zachary's spine as a result of the contact. His whole body seemed to vibrate with energy everywhere his skin touched Zohar's. He'd always felt attracted to him, but this was as if his feelings had been magnified. With a mental shake he focused on what was going on and the fact that he seemed to have been magically transported to a different place. At the very least they had left the house, because the banging on the door was gone, as was any other hint that the thugs were still around.
"Are you sure?" He kept his eyes tightly shut—just in case.
"Oh, yes. I want you to see your new home."
How could Zohar be so sure he was going to stay? Not that he had a clue how he got here, wherever here was, or how to return. And he didn't really want to go back and face the thugs anyway. He sighed. There was only one way to find out. So he held onto Zohar's broad shoulders, lifted his head, and opened his eyes.
The view was not too different from Earth at first glance. They were in a room with a large double bed. Only this one was a four-poster with beautiful blue drapes and intricately carved wooden bedposts. A single candle in an ornate golden holder stood on each antique-looking nightstand and colorful tapestries hung on the walls.
A soft breeze came from his right. It caressed the skin exposed by his short-sleeved T-shirt and blew across his face, tangling his hair. It smelled of grass and trees, fertile earth and hot summer evenings.
He turned toward the source of that scent and gasped. One of the four walls was made of glass. Two sliding doors led out to a marble terrace framed by a low balustrade carved from red marble. Majestic old trees with leaves looking like little parasols provided shade. They looked nothing like any trees he had ever seen.
Grass stretched as far as he could see. Colorful and exotic-looking flowers and small bushes dotted the landscape with a few fruit trees thrown in for good measure. Butterflies and bees flitted around as if drunk on all this beauty. There was a small pond toward the right with water lilies floating on its surface and glittering dragonflies performing aerial acrobatics.
"Wow." It was all he could say. "It really doesn't look like we're on Earth anymore." Somehow that didn't frighten him as much as it should.
"Do you like it, what you've seen so far?" Zohar's gaze was intense, this was probably important to him. It was the man's real home after all.
"It's the most beautiful place ever. And it's so warm. Is it always like this?" Zachary took another deep breath of the fresh air. He wanted to go outside and explore.
"Well, it gets a little warmer in the summer…" Zohar grinned.
"What? It gets warmer than this?" This was great. He'd never be cold again.
"Zelaria has a much milder climate than Earth. Even though it's essentially the same planet, this is a different realm." Zohar shrugged. "It's similar to Earth in many respects, but there are significant differences as well."
"I hope I can get used to it." He'd never understood science—or science fiction—and every time he thought about a 'parallel Earth' his head started to hurt. How many of them existed? How did they all fit in the same space? Or was it the same? "All I know is that I didn't really like my life on Earth and with those thugs after me, probably sent by my adoptive father, going back isn't really an option. I mean, they found me once so they'll find me again, right?"
"Probably." Zohar looked as if he was going to say something else but then shook his head, stepped back, and removed his ring then carefully returned it to his pants pocket. "We need to take these off for now. The research I did indicated we'd have to learn how to deal with the effects wearing them at the same time has on us."
"Oh." He took his ring off his finger, but the effect was minimal. Most of the suddenly magnified arousal had vanished when Zohar had taken his off.
"Now—"
A loud knock on the door made them both jump about a foot in the air. Zachary's heartbeat sped up and he wanted to run straight into Zohar's arms for protection. Shit, but that was too tempting. He had to stand up for himself.
"Prince Zohar. Is that you? Are you back?" The loud, deep voice from the other side of the door made the wood vibrate. More knocking followed, as if they could have missed the noise the first time.
"Prince Zohar?" Zachary was ready to faint. What the hell had he gotten himself into?
"Yeah, sorry, I should have explained a few things and never got the chance. I promise I'll make up for it and will tell you everything." Zohar looked a bit flustered. "Those are probably the palace guards. We only have a few, security hasn't been an issue for many years, but I guess with me gone they've been put on alert to watch for signs of a return."
"Palace guards?" Zachary wanted to sit down. Instead, he took a few deep breaths to calm his racing heart.
"Prince Zohar, are you okay?" The loud voice was accompanied by more knocking. "We're coming in."
"Hold on for a minute, I'm fine." Zohar yelled at the door then turned to Zachary. "Are you okay for them to come in?"
"No." He was shaking. Even though they were guards and wouldn't hurt Zohar, who knew what their reaction to an alien was going to be. He looked down to check the state of his clothing and to make sure he was decent. He'd thrown them on in such a rush that he wasn't sure they'd stand up to court protocol—whatever that might be. Zohar was only wearing jeans and a shirt, nothing princely, but still. At least the man wore shoes. Zachary hadn't had time to put any on and now he was stuck. "But I guess we have no choice. Although I'd rather we go out there than they storm the room."
"Then that's what we'll do." Zohar offered his hand and Zachary gladly took it. "We'll face them together, don't worry about it. Then we'll go see my parents, I want them to meet you before all the official statements we'll need to make."
"P-parents? Official statements?" Oh boy. He'd never met a king and queen. How did he address them? Majesty? Highness? He didn't want to embarrass Zohar. Which reminded him, did he need to call him prince or something? And what position did he have in the man's life anyway?
"They'll love you." Zohar grinned. "As for everyone else? You are my bondmate-to-be, and they'll treat you accordingly. And I'll be with you every step of the way."
"How… What…" He took another deep breath. "Do I need to call you Prince Zohar or something? And what do I call your parents? I have no idea what all this bondmate business is about. I feel like I need to read a few books and watch some TV first, so I know what's expected of me. I really don't know how to do this. Maybe it's better if I stay here and you tell them what's going on."
"Oh no, we're going to do this together. And you don't need to call me Prince Zohar, that's for official business only. My parents will decide what they'll want you to call them, just follow their cues. As for being my bondmate-to-be, for now all it means that you belong with me. We'll have to talk about the rest when we get five minutes." Zohar squeezed his hand. "Come on, let's not make them wait any longer. They're probably chomping at the bit to find out what happened after I left here over a month ago."
"All right. Lead the way." Nothing could be as bad as facing his abusive adoptive father, so he was going to be fine. Yeah, just keep telling yourself that.
"Okay, we're coming out." Zohar walked them to the door and put a hand on the knob.
"We? You brought someone back with you? Got you, sir." The voice was much less loud now, but the wooden door still seemed to vibrate a bit.
Zohar opened the door and stepped outside and Zachary followed. The corridor looked modern, with high ceilings, white walls and a few pieces of art on the wall. Straight ahead was an archway that led onto an interior courtyard with a fountain in the middle and meticulously manicured lawns and flowerbeds. A few benches around the large area looked inviting. It was all in the open air. The climate here must be extraordinary.
"This is the private area of the palace." Zohar pointed to the corridor circling the courtyard. "The rooms belong to the royal family. There is another one for private and state guests, one for the work areas, and a fourth is for official occasions like meetings and also houses the throne room. All of them are interconnected by corridors, both above and below ground."
"Impressive." Zachary turned his head to try to take it all in at once. The architecture was an interesting mix between sleek, almost futuristic forms, and some definitely antique-looking statues and decorations.
"Ahem." A loud throat clearing to his right made Zachary jerk his attention to the massive man standing next to the door. He was at least six and a half feet tall, had long brown hair, massive shoulders, and legs like tree trunks. He wore a close-fitting black suit that showed off his considerable muscles to great advantage; several colorful insignia were pinned to his collar and chest. A gun was discreetly holstered at his right but he held his hands loosely at his side, empty palms out in a gesture of peace.
"Oh, Berwyn, it's you." Zohar grinned and held out his hand for Berwyn to shake.
Zachary wondered if it hurt, the guard's hands were so massive.
"I thought it might be, very few have a voice able to penetrate doors like yours does." Zohar laughed and slapped the guard on the back, but even he had to reach up.
Zachary grinned when Berwyn lowered his gaze as if trying to apologize.
"Zachary, this is Berwyn Ralet, captain of the ceremonial palace guard. He takes his job extremely seriously and is a good friend of my father's." Zohar stepped aside so Zachary could shake the giant's hand. "Berwyn, this is Zachary Williams, my bondmate-to-be."
"It's an honor to meet you." Berwyn took Zachary's hand and shook it carefully. He looked back and forth between him and Zohar. "I can't believe it worked. Did you find the second ring? And you found your bondmate as well, in another realm? I really want to hear all the details."
"Pleasure to meet you." Zachary smiled, relieved this guy wasn't into proving his strength to strangers. With hands and muscles like that, he could do a lot of damage.
"I see you're as curious as ever, Berwyn." Zohar took Zachary's hand and pointed to the right. "Let's find my parents so they can meet Zachary, and I'll tell you all about it. That way I won't have to do it twice."
"I've already alerted them to your return." Berwyn grinned. "They are as excited as I am. Told me to bring you to your father's office."
"Very good. Let's go." Zohar followed Berwyn, pulling Zachary with him.
Ready or not, I'm going to meet a king and a queen.
 
 



Chapter Six
 
Zachary wasn't sure what he had imagined a king's office to look like, but the room he entered after Berwyn had knocked and opened the door for him and Zohar was not it. A quick glance revealed a simple, functional space with dark wood furniture and huge windows looking out on yet another exotic-looking garden landscaped to perfection. A large desk contained a surprisingly Earth-like computer and some framed photos, a few stacks of documents, and an important-looking book bound in gilt-edged leather. Two walls were filled with bookcases and one contained artwork. A black marble statue of a violin player in one corner came closer to what he might have expected in terms of decorations had he spent any time thinking about it.
A dark-haired older man wearing a simple gray suit, a light blue shirt, and a narrow red tie sat behind the desk, and a red-haired woman in a short black dress and flat shoes stood near the window, gazing outside. Berwyn discreetly left the room and closed the door behind him. The other exit on the wall to their left rattled briefly as if someone was trying to come in. Everyone frowned, but the noise stopped and the door remained closed.
"Welcome back, son." The regal-looking man who rose from behind the desk looked like an older version of Zohar, except for his slightly graying temples and his bright blue eyes. "And welcome to Zelaria, honored stranger."
Zohar-the-elder approached with a smile on his face. He hugged Zohar then turned to Zachary and held out his hand. Zachary shook it without a word, not sure what to say. He didn't want to make any embarrassing mistakes and the man who must be the king had him mesmerized. His presence took some getting used to.
"You're embarrassing him, dear." The petite woman with long, curly red hair and Zohar's dark eyes joined them. She hugged first Zohar then Zachary. "I'm really glad to meet you. We were wondering if Zohar would bring someone back. We've been hoping so, actually. And he was gone for so long that we were beginning to worry."
"Mother! You're scaring him." Zohar had waited until the woman took a breath. He looked amused with his mother's enthusiasm. "You're almost scaring me! Let's begin at the beginning, okay?"
"Well!" The woman took a step back and grinned. "If we have to?"
"I think we probably should." The king took her hand and pointed at the sofa and easy chairs near the window, in the corner opposite the one holding the statue. "Let's sit down and get acquainted."
The royal couple led the way and Zachary followed Zohar's lead and sat down as close as possible next to him. The sofa was comfortable enough to tempt him into lying down and closing his eyes.
"Father, Mother, this is Zachary Williams from Earth. He is my bondmate-to-be." Zohar smiled when his parents looked shocked and turned to Zachary. "Zachary, these are my parents, King Ethon and Queen Giorgina of Zelaria."
"Tell us everything, son." The king smiled as he leaned back.
So Zohar did. Zachary listened to the story of Zohar arriving on Earth, with the gold and diamonds he had brought from Zelaria, how he'd looked for the second ring, and quickly narrowed its location to Fargo. By then he knew enough about Earth customs to have figured out how to create an identity and set up in the small jeweler's shop he'd bought from an old man who was more interested in retirement than worrying about the legality of the transaction. The waiting had apparently been very hard on him, and Zachary grinned internally. Even the little he knew about Zohar made it very clear that he was a man of action, not one to sit around and wait for things to happen or people to come to him.
As the story turned to him and Zohar suggested he tell his part Zachary was so nervous he thought he might pass out. Where would he even start? How much of his embarrassing past did he want these people to know? He was freaked out enough to think the statue in the other corner swayed on its pedestal. Once he'd blinked to clear his vision and stared again to check, the effect was gone. Shit, I'm about to lose it.
Hesitantly he began to talk about his past, beginning at the beginning since this was his new family if he'd understood what a bondmate was. All he received was an encouraging nod here and there, so he grew bolder. He didn't talk about all the details, but when he relived the moment of his decision to run during the last beating from his adoptive father he'd endured, emotions in the room ran high, and not just his. Zohar's father looked outraged, the queen's eyes were wide and suspiciously shiny, and Zohar took his hand and squeezed to help him get through it. The man didn't look as if he liked hearing about it any better the second time around.
The huge old book on the king's desk fell to the floor with a loud 'bang', pages rustling, and everyone jumped up.
"What the hell?" Zohar looked at him as if it was his fault.
That only made him more nervous.
One of the potted plants fell over, spreading dark earth across the shiny marble floor. Then the king's desk chair started levitating.
"Berwyn!" The king's voice was suddenly full of authority.
Berwyn stormed inside, eyes wild and searching the room for possible threats before he'd even fully entered. He may be head of a ceremonial guard, but he certainly looked as if he could handle himself in a dangerous situation.
"Berwyn, call Patriarch Kazubow and ask him to come here at his earliest convenience. I believe we have some random paranormal events occurring here and we need his guidance how to best proceed." The king pointed to the curtains which now moved wildly back and forth as if there were a breeze in the room. Except the windows were closed and the air didn't so much as hint at any real wind. "Case in point."
Berwyn's jaw dropped but he recovered quickly and pulled a small device from his chest pocket, turned around, and spoke into it with a low voice. He gesticulated with his free hand which made his whole figure come alive. He had a beautiful back.
Zohar cleared his throat and Zachary diverted his attention to the man next to him. The glare said it all. Was he possessive? That would be too cute. Zachary filed the idea away for later analysis.
"Now, Zachary, there's nothing to worry about, so please relax." Zohar's father was all concerned parent now. "We'll figure this out in no time."
"I'll get some calming tea sent over." Zohar's mother pulled a cell phone-like object from a previously hidden pocket in her dress and smiled at Zachary while she pressed some buttons.
"You think it's me?" Zachary's voice gave out and he collapsed back onto the sofa.
The desk chair dropped to the floor at the same time and the curtains stopped misbehaving in the same second.
"Oh my God." Zohar shook his head and sat next to him. "This is going to cause a few problems, isn't it?"
"What? Why?" Zachary suddenly had the headache from hell. "I mean I don't want to walk around and destroy stuff, but I'm sure someone here will know what to do, right?"
Silence.
"Right?" He turned to Zohar. "I mean you told me about the paranormal energies stuff, but I thought it was all about showing you the right bondmate. Now you're telling me I have actual abilities? How did I not know that? And nobody here has any idea how to deal with them?"
"I didn't know this was going to happen, believe me." Zohar took both Zachary's shaking hands in his. "We never got to finish that conversation either. But do you remember I told you that genocide had caused the death of anyone with paranormal talent? All our knowledge about how to manage the powers vanished with it. Some religious orders still have oral traditions, hence the call to Patriarch Kazubow."
"Not good." Now that Zachary thought about it, it came back to him. "But you also said you were the one who was showing signs of abilities returning?"
"I did say that, based on what happened when I put my ring on the first time here on Zelaria. There was also the 'lightshow' we caused when we both wore the rings to determine if we were true-bondmates. Other than that, I've just never felt anything, or seen any evidence of having an active ability." Zohar shrugged. "Maybe the fact that we both reacted to the rings shows that we have some sort of latent talent, but I have no idea how much or how to handle any of it in case it starts increasing. Nor does anybody else on Zelaria, except maybe Patriarch Kazubow or possibly the Oracle."
"Shit." Zachary blushed and nervously glanced at the king and queen, but they only waved it off. Thank God they didn't seem to insist on formalities. And what did some Oracle have to do with it? He'd have to ask Zohar later. "So why do you think all that stuff that just happened was me?"
"From what we know, emotional distress seems to be a trigger in cases of awakening abilities." Zohar's father pointed at the leather-bound book that still rested on the floor. "I was just reading up on it in the Encyclopedia of Psychic Phenomena. And apparently those who come into their powers sometimes have little, erm, accidents before they learn to control themselves. And with you having gone through a lot before you came here and this not exactly being an easy situation for you, well…"
"You have a copy of the encyclopedia?" Zohar's eyes widened.
His father nodded.
"That old book on the floor is it? Where did you get it? I thought they'd all been destroyed?" Zohar raked his hair.
"They had. Except this one appeared a few minutes ago, out of thin air, just when you must have returned from Earth." Zohar's father looked spooked. "Talk about paranormal energies suddenly turning up."
Weird things seemed to be happening all over this planet that was so different from Earth, and yet so similar. Zachary added this appearing act to the list of questions to be answered. Right now, Zachary was a lot more worried about Zohar's father telling him he had paranormal abilities. Him of all people?
"I'm coming into my powers?" Zachary closed his eyes for a moment, trying to assimilate this idea. "I need help."
"I wish we knew how to give it." Zohar's mother approached him with a mug containing faintly chamomile-smelling tea.
He hadn't even noticed the delivery, but gratefully took it from her and sipped at the steaming liquid. At least it gave him something to focus on as he digested what he'd heard.
"What about this encyclopedia? Doesn't it contain any useful tips?" Zachary lowered his mug, wishing the tea wasn't so hot. It stopped steaming immediately and his eyes widened as he watched it freeze over. "Holy shit!"
"What?" Zohar moved closer as if to protect him.
"I just made the tea go cold." Zachary held the mug out for Zohar to see.
Zohar paled and sank back into his seat next to Zachary. He rubbed his face with his hands and muttered something unintelligible.
The desk chair moved but didn't lift up again.
"At least cooling stuff down is more useful than levitating a chair." Zachary eyed the chair with suspicion. Why had it moved again? Wasn't he done with it? He had no idea what to do at this point. Humor had always been his last resort.
"You're joking about this?" Zohar groaned and shook his head.
"What am I supposed to do? I'm afraid to think anything even vaguely dangerous. What if it gets worse?" Zachary really didn't want to go there.
"Okay, Zachary, please calm down." Zohar's mother sat down across from them, patting the seat next to her for her husband to join her, which he did. "Try to relax, that is bound to help. The patriarch should be here any moment and between him and the encyclopedia we may be able to figure something out."
The knock on the door, even though expected, still made everyone jump. A second potted plant started swaying but Zachary stared at it and it stopped. Before he could feel relieved, the curtains began to move and he threw his hands in the air, giving up.
Berwyn, who had sat in one of the visitors' chairs looking vigilant, got up and opened the door. When he stepped back, an older man wearing an Earth-like traditional-looking white priest's robe with purple trim walked inside. He wasn't any taller than Zachary, had a head full of somewhat untamed white hair, despite his youth, and the most mischievously twinkling silver eyes Zachary had ever seen.
Berwyn closed the door when Zohar's father waved him inside. The captain of the palace guard stood at the window, staring into the darkening garden. Sunset was apparently imminent.
"Patriarch Kazubow. Thank you for coming to see us so quickly." The king, suddenly looking more official and very majestic, rose and greeted the older man with a handshake and a somewhat subdued smile. "Please have a seat. We urgently need your advice and insight."
"Thank you, Your Majesty." The patriarch sat on one of the easy chairs between the two sofas. He bowed briefly to the queen, who smiled back at him, nodded at Zohar who did the same, and finally turned his attention to Zachary. "So, you are the young man who has caused a bit of a—commotion?"
"Not by choice." Zachary wasn't sure what to think of this newest Zelarian. The man didn't look like the preeminent authority on paranormal effects, and anyway, wasn't 'patriarch' a religious title? He had that slightly withdrawn priestly air a few men of the cloth achieved through years of dedication. Apparently, on Zelaria, psychic phenomena fell under the jurisdiction of whatever church he was the leader of. And Berwyn had clearly briefed him on the situation.
"I'm sure you didn't plan this." The patriarch chuckled. "So, what seems to be the problem?"
Zachary gave a short description of the events leading up to his arrival on Zelaria then summed up the strange phenomena that had been occurring. When he was done the patriarch looked thoughtful.
"That is fascinating. Not only did Prince Zohar apparently activate his ring when the ceremony took place, but he found more than the second ring." The patriarch scratched his nonexistent beard. "You sound as if you might be true-bondmates."
"We are." Zohar took Zachary's hand and he felt relieved and a lot more relaxed on the spot. "We completed the ritual and the rings have spoken."
"Outstanding. That's major progress in the direction of restoring what some believe is our birthright. It hasn't happened, that we know of, in over five hundred years." The patriarch rubbed his hands in apparent glee. "While it doesn't explain why your powers are manifesting so uncontrollably, it gives us an option to fix the problem."
"Really?" Zachary breathed a sigh of relief.
"You may not like what I have to tell you, but in the absence of teachers who can help you control your energies, you have only one other choice that I'm aware of." The patriarch grinned. "You need to complete the ritual bonding ceremony, since that unites your energies and makes them more easily controllable. At least, that is what my recent research with the help of the Oracle supercomputer says."
"Ritually bonded?" Zachary looked at the smiling faces of Zohar's parents. They seemed in favor. "What does that mean?"
"It means, essentially, that we need to get married and, um, consummate the union." Zohar looked half stricken, half embarrassed.
"But…" Zachary didn't even know Zohar that well. Yes, he was physically attracted to him, a lot even, but marriage? The underlying sexual tension between them kept growing though, so maybe that in itself was a sign?
Another knock on the door made everyone jump again. This was getting ridiculous. The king's eyebrows rose and Berwyn sprang into action. Berwyn opened the door but whoever was on the other side made the guard hesitate. He didn't step back immediately, and his whole body language screamed reluctance and defensiveness.
"I demand entrance." The female voice came from behind the half-open door and still sounded a little louder than strictly necessary. "I have as much right to be here as that patriarch, if not more."
Berwyn looked back at the king who shrugged then nodded to let her in. An older woman with short white hair and wire rimmed glasses stormed inside, the open jacket of her somewhat rumpled-looking blue pantsuit flying behind her. She stopped as soon as she had taken five steps into the room and stared at the group assembled around the low coffee table.
"I knew it!" She pointed at the patriarch who simply smiled disarmingly. "You seem to be around every time something mysterious happens. First that forged event at the ring ceremony, now some alleged paranormal sightings; you don't shy away from whatever it takes to get publicity, do you?"
"Absolutely nothing was forged at that ceremony. Your own police investigation conclusively proved that the light effects when Prince Zohar first put on his ring were authentic." The patriarch sat up straight and stared her down.
"Well, something wasn't right and I will get to the bottom of it one of these days. We should have outlawed the blasted psychic powers a long time ago." She looked around the room and stopped when she discovered Zachary. Her eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to speak.
The king cleared his throat.
Zachary held his own as he stared right back. Who the hell was she? And had nobody taught her manners?
He didn't like the sound of her talking about making psychic abilities illegal. The idea alone was upsetting, but how the hell would that work anyway? When the next potted plant fell over, Zachary tamped down his anger. He needed to stay calm or something really awful would happen. Like that chandelier—no, not going there. Tea, he would focus on the tea. Maybe he could heat it up again? When it started steaming like crazy he decided maybe he wanted it cold. Less harmful to everyone like that.
"Madame Premier, how may we help you?" The king smiled but it looked a little forced.
"Your Majesty." She gritted her teeth so tightly, hardly any sound escaped. "Ever since the—unfortunate—incident at Prince Zohar's ring ceremony, and the highly irregular, not to mention unauthorized, use of the Oracle to send Prince Zohar on some wild goose chase, I have demanded an official explanation. It is within my rights as the elected leader of this planet to obtain a justification for the use of publicly funded resources, such as our supercomputer. I am still waiting."
"Madame Premier, I owe you no such explanation at all. Like any other official and member of the government, I have a share of computer time allotted to me each month. I do not owe you a 'report' of my activities." The king leaned forward. "In fact, I would like to know how you found out what I did with my private share of time."
"I have my sources." She crossed her arms in front of her chest, defiance coming off her entire body. "And I owe it to the public to find out what their monarch is up to, especially if it's suspicious."
"And who decided any part of that visit to the Oracle was suspicious?" Zohar's mother spoke up and looked as if she barely restrained her anger.
"I did." The premier did not retreat.
"And if we told you that all we did was look for Zohar's bondmate?" Zohar's mother grinned. "About as private as it gets, wouldn't you say?"
"Not when dubious activity is involved!" The premier clearly wouldn't back down.
The king just shook his head. There was no reasoning with this woman.
"I completed my mission." Zohar rose and pulled Zachary with him. "I found my true-bondmate. Surely you cannot label that a 'dubious activity'!"
Zachary wanted to sink into the floor. He wasn't ashamed to be with Zohar, even if talking potential marriage at this early stage of their relationship was more than daunting, but he did not want this woman's attention on him. There was something creepy about her. And the way she'd walked into the king's office and demanded explanations was plain scary.
"Is that so?" The woman sneered. "We shall see what it needs to be labeled as."
What was her problem? That chandelier looked awfully tempting now. She stood almost directly underneath it. One creak and it started to swing. A few seconds later one string came loose. Zohar stared at him and gripped his hand more tightly.
The chandelier stopped swinging.
The premier remained unharmed.
Pity.
And Zachary knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that Zohar was the solution to his paranormal issues or, at the very least, a major part of it. The one question that remained was that of marriage. Did he want that? Did Zohar like the idea? What about all the court rules, could he live with them?
On the other hand, could he even conceive of living without Zohar, now that he was getting to know him better?
Could he afford to try?
What the fuck am I going to do?
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
Zohar could practically feel Zachary's nervousness. The danger of the falling chandelier had only been avoided by a very narrow margin and for some reason Zohar couldn't shake the impression that he'd had something to do with it. While he was glad a major accident had been prevented, even if the damned premier grated on his nerves and he wanted her gone, the thought of having enough influence over Zachary to stop him from doing harm was scary. Intentional or not, he wasn't comfortable with the idea because the potential of influencing other aspects of Zachary's life might exist as well.
He basically wasn't comfortable with any of this paranormal stuff. It had gotten his ancestors into a world of trouble. The patriarch and those who supported him seemed to be fascinated with the phenomenon of the abilities reemerging, but Zohar wasn't sure that was a good thing. Zelarians didn't even have a basic understanding of how to manage the abilities any longer. Not to mention that large factions of the population, the premier most vocally, were in complete opposition to letting them surface again. And this split in opinion between pro- and anti-paranormal forces was what had started the Dark War and the slaughter of millions once before.
Who was to say the same thing wouldn't happen again? Only this time Zelarian weapons were infinitely more advanced and the potential for irreparable damage to the entire planet and all of its life forms was enormous.
Zohar sighed as he watched the premier march out of his father's office, disdain and a promise for retribution oozing from every pore. She seemed to be very good at making 'meaningful' exits, which made him smile despite the somewhat dire circumstances. At least she was gone now and they might be able to get back to discussing the real issues.
"She'll need close observation." His father frowned. "I don't like her politics, never have, and the way she just threatened us means she's going to pursue this further. We'll have to be very careful not to start a major public outcry and fight before we've figured out a solution to what's been happening."
"To my new destructive powers." Zachary's voice wasn't much above a whisper.
"Oh no, not destructive at all." Patriarch Kazubow leaned forward in his seat, put his elbows on his thighs, and steepled his fingers in his 'thinker' pose. "The key to solving this problem will be finding a way to harness your powers. Now, in the old days before the Dark War, there were adepts, masters, and teachers, essentially an entire support system to help those who showed paranormal abilities as children or later in life. I've already found a fair amount of information with the help of the Oracle, but need more time to dig out additional details. Some of these files have been corrupted and need to be painstakingly restored with the help of old backups. Even the Oracle has its limitations as to how fast it can process the files on top of all its other responsibilities like traffic regulation and the provision of healthcare."
"That isn't going to help much though, is it?" His mother looked worried. "We don't have anyone trained in those abilities, and nowhere to find them, so we need another solution."
"Well, as stated before, also according to my research, the full binding of true-bondmates will help them channel their powers with the help of their rings." The patriarch shrugged. "I don't yet know how or why that works, but we have to keep it in mind, possibly as an emergency solution."
Zohar grimaced. He didn't want to get married to Zachary because it was an emergency. He'd liked the man from the very start and the attraction hadn't exactly diminished now that he was getting to know him better. Zachary had an underlying strength and will to live that was infectious. Given the chance, Zohar bet Zachary would be very good with people as well. He certainly had the patience, and he was gentle unless provoked.
"I think it's a bit early to talk about marriage." Zachary sounded wounded and his hesitant smile didn't reach his eyes.
Shit! Zohar sensed the disappointment coming off the man in waves. He just knew it was because of his reaction. That grimace could have been seen as unwillingness, but he hadn't meant it like that. I'll need to talk to him about that as soon as possible, to explain. They'd be alone again soon enough; just dinner to get through now then he'd try to fix it. But how had he known what Zachary was feeling? In fact, since he had returned home, his hunches of what other people were thinking or feeling had increased to a level of 'certainty' he'd never had before. Was he developing abilities as well?
"Yes, well, be that as it may, I need to get back to work." Patriarch Kazubow looked at the king. "If I may be excused?"
"You're not staying for dinner?" Zohar's mother looked genuinely disappointed. "You do know that you're always welcome at our table."
"Thank you, I appreciate that, Your Majesty, but I really do need to get going. Another time maybe?" The patriarch still hadn't risen, waiting for a sign from the king.
He's such a stickler for protocol. Zohar smiled. At least he respected the monarchy, constitutional though it might be. In truth, the Zelarian king had very limited political power and his father had always been careful not to abuse it. But in situations like this, sitting on a potential powder keg of political outrage and with the possibility of a civil war hanging over their heads, they needed every ounce of reassurance and calm they could mobilize. His father had the potential to do some real good here.
"Certainly, Patriarch. I'm sorry you won't join us, but we're very grateful for all your help." The king rose to shake the patriarch's hand and to accompany him to the door. He waved Berwyn aside when he jumped up. "Please keep us informed of what you find?"
"Of course, Your Majesty!" The patriarch bowed and left with a smile on his face.
Zohar had always enjoyed dinner with just his parents. There hadn't been many opportunities in recent years, but he remembered many fun evenings when he was younger. He was an only child and had spent most of his time with teachers and tutors until he turned twenty and started taking over some more official duties. Any time he got to spend with his parents that wasn't centered around official duties was a win in his book. They'd always made sure he knew that they cared about him. Even now, their welcoming attitude toward Zachary helped put him at ease and reassured him that, no matter what, the choice he had made about his life partner would be supported by his parents.
"Let's adjourn to the dining room." His father remained near the door and waited for them to catch up. "Will you at least join us tonight, Berwyn?"
"I would be honored." Berwyn followed them into the corridor and closed the office door behind them.
The walk to the private dining room, which was close to the wing containing the guest rooms, didn't take very long. Zachary walked next to him and while he was trying to remain calm, the curiosity about his surroundings and his excitement about discovering new artifacts, colorful tapestries, and plants in the two courtyards they passed was palpable. Zohar's new heightened senses were as much witness to that as the many seemingly coincidental movements of small objects as they went by.
"I'm sorry about all this," Zachary whispered. "I sure hope the patriarch or someone can figure out sooner rather than later how to deal with my newest talent to create mayhem."
"Don't worry about it. I'm having some very weird experiences as well." He chuckled. "Between the two of us we seem to have become quite the paranormal menace."
"Don't joke about it! This is pretty serious. But at the rate I've been going, if we're not careful, I'll be creating some real problems pretty soon. And then what?" Zachary frowned. "Did you say you were having paranormal experiences as well? But I haven't noticed anything."
"I don't know if they are or if they aren't. It just feels as if I'm picking up all these emotions, sometimes even stray thoughts, from people. I keep thinking it may all be my imagination, but I do wonder whether my abilities, if I have any, might be leaning more toward the receptive than the expressive, like yours." He shrugged. "I guess we will see what happens over the next few days."
"That's really exciting. I don't think you're imagining any of it, you don't seem to be the type." Zachary blushed. "Not that I really know you that well."
"We're getting there, I think. And you have seen a side of me that not many other people have. Who knows? You may have some receptive sensitivity as well." Zohar paused as his parents entered the dining room, then took Zachary's hand and led him inside one of the few more personal areas of the palace.
Zachary looked around the fairly small room with his usual wide-eyed interest. This area wasn't as modern as his father's office and was much closer to the carefully decorated, sometimes pompous, spaces Zohar had seen when studying the various remaining kings and queens of Earth. From the stuccoed ceiling to the wood-paneled walls, the soft carpet to the colorful paintings, and the impressive mahogany table able to seat twelve, some might say this was closer to a work of art or a room that belonged in a museum than a family dining room. Adding the expensive porcelain plates, silver cutlery, and crystal glasses made him realize that a museum wasn't what this reminded him of. It was closer to a fairytale, at least to someone like Zachary.
"Wow!" Zachary stood frozen to the spot and tried to take it all in by staring at individual pieces in quick succession. "And this is your family dining room?"
"Yes, it's quite informal compared to the official rooms." His father laughed. "This sort of historic pomp and circumstance is one of the few areas where the past is allowed to emerge uncensored. We can use spaces like this to remember our bygone glory without having to feel bad."
"Come on, let's eat. I'm hungry." Zohar pulled Zachary to the part of the table that had been set for five.
"How did they know how many we were going to be?" Zachary looked around, narrowing his eyes suspiciously at the corners of the ceiling. "Does this palace come with hidden cameras?"
"No." His mother smiled. "When I ordered the tea earlier, I let them know we'd definitely be four, since I assumed you would join us, possibly five people. Berwyn finds it very hard to resist an invitation to dinner with his school friend, my husband."
"Oh, okay." Zachary grinned. "For a moment there you had me thinking if hidden cameras weren't how this works, there might be even more paranormal effects in place then I thought."
"No paranormal effects at all. Although, they might come in quite useful in running this household." His father laughed and sat at the head of the table.
His mother took the seat on his right, and Berwyn sat next to her, leaving the remaining two seats for Zachary and Zohar. He pulled out the other chair next to his father for Zachary. As the guest of honor, so to speak, it was his right to sit next to the king.
Zachary scowled at him but sat down without further protest. It looked as if his bondmate-to-be understood he was being given special treatment and didn't like it, but wasn't necessarily willing to create a fuss. Zohar took his own seat and settled back to enjoy the ceremony of a family dinner at the palace.
His father used a little bell placed to the right of his plate to produce a soft tinkling sound, and the well-hidden door to the kitchen opened immediately. Three waiters in black suits emerged with a tray laden with glass plates containing salad, several bottles of wine and water, and two baskets of bread that was fresh enough to fill the entire room with its wonderful scent immediately.
It's great to be home!
 
A good two hours later, everyone was stuffed to the gills. His parents and Berwyn excused themselves to begin the private part of the evening, and Zohar took Zachary by the hand to lead him back to their now shared room. At least he hoped the man would agree to share a room with him. They hadn't exactly discussed it, but he was determined to do and to agree to anything, including a no-touching policy, if he could only sleep in the same bed as Zachary. He wanted this man to stay close.
Adding Zachary to his family could have been awkward, but during their dinner it had become clear that both Zohar's mother and his father enjoyed getting to know a little more about their future son-in-law. And the longer Zohar thought about it, the more certain he became that paranormal powers or no paranormal powers, the prospect of spending the rest of his life with this increasingly relaxed, charming, and gentle man was not going to be a hardship.
How hard it was going to be to convince Zachary of that remained to be seen.
"Where are you taking me?" Zachary looked disoriented and stopped walking. He had the cutest confused expression on his face. Then he pointed behind them. "I'm the first one to admit that this place puzzles the heck out of me, but I'm pretty sure the guest quarters are that way. Isn't that where I should stay?"
"Is that where you want to stay?" Zohar did his best to hide his disappointment, but wasn't sure it worked.
Zachary's eyes widened then he shrugged.
"Look, it's totally up to you, but I'd really like to share my room with you." Zohar held up a hand to stop Zachary from interrupting. "I know it's fast, and I don't want to push you into something you're not ready for, but I like having you close to me and I think with all those paranormal 'accidents' it may also be safer if we stick together. I promise not to do anything you don't want."
"You keep saying I'm your bondmate-to-be, and the rings have sort of confirmed that we belong together, and I must admit that I feel safe around you. I also don't really want to be stuck in a room of my own without knowing where everything is and how to find you, or anyone else, in an emergency." Zachary took a deep breath. "And I'm babbling, aren't I?"
"I don't mind your babbling." In fact, it was damn adorable. "It's good to get it all out there and I'm happy that you're so open with me. While I can't think of an emergency that you wouldn't be able to deal with on your own, I'll accept it as a reason for you wanting to stay with me."
"Okay." Zachary turned back in the direction they'd been walking.
"Thank you." Zohar was more relieved than he cared to admit.
They resumed their course and a few minutes later they arrived at his room. He led them inside and locked the door securely behind them.
"A possible emergency isn't the only reason I'd prefer to stay with you." Zachary looked at his feet, as if embarrassed. "I like the idea of you as my bondmate. I like you too. Even though it's been very sudden, it feels right. Just a little fast, like you said. And I… I just… I just… I've never shared a room with another man. I mean, not like that. Not that you're going to do anything, like you said."
"Come here." Zohar opened his arms and Zachary walked toward him and right into his embrace without hesitation. "Just let me hold you for now, okay? We'll take this as slow as we need to. I may have a little more experience in the physical part of a relationship, but I've never been as emotionally involved with anyone as the way I'm already feeling about you."
"Do you really want me around, or is it just because of this bondmate stuff?" Zachary's voice was muffled against his chest, but Zohar understood exactly what he meant.
"Let's have a seat for a moment and I'll try to explain." Zohar led the way to the little padded bench at the foot of his bed and they sat down. "I think I know how difficult it is for you to accept the idea of a bondmate, someone you're destined to share your life with. It's not something that's part of the Earth culture, is it?"
"No, it really isn't. Well, except in fiction." Zachary smiled. "It's funny, but I've always dreamed that there was one person destined to be my one true love. Who knows whether that was wishful thinking or premonition?"
"Who knows, indeed. We'll have to find out whether premonition is one of these ancient paranormal abilities that seem determined to return to our world. But never mind whether it is or isn't, the idea of having someone uniquely meant for me has been part of my cultural upbringing ever since I can remember." Zohar took Zachary's hand and entwined their fingers. "The fact that it's you, someone I was extremely attracted to almost at first sight and way before I knew about the rings and all this paranormal stuff, makes me very happy."
"You were attracted to me before the rings?" Zachary's smile turned radiant. "Me too. I mean, I was attracted to you, of course."
"I'm glad." Zohar really wanted to kiss Zachary. "You know, I've just realized that we've done the testing with the rings, and they've shown us to be true-bondmates. I know that I want to see if we can build a life together, but we've never discussed if that's what we both want."
"We didn't really have the time." Zachary moved a little closer and he winked. "It's been a little hectic recently."
"It looks like we have the time now." Zohar liked this new playful side of Zachary. "So, even though we still have to get to know each other better, I'm officially asking you if you would consider becoming my bondmate. We don't have to do the binding ceremony until we're both ready, but I'd like us both to know that we're going into this with the intention of becoming partners in every sense of the word."
"I'd be honored. It feels kind of weird to talk about a potential lifelong commitment based on the apparent need to balance paranormal energies and the say-so of a pair of rings. But you know what? It doesn't feel wrong either, so as long as we agree to take it slow and to see where this all leads, I'm more than happy to consider us engaged. That is what we just agreed to, isn't it?" Zachary moved close enough so their thighs touched.
"I guess that would be the Earth equivalent." Zohar couldn't have been happier. "I really want to kiss you now. May I?"
"Please." Zachary was now close enough for Zohar to feel the man's breath on his face.
Zohar slid one arm around Zachary's shoulders, the other around his middle, and pulled him even closer. Moving slowly enough to give Zachary an opportunity to change his mind, he bent down and placed a chaste kiss on the man's tempting lips. The effect was electrifying. Tingles of excitement spread from his mouth through his entire body.
Zachary moaned.
Zohar pulled back to make sure it was a sound of enjoyment. Zachary's eyes were closed, but his facial expression was one of pure bliss. Zohar bent down again and placed small butterfly kisses along Zachary's mouth. It made him smile, and Zohar followed up with more daring little licks and nibbles until Zachary opened up for him with a little sigh that made Zohar hard within seconds.
He slowly licked his way inside the tempting mouth and found the lingering flavor of mint and coffee. Carefully he delved deeper and discovered the underlying notes of pure Zachary. With only a little coaxing he got Zachary to engage in a game of 'tag, you're it' that used tongues, lips, and every conceivable way to caress each other in a gentle exchange of quiet tenderness.
The world around him stopped existing, and he let himself sink into the best kiss of his life. Zachary's arms came up around his neck and, without ever interrupting the kiss, he moved into Zohar's lap until he straddled him. Zohar tightened his embrace and pressed their bodies together in a desperate attempt to get as close as humanly possible while still fully clothed. His arousal increased and so did the passion in their kiss, but what really floored him were the emotions coursing through his body.
Kissing Zachary made him want to be even more closely connected. But there would be time for that later. For now he focused on stroking and caressing every nook and cranny of Zachary's hot mouth. As responsive as his bondmate-to-be was to his kisses, he wished that 'later' would hurry up and be here already.
 



Chapter Eight
 
Zachary had never been kissed like this. Playful and tender yet deeply passionate, it seemed as if their souls were touching. Zohar's tongue was the most delicious partner in evoking sensation after sensation with its lively activity and teasing explorations. Zohar's warm arms around him felt wonderful, and the tiny tingles of almost electric pleasure everywhere they touched made him tremble in anticipation. He'd never been this aroused from just a kiss and had a hard time stopping himself from coming. Despite the potential for embarrassing himself by proving how little control he had over his own body, he didn't want the kiss to stop.
Zohar gently pulled back, regret clear in his eyes. "We need to get some sleep."
Mute with disappointment, Zachary shook his head. No stopping! There hadn't even been any disturbing paranormal activity anywhere around them. Kissing was clearly good for him.
"I'm sorry, but I'm exhausted. I really think we need to get some rest; tomorrow will be another long day." Zohar cupped his cheek and stroked his thumb along the sensitive skin. "I promise we can do this again."
"Yeah?" His voice sounded hoarse with emotion and he cleared his throat.
"Yeah." Zohar smiled and gave him a quick kiss on the nose before he got up and walked to one of the dressers. "Let me get us some pajamas and we can cuddle in bed until we fall asleep. How's that?"
"Deal." He had spoken before switching on his brain. Cuddling in bed? He'd never done anything like it since he was a little boy climbing into bed with his mother after a bad dream. And yet with Zohar it just felt right.
Zohar had opened one of the drawers and stared at its contents with his head tilted.
"Let me see." He pulled out two sets of black pajamas then he put back the tops with a grin and held out the pants. "I think that's all we need. They've got adjustable waistbands so you should be okay."
He walked back to the bed and handed Zachary the most luxurious silk-like sleeping pants he'd ever touched. Zohar kept the matching pair for himself and walked off toward one of the two other doors leading out of the room. He turned around just before he opened the door.
"Let's not go in here together yet. I don't think I could control myself if I saw you naked." Zohar winked and vanished into the tiled room, smiling as he closed the door.
Zachary grinned then returned to admiring his newest clothing. He stroked the beautiful material reverently with his hand. He couldn't wait to put it on and feel it right next to his skin. His cock had gone soft when Zohar got up but was already perking back up at the idea of having such extravagance touching it all night.
Minutes later, the bathroom door opened and Zachary looked up to discover that it was possible to get hard again within seconds. Zohar in nothing but slinky sleep pants that didn't leave much to the imagination was a sight to behold. His chest was a masterpiece of human anatomy, worthy of a Greek statue except the skin color was a warm olive tone that made him want to kiss and lick Zohar from top to bottom and back again. When they both yawned at the same time he realized it would have to wait.
Zohar had been right, damn it, they needed to sleep.
Leaving Zohar behind to turn down the covers, he made his way into a reassuringly modern-looking bathroom. The brown and green-shaded tiles created the impression he was in the middle of a forest. An off-white tub, sink, and toilet added nice highlights, and the gold plated faucets gave everything a touch of luxury. A towel, several men's toiletries, and a new-looking toothbrush waited for him next to the second basin. While the array of grooming products looked positively intimidating to someone like him who was not metrosexual in the least, at least the comb and toothbrush looked familiar. Thank God Zelaria had developed along the same lines as Earth at least in those areas.
A somewhat cursory wash of his body and face, followed by a thorough cleaning of teeth later, he joined Zohar in the softest, most inviting bed Zachary had ever slept in. He crawled in on the empty side of the bed and lay down. Zohar opened his arms in an invitation to snuggle, and Zachary didn't even consider staying on his half of the bed. His new favorite activity might be getting up close and personal with this man. He was quickly beginning to fall for him now that he knew their developing feelings were mutual and he had nothing to be afraid of. No rejection threatened and there was no need to hold back.
A quick kiss on the lips and a deep sigh later, and he was sound asleep.
 
* * * *
 
Zachary awoke to a feeling of such bliss that he didn't know what to do with himself for a moment. With his thoughts still fuzzy from sleep and his eyes firmly closed in case it was a dream, he took stock of his surroundings.
Warmth suffused every cell of his body and had him more relaxed than ever before. A musky scent that said 'home' like nothing else could wafted past his nostrils with every breath he took, telling him on each inhale that Zohar was right there. He lay on his side, cushioned by yielding softness underneath and covered by a soft blanket from above. Surrounded by loving arms and pulled against a chest that was as strong as it was comforting, every part of him was happy.
Except—something wasn't quite right.
He opened his eyes to find he was turned toward the windows. The sky was a shade lighter than complete darkness, so sunrise wasn't too far away. Silvery moonlight provided scant illumination of the outside and streamed in through the glass to give the bedroom a somewhat eerie look of half-awareness. Zohar was breathing deeply behind him. Not a sound disturbed the silence.
He was about to close his eyes again when something moved in the shadowed area next to the curtains they'd left drawn back last night. It was the darkest part of the room. Zachary held his breath, extended his senses as far as they would go, and waited. The suspect space had never been under closer observation, he was sure of it.
There it was again. The curtains stirred as if someone standing next to them had disturbed them. Hadn't Zohar said there was practically no criminal activity on Zelaria? This certainly looked like someone sneaking around! It couldn't possibly be the thugs from Earth, could it? He was so fed up with being followed.
He needed help. Shit! Where is Berwyn when I need him?
For now, he hadn't moved so the guy in the corner might think he was still asleep. That way he had the element of surprise on his side. But for what? What was he supposed to do? He wasn't trained or equipped to deal with a potentially violent intruder on his own. Wake Zohar. But could he do that without alerting the intruder? Was he armed? What did he want? And how did Zachary know he was a man?
Just then the man stepped away from the shadow and tiptoed toward the bed. He clearly didn't realize Zachary was awake. Not that it did Zachary any good, he was frozen in place. The pseudo-safety of Zohar's arms combined with the menace emanating from the stranger made it impossible for him to do so much as bat an eyelash.
The stranger looked unkempt, too thin, almost gaunt, and he wore torn pants with numerous holes and a shirt-like top in tatters. He smelled as if he hadn't washed in a while and he wore no shoes. Long, unwashed hair almost obscured his face. His facial expression reflected pain and revulsion, as if he didn't want to be here, but a good deal of steely determination as well. With his sunken cheeks and dark, haunted eyes he reminded Zachary of a ghost.
The moment of truth arrived when the intruder stopped at the side of the bed, reached for Zachary with a skinny hand, and realized Zachary was looking at him.
The man's eyes widened and he started to shake.
Zachary remained paralyzed.
"Please." The man's voice was whisper soft. "Please come with me without a fight. I don't want to harm you."
"Harm me?" Zachary rarely shouted, but this was too much. Unbelievable! He'd barely arrived on the planet and someone was after him.
"Yeah, I…" The man swallowed and pulled himself together, stopping the shaking by sheer force of will. "They said I had to bring you, and nobody else, no matter what. And it doesn't much matter to them what condition you're in when you arrive."
"Arrive where?" Was he just supposed to go? Then again, that had definitely sounded like a threat. If the guy could back it up—somehow—did Zachary have any choice?
"Please don't make this difficult for me. They have my family." The man reached out for Zachary again. "Move away from him, or it will hurt both of you."
"Who has your family? Are they blackmailing you?" The thought appalled him. As for moving away from Zohar? The one man he'd felt safe with in years? Was this guy joking? And how was he going to hurt them anyway, he had no weapons.
"Sorry. I shouldn't have told you that." Pure terror crossed the man's face for a few moments then he shook himself and focused back on Zachary. "Come on, hurry. The longer it takes me the worse for all of us."
Zachary didn't move. He certainly didn't intend to help this idiot do whatever he had planned. Maybe he was just a lunatic, hopefully a harmless one. He didn't exactly look like a well-balanced human being. Passive resistance was Zachary's new motto.
The stranger didn't look impressed. With a slight frown, he moved and touched Zachary's arm. God, his fingers were cold. And thin.
"Last chance." The man looked as if he was going to collapse any second. But the inner strength and steely determination from earlier were still intact.
Zachary stared at him mutinously, not moving a muscle.
A slow tingling spread though Zachary's body and quickly grew into painful waves. The intruder's eyes started to glow and Zachary's head was about to explode. He tried to push back, and the man looked panicked for a few seconds. The pain ebbed to a more bearable level. The stranger narrowed his eyes and stared at Zachary. The pain returned with a vengeance and quickly grew completely unbearable.
Two things became crystal clear to Zachary. First, he wasn't hero material, not made to resist pain, and would do almost anything to avoid another wave like that. Second, this guy must have paranormal abilities to be able to do this. Zachary felt it in his bones. But those abilities were supposed to have been eradicated from the Zelarian population centuries ago.
The guy stopped and closed his eyes for a moment before blinking them open again. "This was just a warning. If you don't cooperate, it'll hurt a lot more and you'll have to come with me anyway."
"I'll go." Zachary was beat.
He moved out of Zohar's arms and briefly wondered how his lover had slept through all of this. Moving away from him and sitting up on the edge of the bed was the hardest thing he'd ever done.
"I deepened his sleep." The stranger was a little paler, but the weird glow in his eyes hadn't gone away completely. He stared at Zachary's gold chain and the ring that were suddenly visible to him. "You have one of the Garnets of Destiny?"
What? I've never heard them called that before. Too bad I don't have time to find out more. He was going to ask the stranger later.
"Yeah, long story." Zachary stared at the man. He needed to know if this guy had read his thoughts. That could make him a much more dangerous opponent than Zachary had first thought. "How did you know?"
"Not now." The stranger shrugged. "Hurry."
"Let me get dressed." He only wore pants!
"You won't need clothes where we're going." The stranger held out a hand and grabbed Zachary around his upper arm with his bony fingers. "Now, close your eyes. You might feel a little dizzy, but it helps if you can't see. And for all that's holy, don't try to fight me or you'll throw me off course."
"What?" Zachary didn't have time to ponder that further.
The stranger grabbed hold of his ring with his free hand, but yelped with pain and dropped it like the proverbial hot potato. What was that all about? But the stranger wasn't to be deterred. His facial expression showed his effort as he brought up an intense dark red glow out of nothing. It slowly enveloped them, with the intruder now wincing in pain. Zachary's headache started up again and he was beginning to feel dizzy, so he closed his eyes. The darkness was a little better, but not for long. A low humming sound came from the stranger's chest, wind whirled around them, and Zachary fell forward in a headlong tumble into a pitch-black abyss that appeared out of nowhere. Shock and fear overwhelmed him and, once again, everything turned black.
 
* * * *
 
Zachary awoke and wanted to scream from the pain coursing through his body but he was gagged; makeshift though the piece of cloth may be, it was extremely effective. He could barely breathe through the stench that now surrounded him. At least he was no longer falling. His head pounded, he lay on his side on a hard surface, and his hands were bound behind his back—with chains? Someone must have immobilized him while he was out. He tried to move and couldn't. He was also freezing cold.
Where the hell had the intruder taken him?
"He's awake." The gruff voice that came from right above him sounded awfully familiar and was followed with a kick in the ribs out of nowhere. "Hey, open your eyes, we want to talk to you."
While he wasn't too sure the feeling was mutual, he did need to find out where he was and how to get back to Zohar. Though, if he'd gotten here by teleportation, which is what it looked like, he wasn't sure how to get back. He'd need someone with the same ability to help or an alternative route.
"Didn't you hear me?" Another kick to the ribs. "We have questions."
I'm sure you do. With an effort, he suppressed his sarcasm and opened his eyes. His surroundings were almost too strange to be real and could have come from a bad historical movie or a horror flick. He lay on a primitive stone floor, and his field of vision was fairly limited, but none of what he discovered meant anything good.
The room felt stuffy and damp, and there was no natural light he could detect. Across from him a rickety wooden table leaned against the wall, and a burly man with short black hair in an all-black, modern-looking bodysuit sat on a chair next to it, cleaning his gun. The walls were made of irregular pieces of stone, the kind Zachary had seen used in very old castles on Earth. Three dark corridors led from this room.
Right above him stood a second guard, also dressed in the black uniform with short blond hair. Zachary's eyes widened. The eyes, including the malicious twinkle, matched his memory of Mr. Tall in the dark alley Zohar had rescued him from. Now he looked sorry he didn't have an excuse to kick Zachary anymore.
"Welcome to the old Zelaria where paranormals are kept in their place. First thing we need to know from you is how many more of you monsters are running around unsupervised." Mr. Tall scowled and kicked him again before removing the gag, impatiently untying the knots at the back of his head, taking a few hairs with him, and then pulling it from Zachary's mouth.
Some skin came off when the rough piece of cloth was removed and Zachary licked the corners of his mouth to remove the small drops of blood.
"And don't lie, we'll find out and we'll have to punish you." Mr. Tall threw the ex-gag that was now a useless rag into a corner
"My name is Zachary Williams, and that's all I'll tell you." He didn't like that the dark-haired guard at the table was taking notes. It meant someone somewhere wanted a report. This might be bigger than he'd first thought. No small-time criminal in their right mind wrote reports.
The guard's pen flew out of his hand and the man's beady eyes widened. He bent to pick it up from the floor, frowned at it, and returned to his task. Shit, I still have those involuntary paranormal outbreaks. Can't let them find out!
"Never mind about your name, we know that part! Where did you get this?" The guard dangled Zachary's gold chain with the garnet ring right over his face.
"It was a gift." Were they after his ring? But why his and not Zohar's?
The light flickered for a moment and both guards frowned up at the ceiling. This was new. They had electricity down here, which was odd, and Zachary had had no idea he could influence it. Well, not influence exactly. Until he got a handle on his abilities, it was more as if he was affecting things, involuntarily at that.
Mr. Tall shook his head and returned his attention to Zachary.
"Don't make me laugh. We need to know when and where you got it. Nobody is supposed to have any of these. Our boss will be extremely displeased once she finds out you have one." The guard sneered. "They're no longer supposed to exist, and neither are you nor any other paranormals, so you better tell me where you got this and who else you're working with, or you'll find out what it's like not to eat for a few days. And that's just for starters."
Their boss is a woman? And why did the Zelarian premier immediately come to mind? That was total nonsense, surely she wouldn't be involved with these characters. Would she?
"Well?" Mr. Tall pulled back his foot, ready for the next kick.
Zachary needed time to figure this out, see if he could get more information. Those corridors looked as if they led to cells and possibly other prisoners. Maybe they knew what was going on. He closed his eyes and tried to curl up so he was a smaller target. This was going to hurt.
Instead, Mr. Tall grabbed him by the neck, squeezing his windpipe to cut off his supply of air then shook him hard enough to make his teeth rattle. Just like last time, it made Zachary want to scream. But he stopped himself from giving the bastard that satisfaction. Mr. Tall soon resorted to kicking and using his fists to add to Zachary's torture. Minutes or hours later, he wasn't sure, Mr. Tall finally seemed done beating him up. Zachary was covered in bruises and when the brute dragged him off into one of the dark, damp corridors, several scrapes were added.
He gritted his teeth and held on as the guard pulled him into a small, dark room, let go of his arms, and dropped him on the floor before finally removing the chains. All he needed was some time to think and see if he could find a useful paranormal way to contact Zohar. He needed help to make it out of here, and knowing Zohar, he would want to lead the rescue effort.
The cell door banged closed with a hollow thud and Zachary winced.
It was too dark to see anything at first, only a few traces of light made it through the small opening in the cell's door. Once his eyes had adjusted, he discovered a narrow cot with a lumpy-looking mattress and a threadbare blanket. A wooden pail in a corner didn't bode well for the standard of personal hygiene. No water or food anywhere, of course.
With a sigh he forced himself to crawl to the cot. No matter how much it hurt, if he stayed on the cold floor, he wouldn't make it for very long. As uncomfortable as the cot turned out to be once he made it there, at least he'd be a little warmer. He covered himself with the blanket as best he could and closed his eyes. Being locked up like this bore an extremely uncomfortable similarity to his time in the dark closet when he was younger.
Before the panic could rise, he focused on Zohar. He tried to send messages, but didn't really have a clue what he was doing. As intense as his feelings for Zohar were, and as much as he wished to be back in his arms, in their wonderful bed, he had no way of knowing whether any of his clumsy thought-messages even made it beyond his cell walls. Maybe it didn't even work without the ring? The two smaller paranormal events in the main room of the dungeon had happened with the garnet at least still close by. Now he was separated from it by several thick walls.
When nothing happened, he decided to try finding information instead. He took a few deep breaths and opened his mind.
Low whispering invaded his brain and he reared back. It had almost sounded like voices. After his heartbeat had calmed down he listened again and paid closer attention. The more he focused the clearer the voices became. He still couldn't understand anything, but at least he felt less alone.
"Hello? Is anybody out there?" Zachary's mental voice sounded as hesitant as he felt. He'd never tried this before and wasn't sure it would work anyway.
Silence.
Had they even noticed him? Should he try to increase his volume? But how the hell do I 'yell' mentally?
"You can hear us?"
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Zachary winced. That question had been asked in a very loud voice, with enough volume to make his head hurt. But he was elated to have gotten any response at all. Telepathy exists—who would have thought?
"You didn't like us yelling, did you? I just wanted to show you why you have to turn down the volume, so to speak. I assure you that all of us can hear you quite well." Whoever spoke actually managed to sound irritated, even telepathically.
Rather than hear all the voices he had before, Zachary now had the feeling he was exchanging thoughts with only one person. Where had all the others gone?
"You heard that? But I didn't even think very loudly." Zachary certainly hadn't had any intention to let them hear his thoughts. But how did he differentiate between what he wanted to 'think out loud' and what he wanted to keep to himself? And why hadn't he been able to contact Zohar? Was he too far away?
"You didn't yell the first time, but we were too surprised to react. It isn't very often that a new voice joins us. And unfortunately, it's never a happy occasion. But ever since you first tried to contact us you've sent us every single thought you've had." The person mentally chuckled and it sounded just like a real chuckle in Zachary's mind. "Don't worry, it'll just take some practice. We can easily help you with that. We've had more than one stray without manners or any control of their ability join our group. Not surprising really, considering we're supposed to be extinct and can't exactly take care of our own openly. Not while we are being hunted just like before the Dark War."
"So I wasn't wrong in thinking there's a whole group of you. But where are you? Why doesn't anyone seem to know about your existence? And who is hunting you?" Zachary didn't know for sure, but he'd had the impression that Zelaria was united, not divided into different countries like Earth. Shouldn't Zohar and his parents know about what sounded like a whole group of paranormals? Hadn't they said that Zohar was the first one to exhibit signs of genetically regenerated paranormal abilities?
"I agree, they should know and we shouldn't be treated this way." The mental voice was full of bitterness. "But it's a pretty long story."
Zachary was only slowly getting used to the fact that he didn't just hear the emotions underlying what the other person was saying, he actually felt them. No lying under these conditions. Even stranger was the fact that he couldn't discern whether the speaker was male or female. It seemed that thoughts were gender neutral.
"We seem to have all the time in the world. Someone is keeping me prisoner in this tiny cell in a strange dungeon-like place that feels as if it was built centuries ago. I have no idea who they are, what they want, or why they're keeping me here." Zachary had tried harder to keep the desperation out of his thoughts, but he wasn't at all convinced he had succeeded.
"I know, I'm a few cells removed from you. My name is Marc, just so you know who you're talking to. I'll introduce the others to you later, but for now I think it's easier to keep this conversation between the two of us. Everybody else is listening in but they won't participate. All ten of us are being kept down here, and you'll probably meet us, at least mentally, since none of us are getting out of here anytime soon. In fact, nobody has ever escaped alive." The hopelessness in Marc's voice was heart-wrenching.
"What?" Zachary sat bolt upright in shock, immediately regretting that sudden movement as all his aches and pains came back with a vengeance. Mr. Tall really had done a number on him. "What the hell is going on here?"
"It's both very simple and very complicated." Marc sighed mentally. "As far as we know, this facility was originally built and used by the anti-paranormal faction over five hundred years ago. They used a combination of powerful protective minerals called Fylakizonite in the walls, floors and ceilings. It ensures we cannot escape using any paranormal powers, nor will it let any paranormal energy pass. Once we are inside, it dampens our abilities so only telepathy will work—and even that only if at least one partner is a very strong telepath, which is something they have never figured out and we're very careful not to let them know."
Zachary slowly sank down onto his cot, careful not to hurt himself more. That was just vicious, and the news that paranormal energies could be contained like that was crushing. He'd been hoping these people could help him escape.
"No escape is possible, as far as we can figure out. Originally this was a prison and place of torture for any paranormals caught by the increasingly victorious 'real humans', as they called themselves. Sadly, it's still used for the same purpose. As far as we know there were hundreds of these facilities, and they were used to 'contain and exterminate' the paranormal threat. It was the one thing that united all the different nations on Zelaria and eventually led to a unified world government. At our expense."
Shit, these places sounded an awful lot like concentration camps back on Earth. Only the Zelarians had been more thorough in their attempts to commit genocide and had actually succeeded, or so they'd thought. Marc and whoever else was here seemed to prove there had been at least some survivors.
"Yes, some of us survived. About a hundred years ago a secret anti-paranormal organization called The Real Zelarians, or TRZ, began to take notice." Marc scoffed. "They took over this facility, which is one of the remotest ever built. It also happens to be located in a protected area of one of the strictest conservationist projects on the planet. Nobody will even think of coming here. Then they hunted us down and imprisoned us. They still find new people occasionally and you must be one of them."
"But why keep you alive?" God, that sounded horrible. "No, that came out wrong. What I mean—"
"We know what you mean." Marc's mental smile was remarkably friendly, considering what Zachary had just thought. "The thing is they figured they need us to find more of our kind, just to make sure we're all either dead or under their control. They've also developed this idea that we're ideal slaves to help them with some of things 'real humans' cannot do. Such as using telepathy to detect lies, mind control to influence politicians, teleportation to steal valuable objects they can sell to fund their political ambitions, psychic energy blasts to assassinate their enemies without a trace. The list is practically endless."
"So they're using you as slaves?" How barbaric.
"Basically. They control us through sheer physical brutality, and of course, there are so many more of them than there are of us. Most of us have families they know about, and we could never get them all to safety in time. Between their blackmailing us into obedience like that, the Fylakizonite in here and the fact they only ever let one of us out at a time, we don't stand a chance." Marc sighed. "So, what's your story? Just so you know, there's a sort of 'privacy mode' when you don't want to hear other people's thoughts. We'll have to teach you, because right now you're broadcasting all over the place. We've just put up some shields on our end so you're protected."
"Yeah, against myself." Zachary sighed. "Sorry. I'm very new to all this. I never even knew I had any powers until I got here. And they're very unreliable. Actually, I'm surprised I can even talk to you, they've never worked without my ring before."
"The ring has nothing to do with it. It's all you. None of us have ever seen a ring. We thought they were all gone, lost in history." Marc managed to transfer a sense of shaking his head along with his pain over the loss. "And then when Teigue came back and reported he'd seen you wear a Garnet of Destiny, no less…"
"What? Wait, hold on, you said Teigue has seen me wear my ring? Is he the guy who kidnapped me? Brought me to this horrible place?" Zachary didn't even try to hide his anger about that act of treachery.
"Zachary, they have his daughter!" Marc's outrage poured into Zachary's brain along with an image of a twelve-year-old blonde girl being held prisoner, tied to a chair in a dark, damp room similar to his cell. She looked terrified.
"Ouch!" Zachary tried to pull back, but all he felt was his lumpy cot and the rough wall it stood against as he bumped his bruised back. This was about mental shielding, or so Marc had said, so he imagined a glass pane sliding up, like a car window, except it was like a cocoon, protecting him from the pain. It wasn't perfect, but it made the situation bearable.
Except after a while the silence got to him. Water dripped somewhere in the background, but that was it. He didn't want to be alone. It was too much like all the hours he had spent in his adoptive father's dark closet. Now he had a choice though. He may have been just as alone physically, but the mental contact made that bearable. So he carefully 'rolled down' the glass windows he had imagined around himself and opened his mind.
"I'm sorry." He really had overreacted. Yes, he'd been brutally kidnapped but the guy he'd only thought of as 'the intruder' was a fellow human being. Teigue. A man who had apparently been tortured not only physically, hence his emaciated appearance, but also mentally. Using his young daughter against him was really cruel.
"Yes, it is extremely cruel." Marc was back but he sounded and felt less upset. "But the threatening of our loved ones and the physical abuse aren't the only problem. Using our paranormal energies can be really stressful, especially when we're physically weakened already. We aren't all-powerful and our reach is limited. So we can't even use our talents to free ourselves. There are too many of them and too few of us. The risk they'd get to our families before we could be there to protect them is too great."
Fuck, that was brutal. It also made his idea of using their joint abilities to organize an uprising useless. Was he supposed to just stay here and accept his fate? The thought of never seeing Zohar again hurt worse than the bruises from the beating Mr. Tall had dished out before throwing him in here.
"Don't give up so easily. Maybe the fact that Zohar will be looking for you will help. We've never had anyone try to find us, so who knows what's going to happen. Tonight, I'm going to teach you the details of shielding." Marc transmitted an image of Zachary under an umbrella. "That glass window thing you did was quite effective, but it's a bit too impenetrable to be practical if you want some thoughts to still get through."
"I like the idea of an umbrella." Zachary grinned. "Why tonight? What time is it now?"
"It's coming up on morning and they'll make us work, or beat us, or whatever they feel like. But I'll get in touch again when we're back in our cells. Too dangerous otherwise." Marc swallowed, which made a sort of hollow sound in his head. "Look, they don't know we can think at each other like this and we don't want them to know. So it's really important you don't let on, okay?"
"Okay, But I want to know more about these Garnets of Destiny and this shielding business. And I also think we should figure out a way to get out of here, never mind that you think it's hopeless. There has to be something we can come up with." Zachary was not willing to give up.
"Can't be done." Marc sounded angry. "If there was a way, don't you think we would have done it by now? All they'll do is kill our families, or worse, and what for? So they can catch us again? No, you'd better get used to your new life."
We'll see about that! Zachary was not just going to sit around and wait for Zohar to come get him, like he had when he was a kid stuck in a closet on Earth. Yes, he was probably going to need Zohar's help, but that didn't mean he couldn't do something from here to make it easier for his bondmate to find him.
Only what might that be?
 
* * * *
 
Zohar hadn't eaten and barely slept in almost two days. Waking up alone on a morning that should have been the happiest in his life, the first time he had slept with his bondmate-to-be right next to him, had been a major blow. He'd been too shocked to think straight and had frantically searched his entire room only to find no trace of Zachary; not even that of a struggle from what looked like an abduction straight from the bedroom.
He'd called in Berwyn and the captain of the no-longer-so-ceremonial palace guard had coordinated a search of the entire palace, the city, and beyond.
Nothing.
Not a trace of Zachary for two whole days.
Zohar had been devastated to the point of despondency when he went to bed on the second evening, only to toss and turn all night. He missed Zachary so much. How could he sleep when gods knew what was happening to the man he was quickly falling in love with?
When the soft light of the third sunrise since Zachary's disappearance alerted him to the fact it was morning, he took a deep breath. Enough of this fucking around, it was time to get serious, time to switch on his brain and find a way to help Zachary, rather than sit around and mope. He picked himself up, took a shower, shaved, and put on fresh clothes.
"I want to try something new." He sat down at the breakfast table with his parents and Berwyn, making them look up from their food.
"Of course, anything." His mother briefly patted his hand. The black rings under her eyes told him all he needed to know. "It's so frustrating all this modern technology and DNA tracing and whatever else they do has shown no results at all."
"What did you have in mind?" His father put down his fork and sat back, his 'please tell me more look' firmly in place.
"Well, I've been thinking." Zohar took a sip of the cranberry-lemon juice mix he loved drinking in the morning. It provided a better kick to help him wake up than coffee and contained vitamins to boot. "We've been using all the standard methods for tracing criminals and nothing has brought any results, right?"
Everyone nodded and Berwyn tilted his head.
"So, if what we normally do can't find a trace of Zachary or his abductor, then I figure that paranormal forces must somehow be involved." He leaned back, ready for a barrage of questions.
"What?" His father raised his eyebrows.
"How?" His mother's nose wrinkled as she scrunched up her face in disbelief.
"No way!" Berwyn jumped up and started pacing, a sign he was seriously upset.
Zohar remained motionless until Berwyn slowed down and looked at him, serious doubt all over his face. If there was a flaw in Zohar's thinking, this was the man most likely to discover it.
"I have no idea how it's possible, or who is behind it, but we have eliminated all the rational explanations we can think of. I think it's time to try the irrational and impossible ones." Zohar pretended to be relaxed as he buttered his raisin bread, controlling his shaking hands as best he could. He was tired, enraged, and desperate. Not a good combination but he had no choice. He had to find Zachary.
"You can't be serious." Berwyn was still upset, but he plopped back into his seat. "That makes no sense."
"And continuing as we have is a better idea? How can we expect to get different results if we repeat the same mistakes?" He bit off a piece of the still-warm bread and as he chewed, the flavor of juicy raisins and a touch of cinnamon flooded his senses. The first food in days hit his stomach and he almost moaned. He'd decided he needed to keep his strength up and it felt like the correct decision.
"No, it isn't." Berwyn sighed. "As difficult as it is for me to imagine how it could happen, I think you may be right. So, how do you want to do this?"
Zohar glanced at his parents as he finished his slice of bread. They both looked doubtful, but nodded.
"We have three potentially useful links to the paranormal world." He counted them off on his fingers as he spoke. "One is my own ability to pick up thoughts and emotions. I have tried but failed to find Zachary that way. My abilities are either not that good, or he is too far away. Either way, they are not useful."
The possibility Zachary had been killed was not acceptable so he ignored that one.
"The second link is Patriarch Kazubow. He and his church are open toward the possibility of paranormal energies and abilities, and I bet you they have old documents in their archives which might help us understand that part of our history better." Zohar hoped it would be more than that, but he'd start small.
"I agree, that makes sense. I'll ask him to join us so we can talk about how he can help." His father looked relieved there was something he could do.
"Thank you. I'll have a few questions for him once he gets here." Zohar smiled at him then returned to his list of ideas. "The third link, and I believe this is our best hope, is the Encyclopedia of Psychic Phenomena. There must be hints in there that we can find."
"I hate to disappoint you, son, but I've been studying it on and off and have discovered that most of it is written in some sort of code that even the Oracle cannot break, and the rest is useless for our purposes."
"I'm not surprised it's in code, and I'm even less surprised the Oracle cannot break it. In fact, I bet you the Oracle doesn't even recognize there is anything on the pages you scanned in." He had thought about it a lot and there was only one logical explanation.
"Why aren't you surprised? And how did you know the Oracle can't detect anything on most of the pages where we can clearly see illegible letter and sentence combinations?" His father leaned forward. "Have you become clairvoyant overnight?"
"No, if I had, I'd have used the ability to find Zachary." And wouldn't that have been more useful than his fumbling attempts at playing detective.
"What are you suggesting then?" His mother had stopped eating and pushed her plate toward the center of the table.
"I think it stands to reason that the 'dangerous' parts, and the most secret bits, would have been written in code to avoid the uninitiated getting access to things they weren't ready for. Also, remember that paranormals were hunted, so they would have tried to hide their secrets from the general population."
"That actually makes a lot of sense." Berwyn nodded, new respect in his eyes as he thoughtfully looked at Zohar. "And I bet you believe you can decipher the code?"
"Indeed." Zohar grinned.
"Just because you have some abilities?" His father didn't look convinced.
"They do make me 'one of them', right?" Zohar looked at each of them, waiting for the statement to sink in. "So, if anyone can glean something from those coded pages it should be me, correct?"
"Possibly." His father wiped his mouth, relaxed, and sat back, ending the meal. "It's definitely worth a try."
Zohar couldn't wait to get started. He just hoped his paranormal abilities were all he'd dreamed them up to be. His mother waved at him to get going and he jumped up with a smile. The way to his father's office, where they had kept the Encyclopedia so far, had never seemed this long.
Two hours later he was deeply immersed in the exploration of the most fascinating historical document he'd ever come across. Patriarch Kazubow had joined him in his office over an hour ago and was checking and cross-referencing facts with the church database he accessed from the Oracle terminal on Zohar's desk. They added data to the supercomputer's databases as they discovered it, helping build a new, better understanding of their past that would soon be accessible to everyone. For now, they kept it in a confidential file only his parents, Berwyn, the patriarch, and he had access to.
The picture emerging from the most thorough historical study done in living memory was shocking. Paranormals had been mercilessly persecuted far beyond what was commonly accepted as 'fact'. Some of the paranormal abilities the Encyclopedia mentioned were new to him as well. But when he came to a section called 'Safety and Security' he pulled up short.
"What the hell is this supposed to be?" Zohar reread the introductory passage just to make sure he hadn't misunderstood.
"What?" Patriarch Kazubow looked up from his screen.
"It says here that the most confidential information, including backup copies of the Encyclopedia, as well as the irreplaceable Garnets of Destiny, are kept in a paranormal safe in a secret location." Zohar looked up, checking the patriarch's reaction. The man was just as shocked as Zohar.
"A what?" The patriarch leaned closer, as if he could check the text himself.
"A paranormal safe that can only be opened using the energies of two bonded people, who are each wearing a Garnet of Destiny." Zohar reclined in his chair, suddenly needing the support of the backrest.
Was that where this Encyclopedia had come from? But if so, who had opened the safe?
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
"That's fascinating new information. It looks to me as if you and Zachary somehow managed to obtain not just a normal pair of long-lost garnet rings, but possibly a pair of the Garnets of Destiny. I think it's actually linked to something I found earlier." Patriarch Kazubow turned back to the Oracle computer screen and started clicking through the open documents there. "Hold on, let me just pull it up for you."
Zohar closed his eyes for a moment, trying to ignore the answer to his own question that bubbled up from the back of his brain. There was only one confirmed true-bonded pair on the entire planet of Zelaria: Zachary and him.
They were also the only paranormals he was aware of, at least as far as official confirmation went. If anyone else had reached a noticeable level of ability through genetic regeneration they hadn't come forward. And why would they? Certain parts of the population, even the party currently running the government, weren't exactly in favor of paranormal abilities finally being accepted as part of the 'natural' order of things. While he doubted they'd be persecuted like they had been before the Dark War, they might be afraid of the social stigma attached to being a throwback.
And the final fact was that both he and Zachary had been wearing a garnet ring at the time of their return to Zelaria. And their arrival corresponded almost to the second with the appearance of the Encyclopedia on his father's desk.
"Ah, here it is." Patriarch Kazubow smiled triumphantly as he pointed at the screen. "I never knew this before I started digging into the old files today, but there is mention of the Garnets of Destiny even before the Dark War. Apparently, they were different somehow from the more widely available gemstones mined for use in bonding jewelry back then. I've only been able to find legends though."
"It's as good a starting point as any, with this much time having passed and so many official documents and files having been destroyed by the overzealous victors of the Dark War." Zohar turned back to the leather-bound book on his desk. "Let's see if the Encyclopedia can tell us more about what they look like and how they can be used."
It took him most of the rest of the day to find the information. One thing led to another and, with the help of Patriarch Kazubow, he had put together a pretty likely explanation of what had happened. The good news was it also opened up a possibility of tracing Zachary that he hadn't known existed. There was no bad news that he could see for now, but he was sure it would raise its ugly head pretty soon.
When his stomach rumbled loud enough to make the patriarch jerk and sit up, not to mention shock Zohar back into reality, he grinned.
"Time to get some food and update our monarchs, also known as my parents, I think." Zohar closed the Encyclopedia and patted the gilt-leather exterior. "This hasn't yielded all its secrets by far, but we have enough of an idea to get going."
"Then I should leave you to it." The patriarch rose, suddenly back to his formal self.
"No, please, stay for dinner." Zohar wasn't sure what he'd said that made the man go all formal again. Despite their intense concentration and focused work, they had become much closer over the course of the afternoon, and Zohar had wished, more than once, they could be friends.
"I couldn't!" The patriarch pulled back, outraged. "It may be official business, and briefings might follow, but this evening is a family affair. It isn't my place to attend."
"Is that why you always bow out of having dinner with us?" Zohar was floored. His parents had made no secret of liking the patriarch for his moderate views. While Zohar was absent they had apparently become closer over their agreement that paranormal powers should be welcomed back into Zelarian society.
"Well yes, obviously." The patriarch raked his somewhat unruly white hair and straightened his robe.
"I'm sorry, but it isn't obvious to me. You've been a great help here today, you've had a big part in developing our hypothesis, and I would like to have you with me when we decide what to do with it all." He rose, walked over to the patriarch, and put a hand on his shoulder. "I would also like us to be more friendly with each other. I am formally offering you the use of my first name."
"I… I… But… I can't accept that, Your Highness." The patriarch had gone pale.
"Why ever not?" Zohar mock-frowned. "Do you want to deny your crown prince a personal favor?"
"No, I… Never!" The patriarch briefly closed his eyes before he looked up at Zohar and grinned. "Neatly done. You got me now."
Zohar just winked.
"Okay, dinner it is, Pri—Zohar." Justyn held out his hand to shake, as in a formal agreement. "Thank you."
"You're more than welcome, Justyn. It was about time." Zohar shook the offered hand then led the way to the dining room. Hunger made him dizzy. His body was probably trying to remind him he hadn't eaten properly in three days.
"Patriarch Kazubow, what a pleasure to see you here." His mother looked tired from working at the hospital all day. She was a fabulous surgeon and had insisted she continue her work even after becoming queen. But it took a lot out of her on the two or three days a week she spent in the operating suite.
"I am honored that P—Zohar invited me to join you." Justyn bowed formally.
Zohar gritted his teeth and hoped his parents would get the message that he'd been able to break the ice. He really didn't enjoy all this formality.
"Well, if Zohar invited you to use his first name, then you must do us the same honor." His mother's smile as she held out her hand lit up her face and chased away some of the fatigue. "Please call me Giorgina."
"Thank you, Giorgina." Justyn blushed deeply but shook her hand.
"And I am Ethon." His father stepped up and exchanged a manly handshake with the furiously blushing Justyn. "Now, shall we get down to the business of eating and you two telling us what you have learned?"
Zohar and Justyn took turns revealing the story they had uncovered over the course of their appetizers and main courses. How the Garnets of Destiny were a special, more powerful type of stone always set in eight claws rather than the traditional four used for bonding rings. That they had been worn by the most talented paranormals of Zelaria, not only linking them to their bondmates but also providing leadership amongst each of the twelve main psychic talents. And when the last free paranormals had seen the end coming, they had locked everything away in a still somewhat mysterious safe until such time as someone with their abilities would be able to unlock it. Apparently, they had tried to make sure any captured members of their group could not use or reveal their most powerful secrets to their cruel oppressors.
"But that isn't even the most interesting part. It's essential background to understand how we're going to find Zachary." Zohar pushed his empty plate away, finally beginning to feel full. "Among the secrets the Encyclopedia has already revealed is an understanding of what Fylakizonite has been, and probably still can be, used for."
"Fylakizonite?" His father's eyebrows rose. "The building material popular before and during the Dark Ages? But we've stopped using that…"
"Ever since the Dark War was over." Zohar nodded "Do you know why?"
"I'm not an architect, but I imagine we found something better to replace it?" His father leaned back to give the servants space to clear the table.
"Or we might have lost the ability to make it, either because we ran out of the raw materials or because we lost the formula to produce it." His mother nodded when she was offered fruit salad. "I seem to remember reading about it in some ancient chemical history text at university. The procedure was quite complicated."
"To answer your question, Father, no, we did not find anything better to replace it. And you're right, Mother, we have lost the formula, but that wasn't until a hundred years after the end of the Dark War, according to the Oracle's historical files." Zohar sighed and shook his head. He wasn't hungry anymore and was suddenly too tired to think straight. "The real reason is based in a much more horrifying fact."
"Fylakizonite is a combination of rare minerals that has, if mixed correctly, the potential to contain and dampen paranormal energy. The only exception we could find is telepathy." Justyn rubbed his temples. "Now for the part that really shocked me. Apparently this material was used not only for areas the non-paranormals wanted to protect against psychic attacks. The majority of it was used to build prisons meant to hold paranormals while they were 'processed' in the genocides we have found so little real evidence of."
"And what is worse, we have traced the locations that we could find, and some of them are still in use." Zohar still couldn't think about the possible implications without feeling his stomach rebel.
"What?" His father went white as a sheet.
His mother just stared at him in wide-eyed horror.
"Not for the 'processing' of paranormals, as far as we can see." Justyn quickly reassured them.
The tension in the room still remained at the highest level it had ever been.
"However, the people who own them have an agenda that looks suspiciously anti-paranormal to me. I'm sure if they could, they'd be the first to reinstate the horrors of the past." Zohar took a deep breath. "A secret society, known as the The Real Zelarians, or TRZ, use some of them as clubs and meeting locations."
"They're a bunch of bigoted, racist, intolerant idiots." His father went red with anger. "I've wanted to make them illegal for years for their bullying of any minority that hasn't got their seal of approval."
"And who was your biggest opponent on those plans?" Zohar held his breath, waiting to see if his father came to the same conclusion.
"Premier Mercadet." His mother sagged back in her seat. "You're not insinuating…"
"We checked the records. There were some highly confidential files stored in the Oracle that we managed to unlock using Zohar's access codes." Justyn shook his head, as if he still had trouble believing it. "The evidence isn't conclusive, not yet, but she is one of their key members."
"Oh gods." His father put his elbows on the table and covered his face with his hands. "I can see where this is going."
His mother had tears in her eyes and Justyn took her hand in a comforting gesture. It made her smile gratefully.
"I can see you understand." Zohar sighed. "The TRZ, with their anti-paranormal agenda, have somehow managed to kidnap Zachary. The exact details are still unclear, but I'm convinced it was done using paranormal energy somehow. I have no idea how they did it, but there is no other explanation. They knew they'd have to keep him in one of the old prisons to avoid him using his paranormal abilities to escape."
"The problem is that the TRZ are probably planning to use Zachary as leverage to blackmail me into some sort of political concession. Possibly to abdicate, since the monarchy has been a thorn in their so-called modern eyes for years. They want to eliminate all links to our past. And with the premier herself either behind or at least supportive of the plan, there isn't a whole lot of official support I can expect." His father shook his head as he looked up. "Please tell me you have a plan. I'm too shocked to be able to come up with anything right now."
"Yes, Justyn here developed the basic idea." Zohar smiled at his new friend's embarrassed blush. "We'll need your help to execute it though."
"Anything, you know that. And not because I don't want to abdicate, I'd do that in a second if I thought it would help, or be the right thing for Zelaria's future." His father leaned forward, looking at Justyn. "Just tell me what I need to do."
"We know that we can use Zohar's garnet to track Zachary, since Garnets of Destiny can cut through Fylakizonite, a very little known fact." Justyn smiled at his king. "The problem is that we don't know whom to trust in the military or the police. Once we have found Zachary, we'll have to extract him, and we need armed forces or specialists for that."
"So you want access to my personal guard?" Zohar's father smiled. "Of course, that makes a lot of sense. They're more likely to be loyal and we can easily check them out before we approach them."
"Exactly. Just as long as we don't use the Oracle or any networked computer for it." Zohar grimaced at his father's look of confusion. "We know the premier has access to confidential files, and based on what she said at my ring ceremony, she's been using them as her sources for information she probably shouldn't have because they are not linked to her job. We can't afford to give her, or anyone linked to the TRZ, any warning."
"Of course." His father nodded. "I'll start immediately. Berwyn can help as well, he would also be ideal for leading the extraction itself, I would think."
"Thank you." Zohar breathed a sigh of relief as he slumped in his chair. One less problem for him to worry about. Now all he had to do was find out which facility Zachary was being held in.
 
* * * *
 
Two hours later, Zohar was ready to scream with frustration. He sat on his bed, legs crossed in what was thought to be a relaxing position, eyes closed, and heart beating far too fast. The silence around him was absolute, the whole wing was under orders to respect his need for quiet. They thought he needed the rest after some stressful days with his bondmate still gone. It was a useful cover for what he was really attempting.
He'd tried to reach Zachary for a whole hour and nothing had worked. He'd concentrated on Zachary, the garnet in his ring, whatever was out there, and had found nothing. He'd done the breathing exercises Justyn had recommended to get in tune with his paranormal energies—zilch. He'd known those wouldn't work before he started since meditation had never been his thing, but, hey, anything to find out where they held his lover and future bondmate.
Zohar suspected that by now his anger and frustration were his biggest enemies but how was he supposed to fight those if none of the traditionally accepted methods worked for him? What he needed was a break.
He lay back on his bed, stretched his legs into what he thought was a far more relaxing position than having them crossed for hours, put his head on his pillow, and closed his eyes. Gods, he missed Zachary so much. He couldn't believe how attached he had become to the man within a few days of making contact with him. Without even trying, the image that emerged in his mind was one of Zachary. His bondmate-to-be, with his infectious smile, golden blond locks, and deep blue eyes seemed so real that Zohar had to stop himself from reaching out and trying to touch him.
For a while, he just looked at the man he was beginning to love. Zachary slowly changed from the way he had looked when Zohar last saw him into a much more dejected version of himself. The black pajama pants that looked exceedingly good on Zachary's slim hips turned into a torn, dirty garment with several holes showing bloodied and torn skin. Zachary's upper body began to show bruises and a black eye as well as more cases of mistreatment adorning his face.
"What the hell?" Zohar almost sat up. At the last moment he pulled himself together, remembering that however painful a vision it was, it somehow seemed more real than one of his memories. If Zachary had been kidnapped and was being held by unfriendly captors, it was quite possible they had physically mistreated him.
Suddenly Zachary narrowed his eyes as if trying to see better. Zohar imagined himself waving at his lover. Zachary's eyes widened and he seemed to take a step back.
"This is freaky." Zohar remained perfectly still, not wanting to lose this tenuous contact—if that is what it was.
"Zohar?" Zachary tilted his head. "Is that you?"
"Oh gods, it worked." The relief flooding him was almost too much. He felt dizzy and Zachary's image began to waver. Focus, man, don't lose him!
"It is you!" Zachary's smile made Zohar forget the seriousness of the situation for a moment and he smiled back. "How did you do this? It's supposed to be impossible. They said the Fylakizonite would keep us inside the prison, and I assumed it meant that no paranormal energies could penetrate from the outside either."
"You know about the Fylakizonite? And who is 'they'? Do you know where you are? We pretty much figured out what happened, even though we don't know the details yet, and will have a rescue team ready to come and get you by tomorrow morning." Zohar had trouble holding back, he wanted to rush to Zachary's side now. Judging by his physical condition, if the image he was receiving was accurate, he needed medical attention as soon as possible.
"No, please don't come and get me. They'll kill all those innocent family members." Zachary sounded really worried.
"What are you talking about? What family members?" There was no way he wasn't going to come and get Zachary out of there. He sounded as if he was hallucinating.
"I'll explain it to you. Just promise you won't send anyone to try and get me before we've agreed to a plan to get them out safely." Zachary sounded serious.
Zohar nodded. He knew how stubborn his lover could be, so for now, he was going to go along with his story. Until he knew more, he wouldn't be able to make a sensible decision.
"Okay, so here's the thing." Zachary took a deep breath and immediately cringed, grimacing in pain and holding his ribs. "There's this secret society, called The Real Zelarians, who want to rid Zelaria of paranormals. They are the ones who abducted me. I'm not sure what they really want, but they've been asking a lot of questions about my garnet ring. Which, by the way, is apparently a Garnet of Destiny and must be pretty special because they're very interested in figuring out where it came from. They must be afraid there are more of them around."
"I know about the TRZ, we found out that the premier is linked to them. It explains why she was so hostile when I discovered my talent at the ring ceremony and when I brought you back. My father is going to deal with her eventually. Once we have got you safely home."
"Yeah, the guards here mentioned they had a female boss. But you seriously can't get me out unless we come up with a plan to save everyone. The problem is that these TRZ people have been hunting down and imprisoning paranormals for the last hundred years. They keep them imprisoned in buildings with this Fylakizonite to stop them from escaping. They're also using their family members against them, threatening to kill them any time one of them doesn't follow their orders." Zachary grimaced. "They're basically saying they aren't human, so they can use them and their abilities for their own criminal purposes."
"Well, shit, that does change the situation significantly." Zohar groaned. He needed Berwyn to come up with a very different plan. "Can you hold out until we get organized?"
"Yeah, sure." Zachary's smile was a bit wobbly, but his brave lover did his best to reassure Zohar.
It melted his heart and he fell a little more deeply in love.
"I've spoken to most of the prisoners here, and I can get the rest of the information about their families' locations from Marc. He's sort of their leader, and he said there is no way out of here or they would have found it." Zachary shrugged. "I'm not sure how we can do this, but I've been thinking. If this Garnet of Destiny is really that special, maybe we can use it to link everyone's energies and overpower the guards here, at least the ones on the inside. If you can protect the families and get at the guards on the outside, we should all get out alive."
"That's a pretty good plan! I'll check the Encyclopedia to see if there are any hints about linked powers, and I'll let Berwyn know we'll have to ensure the families' safety as well as get an extraction team to your location. Do you know where you are?" Zohar wished he could take notes, but there was no paper in this paranormal communication space, so he'd have to rely on his memory.
"I'll check with Marc." Zachary turned away, looking as if he spoke to someone else. After a few minutes his bondmate-to-be returned his attention to Zohar. "I'm sending you a mental image of the map, since they aren't sure about names or the exact coordinates."
And just like that, a map popped up in front of Zohar's inner eye, showing Zachary's location in one of the remotest areas of the planet. This wasn't going to be easy.
"Don't worry, sweetheart, we'll get you out." Zohar held out his arms, wanting to feel Zachary in his arms again. Just like that, he was there, his slim but strong body right there in his arms.
They said their good-byes and Zohar reluctantly let the connection slip away. He needed to get going on the execution of their plan, and as far as he was concerned, the minute he held Zachary in his arms for real couldn't come soon enough.
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Zachary couldn't take much more of this. He'd just been through his fourth day of increasingly hostile interrogations, none of his old bruises had been given a chance to heal, and Mr. Tall and his fellow guards added new ones every time they dragged him out of his cell. He hadn't told them anything, mainly because he truly didn't know most of the answers they were looking for.
He hadn't been given a decent meal since he arrived and hunger was beginning to take its toll. When he wasn't dizzy, he had the headaches from hell and his stomach felt so empty it hurt. At least he'd been able to convince Marc and the other paranormals to help as soon as they could be sure their loved ones were safe. They had to go on trust alone and Zachary suspected they wouldn't have agreed to the plan without being able to read his utter trust in Zohar's ability to pull off the military side of the rescue mission.
None of them were sure how to make the linking work, other than to exchange thoughts like they had been doing for years and had now taught Zachary. He hoped they could work out how to bring the other paranormal energies into play once he had his ring back. Did he even need it? The connection with Zohar had worked with only one ring, after all. He had a feeling that something as complicated as linking a group of paranormals might require more than one ring that might be a long distance away. His instincts told him he'd need his ring but he still didn't know how he was going to get hold of it once Zohar gave the signal. He knew exactly where the guards kept it, but that was of no use since he was locked up in his cell most of the time.
Zachary tossed and turned on his narrow cot, unable to sleep because he was unwilling to relax enough to let himself drift off. What if he missed Zohar's signal? It had only been twenty-four hours since they spoke via their psychic link, and he was pretty sure Zohar would need more time to get everything organized, but he was impatient and wanted out of this place as quickly as possible.
And then it happened.
From one second to the next the silent darkness around him was interrupted and Zohar's image appeared in front of his inner eye. It was a lot like turning on a TV. The surprise made him sit up but luckily that didn't seem to influence the connection.
"Okay, we are ready to go in five minutes." Zohar looked stressed and had a few wrinkles of concentration on his forehead. "Sorry this is a bit sudden, but we didn't want to delay a minute longer than necessary. You can tell your friends that Berwyn has hand selected the men and women in charge of protecting the families. Not all of them were under immediate threat, but all of them have been assigned protective teams."
"Thank God for that." Zohar took a deep breath and sent a thought message to Marc.
"Now, as for you, Berwyn himself is leading the team that has flown out to your location and he is lying in wait for my radio signal to storm the prison. Oh and by the way, we have another few men ready to arrest the premier and her closest party friends. We don't know that all of them are guilty, but we decided to err on the side of caution." Zohar smiled reassuringly. "So all you and I have left to do is figure out how to use your ring to link your team of paranormals and make sure you can take the guards inside the prison out of commission."
"Yeah, there might be a slight problem with that." Zachary felt nauseous. "They took my ring, and I don't know how to get hold of it. I've only produced accidental bouts of paranormal energy so far, never anything guided or useful. And none of the two people who can use telekinesis can do anything in here, with all that Fylakizonite around us."
"No problem, Justyn has done some research and it appears that as the rightful owner of your Garnet of Destiny all you need to do is call to it." Zohar mentally shrugged. "Just give it a try, and if nothing happens we'll delay the overpowering of the guards until we can figure something out."
In the end it turned out to be much easier than he'd been afraid of. When he focused on his ring like Zohar had told him, he could almost feel it vibrate with reflected energy. He had barely 'called' it when it rushed through the air and landed in his hand. Since it was the middle of the night, there were fewer guards around and none of them seemed to have noticed the flying ring.
From there, everything happened very quickly. He had kept the psychic communication channel with Zohar open just in case of any emergencies. When he started focusing on pulling everyone's energy from his mind into the garnet, a beam of red light seemed to come out of nowhere and vanished into his ring. Zohar told him there was an exact copy of that beam coming out of his ring and a vanishing into thin air.
One by one some thin rays of red light joined the bright beam, and he now understood that the red light was the visible part of all their paranormal energy pouring into the garnet. When everyone had joined and he imagined their energy going outward to flatten and paralyze the guards, a small ball of dark red light rose from his ring, expanded until it touched the walls of his cell, then exploded outward in a burst of energy that even Zohar was able to feel hundreds of miles away.
A loud crash from the direction of the main entrance door followed by an immediate call of "It's Berwyn, don't shoot" was his signal to relax.
"The families are safe." Zohar grinned from ear to ear. "Now you go and tell Berwyn I said to get you back home as fast as possible. You have a bondmate-to-be to embrace, and some very worried future parents-in-law to reassure."
Thank God it's over!
 
* * * *
 
Zachary had slept during most of the two-hour flight back to the palace. Just knowing that he was going home had been enough to let him relax and finally get some rest. He woke up the second the extra-fast military helicopter's rotor blades stopped turning and opened his eyes to a brightly lit landing place on what looked like the palace roof. He blinked a few times, trying to get his gritty eyes to cooperate so he could actually see something other than a blur of light and motion.
He had barely unbuckled himself when the helicopter's door flew open and the most beautiful view of a very disheveled Zohar greeted him. His lover was paler than he'd ever seen him, he had black circles under his eyes, and it looked as if he hadn't shaved for at least a day. He was the most gorgeous man in existence.
Zachary pushed up from his seat and fell more than walked to the exit. He'd been given a fresh uniform to wear, that being the only clothing the soldiers had with them, but it was just slightly too large for comfort and the rolled-up sleeves and pant legs constantly got in the way when he moved. God, he was so weak. Despite the emergency medical care that had healed of most of his surface wounds and the energy bars and water he'd been given as soon as he was on board their transportation home, he was still hungry and now for some reason his legs wouldn't cooperate. Before he could panic over trying to figure out how to leave the helicopter without embarrassing himself by falling flat on its face, Zohar opened his arms and caught him.
"Oh gods, Zachary, I've been so worried." Zohar buried his face in Zachary's neck and squeezed him tightly.
"I missed you so much." Zachary's voice was embarrassingly close to a sob.
"Never letting you go again." Zohar looked up and stared him straight in the eyes. "I don't care if I have to chain myself to you to keep you safe."
"We won't need chains. We'll have our bond link and we'll have our Garnets of Destiny. With those on our side there isn't anything or anyone who can separate us ever again." Zachary smiled at Zohar and lifted his hand to caress his face. "Believe me, I've checked this with the people who know."
"I'm glad they think so, but I'm not taking any risks." Zohar leaned into Zachary's touch as if he'd been starving for it. "Now, let me get you to our room where I can take care of you properly."
Safely pressed against his lover's chest, Zachary couldn't even worry what people would think about him allowing Zohar to carry him across the roof and down the stairs. All he could do was rest his head against the man's shoulder and breathe in his warm scent while enjoying the feeling of his lover's strong arms finally holding him again.
When Zohar stopped walking and Zachary opened his eyes, they were back in their bedroom. Only this time, what seemed like the entire palace was trying to come in. Zohar deposited him on their bed and sat down right next to him, holding his hand and lacing their fingers together.
"Can we have only the doctor and my parents join us at the moment, please?" Zohar looked back at him, raising his eyebrows in question. "That's okay, right?"
"I'm not sure I need a doctor right now, they took pretty good care of me before we boarded the helicopter for the flight home. I already feel like a new person, I'm just tired now. Your medicine is definitely far ahead of what I'm used to on Earth, I don't even feel any pain. But I'd love to speak to your parents." He smiled as they came forward, leaving the other well-wishers behind for now. He'd had no idea so many people in the palace had been worried about him. He hadn't even met all of them yet.
Zohar's mother wasn't able to restrain her enthusiasm for very long and rushed the last few feet so that she could embrace him that little bit earlier than her husband. Zohar's father may have tried to look more relaxed but his hug was so tight that Zachary feared he wouldn't be able to breathe until the man let him go.
"Welcome home, son." Zohar's father slapped him on the back. "You had us all pretty scared and we're damn relieved you're back with us."
"Thanks, Ethon." Zachary still felt it was strange for him to address a king by his first name, but on the other hand it was what the man had told him to do. And the king was his future father-in-law after all.
"You have some well-earned rest, and we'll see you when you're ready." Zohar's mother smiled and ruffled his hair as if he were a small boy. "We'll also have some decent food for you."
"What about the other paranormals?" Zachary could have just linked with them, but he was too exhausted and wanted to conserve his energy.
"They'll be taken care of, don't worry. We're having all of them checked out by doctors back in their home cities, once they're with their families again. If any of them require a hospital we'll make sure they're not separated from their loved ones." Zohar's father shook his head. "I still can't believe all of this went on right under our noses and we never knew. I'm going to make sure justice is done."
"I wouldn't mind sitting in on the premier's interrogation." Zohar tilted his head. "I'd just like to hear what she has to say for herself and how she justifies her actions."
"Same here." Zachary suppressed a yawn and everyone looked concerned.
"Okay, we'll wait with questioning her until the two of you have had some sleep." Zohar's father chuckled and it almost sounded evil. "Actually, it's quite a good idea to let her stew a little longer. Giving her back some of her own medicine can't be a bad thing, right?"
"You're not getting an argument from me." Zohar grinned. "Thank you, for everything."
Zohar's father just waved it off, took his wife by her hand, and left the room.
"Finally alone." Zohar grinned and moved back little to give him a once-over. "I think I like you in uniform."
"Oh, stop it. Now you're just making fun of me. I looked ridiculous." Zachary started pulling off the offending garments. "I wish you had another pair of those wonderful pajama pants for me. And I'd kill for a shower."
"No need to kill anyone, sweetheart. You know where to find the shower, and by the time you get back, I'll have a new pair ready and waiting for you."
Zachary just nodded, got up, and made his way to the bathroom. He desperately wanted to get clean, but he was also far weaker than he'd thought. The hot water felt wonderful on his skin but he was rapidly fading. About to call Zohar to help him, the shower door opened and his lover stepped in, gloriously naked.
Zohar must have seen how close he was to losing consciousness because he took him into his arms, helped him rinse his hair then made sure he was properly dried off before handing him the new pair of sleeping pants. These were dark blue and made him feel truly at home again as soon as he slipped into them.
"There you go, all ready for bed." Zohar winked.
"I wish I had the energy to do more than fall asleep." Zachary crawled under the sheets and snuggled up to Zohar.
"Don't worry, sweetheart. We have all the time in the world. Just get the rest you need, and we'll take it from there." Zohar hugged him more tightly and kissed him, much too briefly, on the mouth. "Sleep tight, I'll be watching over you."
"Thanks…" Zachary was asleep before he could finish the sentence.
 
* * * *
 
By the time Zachary awoke it was early afternoon. As much as he wanted to stay in bed with Zohar, hunger forced him to find food. He was also more than curious how the premier was taking her imprisonment and was determined to sit in on her interrogation with Zohar.
An excellent meal in the now-familiar dining room later, Zohar's father came to pick them up for the short walk to the guest wing. One of the rooms had been transformed into a makeshift prison for the former political leader of Zelaria. As far as he was concerned, it was much too comfortable for someone who had committed so many crimes.
They found the ex-premier, now simply Mrs. Mercadet, chained to a chair and under the supervision of four guards. Listening to her loud complaints the second they entered the room, you'd think she had spent the last twelve hours in worse conditions than the prison facility Zachary had been forced to spend almost four days in. At least she hadn't suffered any physical deprivation other than her imprisonment.
Zohar's father had informed Zachary that this was not the official interrogation, since that would be left to professionals once she'd been transferred to a secure location where proper judicial process could be followed. Zachary shuddered at the thought of having to defend this woman. It was a good thing he wasn't a lawyer. No, the general agreement among the members of the temporary emergency government was that grievous harm had been done to the royal family, which apparently now included him. Evidently they deserved some sort of closure, if they could get it. The official process might take years.
The ex-premier's face was a study in anger and her eyes glittered with fury. When Zohar and Zachary followed Zohar's father inside and took seats behind the table opposite her chair, she sneered in open disgust. Apparently she had figured out that hiding her reactions wouldn't do her any good. Not with a telepath in the room.
"Why did you do it?" Zohar's father leaned forward, steepling his hands and looking for all the world as if he was trying to have a harmless conversation. The question may not have been very precise, but it summarized what they all wanted to know.
"What do you mean why did I do it?" She scowled at them. "It's been perfectly clear that the willingness of previous Zelarian governments to discuss the recognition of paranormals as equal citizens is a danger to our society's continued well-being. The thought of those creatures, if they ever were to reappear through genetic regeneration, is horrifying to every decent human being. Our ancestors fought them and won, we shouldn't be looking to repeat the mistakes of the past."
"Indeed we shouldn't." Zohar's father smiled. "However, I'm afraid we'll never agree on which mistakes are the ones that should not be repeated."
"Why did you have me kidnapped?" Zachary couldn't hold back any longer. "You didn't even demand a ransom."
"Well, first of all you're a paranormal abomination, not even human, and shouldn't be allowed to walk free. We knew that from the moment you were born. Should have killed you then, but your parents escaped. Not that it did them any good for very long." She looked at him with so much hatred that it took everything in him not to jump up and run for safety. Then she glared at Zohar. "And you are no better. No way were we going to allow you to become our next king."
"Hold on. How did you know when I was born? That was on Earth." Zachary felt as if the rug were being pulled from under his feet.
The ex-premier's chair began to rattle and the glass bowl of fruit at the end of the table fell to the floor, crashing apart upon impact.
She looked horrified but squeezed her lips into a thin line. It looked as if she was done talking.
Zohar took his hand and squeezed. Better.
Then his lover looked at the woman, narrowing his eyes as he focused. Normally there were rules about reading other people's thoughts, or so Marc had told them, but suspected criminals apparently lost that right. Zachary couldn't have agreed more.
"This is way worse than we thought." Zohar turned pale as he broke contact and looked back at Zachary. "It also explains a lot."
"Oh my God." Zachary reeled with the impact of what Zohar had just sent him over their link. It was easy for them to call it up anytime they needed it.
"What did you find out?" Zohar's father took one last look at the scowling ex-premier and rose. "But not here, I've had enough of her."
They returned to the dining room and joined Zohar's mother, who had chosen not to come with them. She hadn't wanted to face a woman who was capable of that much evil and violence. A wise choice, Zachary thought as he sat down next to Zohar. The ex-premier really wasn't redeemable in the least.
"Well, the good news is we now know why those thugs were after me on Earth." Zachary tried to smile but didn't get very far. "Apparently, my parents managed to flee to Earth just after my birth, using my father's power of cross-dimensional transportation and the garnet ring they'd been given at my birth."
"So you are a Zelarian after all." Zohar beamed at him.
"Only by birth. I was brought up thinking I was a citizen of Earth, so it'll take me a while to adjust to this new idea." Zachary smiled back. "When the TRZ found out my parents got away they used some of the imprisoned paranormals to transport the guards to Earth. Their mission was to capture us and bring us back to be used just like the others. Instead, they killed my parents by mistake and their only way back was the hope I'd develop some useful talents. So the guards made sure I got adopted by a man who needed money; they paid him to keep me prisoner, so I'd be at their disposal. They even had one of the Chinese vases equipped with a Fylakizonite dampening device so I wouldn't even know I had powers until they came to get me. When I accidentally broke the vase, the dampener was destroyed and my powers started to emerge. It took them a while to find me, but they knew they had to because I was their only ticket back. My reappearance here alerted the ex-premier that they were still alive and she pulled them back as well, killing two paranormals in the process. Then she kidnapped me since the risk of Zohar and I learning how to use the Garnets of Destiny was too high for her to accept."
"Unbelievable." Zohar's mother shook her head. "I'm glad we discovered that conspiracy but we'll need to remain vigilant. We may have identified the key people in their organization with the telepaths' help, but I'm afraid there may be a few that escaped our notice. It shouldn't stop us from focusing on rebuilding Zelaria in a way that allows all of us to live in peace. Hopefully we'll find more paranormals who will dare to come forward once it's safe for them to do so."
"I look forward to that." Zohar grinned as he turned around to face Zachary. "But there is something else we need to do first."
"There is?" Zachary got a feeling Zohar was about to become emotional. Seemed the telepathy was rubbing off on him.
"Yes, and it's high time we got it done." Zohar slid out of his seat and got on one knee in front of Zachary. He took his right hand into both of his and looked up, giving Zachary his whole attention. "We have gone through a lot together since we met. I've come to respect you, and care for you, and am falling in love with you. Will you please do me the honor of officially bonding with me? I want nothing more than to have you as my true-bondmate and hope you want the same."
Zachary was totally overwhelmed. God, he had hoped they would stay together. He was more than halfway in love with Zohar already. That one magical night they had spent sharing a bed had been the best of his life so far, and nothing had even happened. He desperately wanted more, wanted to find out what it was like to make love with Zohar. Thinking about what it would mean to share this man's life choked him up so much that he could only nod.
Zohar jumped up with a loud "whoot", pulled him into his arms, and kissed him breathless. Right there in front of his parents.
Zachary couldn't get himself to care. After all, he held everything really important right here in his arms.
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
A week later…
 
Zohar opened his eyes before his brain was fully awake. It was hard to be patient today and he was very eager to get going. He held Zachary in his arms, and he couldn't wait for the start of his official bonding ceremony, followed by final consummation of his true-bond with Zachary.
He had known this day would come since he was old enough to understand what bonding meant. Most adult Zelarians bonded at some point in their lives. Since he was the crown prince, the expectation for him to bond and provide an heir was definite and had even been discussed publicly in some of the gossip papers that were as popular on Zelaria as they were on Earth. What he hadn't known, and had never dared hope for, was how happy he'd be on the day itself.
Zachary lay peacefully in his arms, the way they had slept since the ordeal of Zachary's kidnapping had come to an end last week. Zohar hadn't quite made true his threat of handcuffing them together so nobody could separate them ever again, but he'd come close. Zachary had taken the handcuffs, put them in the drawer of his nightstand, and had suggested there were better uses for them in the bedroom. Zohar had snorted in amusement and told Zachary he couldn't wait for the lessons to start. Zachary had blushed a furious red and now seemed to get a hard-on every time he looked at that nightstand.
Zachary snuffled quietly during the last minutes of early morning sleep and snuggled closer as if he knew Zohar needed him. Zohar buried his nose in his future bondmate's hair and willed his erection under control. They had waited this long, what was another few hours? The delicious tingle of anticipation he felt every time they touched was worth it. Zachary's shy glances and dreamy looks had helped Zohar stand firm. And yet, he wanted to know what it was like to be truly one. He sighed. It wouldn't be long now.
To have found his true-bondmate in Zachary was more than he could ever have hoped for. The man was clever, funny, tender, and had an inner strength that made Zohar proud to have him at his side. The potential for them to become closer as a couple as they explored the deeper levels of their bond in the years to come was tremendous, and the fact they were both bearers of a Garnet of Destiny added a facet that nobody yet understood the consequences of. Their relationship was going to be an adventure in more than one sense, and Zohar was deeply grateful for the opportunity to have what promised to be an extremely interesting life. He looked forward to every minute of it.
Zachary took a deep and decidedly unsleep-like breath, stretched, and slowly turned around in his arms so they were facing each other. He'd done this more often than not in the past week, and Zohar loved the little ritual.
"Is it morning yet?" Zachary slowly opened one eye and blinked up at Zohar. His blond locks were tousled and added to his generally rumpled look. Zachary was definitely not a morning person.
"Yes, by my definition it is." Zohar smiled. They had found out that their mornings started at different points of the day, as did their nights.
"That means it's before nine." Zachary grinned, closed his eyes, and burrowed his face into Zohar's chest. "Time for a nap."
"Are you sure? Do you know what day it is?" Zohar wiggled so they touched in all the right places then tightened his embrace. Naps were good and, as he'd found out, more often than not an excuse to do some cuddling.
"Yes." Zachary nodded, his hair caressing Zohar's naked chest. "Doesn't mean I don't need my beauty sleep."
"If you become any more beautiful, you're going to make me do things I'm not supposed to until tonight!" Zohar's arousal was beginning to poke Zachary in the hip.
"I'm not beautiful." Zachary pulled back, his face scrunched up in disapproval and both eyes wide open now.
"Pretty? Lovely?" Zohar laughed at Zachary's mock-frown and relented. "Handsome? Amazing? Gorgeous? Stunning?"
"Better." Zachary's lips twitched.
Zohar bent down and let his lips brush Zachary's ear. "Mine," he whispered.
"Yours," Zachary whispered back and tilted his head up for a kiss.
Zohar was only too happy to provide what his true-bondmate wanted but took his time getting there. He slowly kissed Zachary's eyelids, his nose, both cheeks, his chin, licked a line along his sensitive jaw, and finally sealed their lips together. He caressed everywhere he could reach inside Zachary's hot mouth, using his tongue to convey the deep feelings that had started to grow between them. Their telepathic bond had grown stronger the more they used it, and their physical connection was quickly catching up.
Finally, gasping for air and struggling for control, he pulled back.
"Love it when we do that." Zachary put his head against Zohar's shoulder.
"Same here." Zohar closed his eyes and breathed in the soft morning scent of the most important person in his life.
Just five more minutes!
 
* * * *
 
The official ceremony was set to begin just after lunch. Zohar had insisted on a private meal, with only the members of the family and close friends in attendance. Zachary was nervous about the whole 'in public' aspect of getting bonded, so the longer they could stay out of the vidcamera's reach, the better.
Seated next to his bondmate-to-be, Zohar was happy with the choices they had made. His parents were there, as were Berwyn and Justyn who had become fast friends now that Justyn spent more time at the palace helping with the research as much as with the emotional counseling of the formerly imprisoned paranormals. Some of them had taken refuge here at the palace, the only place they thought to be safe from further persecution.
Marc the telepath and Teigue the teleporter had agreed to attend the festivities; both of them looked a lot better after receiving medical attention and eating well for a week. They had a long way to go but had already become friends as well. They were helping Zachary and Zohar learn to control their powers, and were set to become teachers at the newly founded School for Paranormal Talents here in Zelaria City. So were Neryn, who had a talent for mind control; Dorali, another telepath; Chrystos, who helped Zachary with his telekinesis; and Frona, his wife and a psi-healer. This group included the most experienced paranormals they had and would hopefully, over time, be able to convince others to come out of hiding.
"Are you ready to get bonded, son?" Zohar's father was done eating and sat back in his chair, the biggest grin on his face.
"Definitely." Zohar took Zachary's hand and they smiled at each other. "Have been ready forever."
Zachary looked cute in the official garnet-red bonding robe, his garnet ring still on the gold chain around his neck. Zohar touched his own ring that he'd put on a matching chain for the occasion. They'd both wear them officially after today.
"It's not every day a crown prince says his vows, but what better way to mark the beginning of a new era for Zelaria." Justyn wiped his mouth with a red-bordered festive napkin. "Thank you again for inviting me to the private part of the celebrations."
"You're very welcome here, and we're happy to consider you part of the family." Zohar's mother smiled at her new favorite patriarch.
"Not to mention honored you agreed to bond us." Zachary looked a little out of it, nerves definitely showing more the closer the ceremony got. But he was putting a brave face on it all, not letting anyone see how excited he was.
Zohar squeezed his hand a little tighter and sent soothing thoughts. Zachary's eyes widened a little. He still wasn't used to them being able to do this. His eyes darted to Marc, the guy who had hounded them both about shielding, but he hadn't noticed a thing and was deep into discussing wine with Berwyn.
"Don't worry, our shields are fine." Zohar checked the timepiece on the wall. "Ready to go?"
"No." Zachary's hand shook just a little. "But you know I'd follow you anywhere, so lead on. I'll be right behind you."
"Very funny." But he couldn't stop from grinning, which made his parents smile. He was pretty sure they suspected more than they let on.
"It is time." His father's voice rang with a deeper truth and felt like an echo from another place. For a moment everyone was silent, wondering what it was they felt.
"Let's go." Zohar rose and pulled Zachary with him.
When the music started they entered the Ceremonial Hall as a group, making a colorful entrance since they were all dressed in ceremonial robes for the occasion. Zachary and Zohar led the way in red, Zohar's robe edged in royal gold and Zachary's in green as the new symbol for Earth. Zohar's parents followed in gold edged with red; Justyn was on his own in the official white of his non-denominational church, today laced in red in honor of the garnets that had supported Zelarian culture since the beginning of recorded history, if not before. Berwyn led the rear in his customary black, though he had made concessions and agreed to wear a golden-red sash with green trimming. Their paranormal friends, all in black, took seats in the front row.
Zohar walked toward the front of the room, where the thrones had been replaced by an altar. Rows upon rows of chairs filled the hall, the high-society guests and dignitaries mixing with the common people since they hadn't wanted to create the segregation some in their society loved so much. This day was all about setting the tone for the future of Zelaria and Zachary and his vision was much more egalitarian than history prescribed. Unhappy rumblings in certain circles be damned, it was time for a new beginning.
Justyn took his place in front of the altar, Zachary and Zohar faced him with their backs to the guests. Berwyn stood with Zachary, and Zohar's parents stood with Zohar. The official music ended, Justyn spoke a few words and so did Zohar's father, but it all pretty much passed him by. He only had eyes for Zachary, and his bondmate-to-be responded by returning the favor. Zohar almost missed his cue to speak his vows, the sudden silence alerting him to the fact something was supposed to happen and fearing it might be his turn to speak. He managed to cover for it by checking with Marc as to what was going on. As another telepath, he could always contact him without fearing an unethical intrusion.
"Marc?"
"The patriarch just asked you if you have, of your own free will and confirmed by the power of the garnet, decided to take Zachary Williams of Earth as your true-bondmate." Marc added an amused mental chuckle.
"I have, venerated Patriarch." Zohar's voice shook only a little, and he didn't look away from Zachary for a moment.
"Have you, Zachary, of your own free will and confirmed by the power of the garnet, decided to take Zohar Zyngold, Crown Prince of Zelaria, as your true-bondmate?" Justyn's voice had never sounded so authoritative.
"I have, venerated Patriarch." Zachary's voice was a little softer than Zohar's, but there was no hesitation.
"Then you may exchange your vows in silence and place the rings on each other's fingers as a symbol of your love and commitment." Justyn stepped back.
Zohar took Zachary's ring off the chain, held his right hand in his own, and pushed the ring onto his bondmate's finger as he thought his vow at him. "I, Zohar, take you, Zachary, as my true-bondmate, and I promise to love, honor, and respect you. I will be faithful to you and not forsake you, ever. I am committed to you, and only you, with a certainty as solid as the power of this Garnet of Destiny."
Zachary smiled at him, happier than he had ever seen him. He took Zohar's ring off the chain and pushed it onto Zohar's right ring finger as he thought his vow. "I, Zachary, take you, Zohar, as my true-bondmate, and I promise to love, honor, and respect you. I will be faithful to you and not forsake you, ever. I am committed to you, and only you, with a certainty as solid as the power of this Garnet of Destiny."
When both rings were in place, something close to an electrical charge spread through his hand, up his arm, and into the ring, where it lit up the garnet. Zachary's ring had come to life as well, and soon both of them emitted a bright red beam of light. The rays moved toward each other, combining into a bright sphere that surrounded them both. Zohar was so happy, he laughed with the joy of it.
"I now pronounce you bonded husbands." Justyn's voice sounded far away.
Thundering applause followed and they looked up to see that everyone had risen from their seats. His parents waved at them, shooing them away.
It was time to start their honeymoon.
"Ready?" Zohar felt giddy with joy.
"More than." Zachary held onto him more tightly.
Together they invoked the right of the newly bonded to be transported to their chosen retreat where they would spend the first week of bonded life. They had no idea if it would work, and even less how it was possible, but the Encyclopedia had been pretty clear. True-mates had the ability to teleport just that one time after first putting on the rings as legally bonded people.
It seemed the information had been correct. The world around them dissolved into a red mist, and the next thing Zohar saw was a tropical beach, their bamboo cabin just a few feet away farther up the shore.
Amazing!
 
* * * *
 
Zachary blinked a few times after they'd rematerialized. He'd never get used to teleporting around the planet like that. It was very disorienting to say the least. Having thought that, in this case it was pretty cool. The Zelarians definitely had the right idea: leave the party to the guests of a wedding, or bonding ceremony, and let the newly bonded pair get on with what was uppermost on their minds. At least it was the most important thing for him, and he'd been thinking about this moment ever since Zohar's official proposal.
At last he would find out what it felt like to make love.
He took a deep breath of the salty ocean air and burrowed his feet into the sand. Even still wearing shoes it was a nice feeling. Then he looked at Zohar and found the man smiling from ear to ear.
"Finally alone." Zohar grinned, took his hand, and started walking them toward their cabin.
It was small, just two rooms plus a tiny kitchen and a lavish bathroom. They had picked it because it was the only house on an otherwise uninhabited island. It also came stocked with enough food for a week and a view over the ocean that was to die for. They took off their shoes and socks in the hallway and walked into the living room. It looked welcoming enough with its white wicker furniture and colorful rugs, but it went past in a blur as Zohar pulled him toward the bedroom in a flattering show of haste to get to the good part. Zachary was vibrating with expectation and arousal by the time they got to the room.
He glanced around, just to orient himself. A king-size bed was the main attraction and it was already turned down. The chocolates on the pillow made him smile. Some Earth traditions had apparently already made an appearance here. A door led to their bathroom to the left and floor-to-ceiling windows made up two of the other walls. One set doubled as a door that was open and led straight onto the beach and was framed by colorful curtains that moved slowly in the light breeze.
Zohar stopped next to the bed and took him into his arms. He bent his head and kissed Zachary slowly and with enough tenderness to make him melt. His hands stroked along Zachary's back, up toward the nape of his neck and Zachary returned the favor. He wanted skin-to-skin contact though, so he opened Zohar's robe and slid his hand inside.
"Gods, yes, I like the away you think." Zohar stepped back a little and helped him remove the robe.
Dressed only in garnet-red pants that looked almost as good on him as the black silk pajama pants that were still Zachary's favorite, Zohar was a feast for the eyes. His broad shoulders, well-muscled chest, and strong arms just begged to be explored with hands and tongue. He smiled and stepped up to help Zachary out of his robe then returned to the kissing.
With their naked chests now touching and their erections only separated by two layers of very thin fabric, the effect was electrifying. Zachary pressed up against Zohar's body, grinding into him in total abandon. They sank onto the bed side by side, arms around each other, softly kissing and caressing. The slow build was as exciting as he'd hoped. And this time there would be no stopping when they reached the point of no return.
Zohar stroked the back of Zachary's neck, making him moan with the waves of pleasure that raced down his back. He pushed himself closer and kissed the side of Zohar's throat, just under the ear. Zohar groaned for him and pushed him onto his back, pressing him into the mattress and kissing him as if he'd been starving. The slow grind of Zohar's hard erection against his hip drove Zachary crazy with need and he finally pulled back from their kiss for some much-needed air.
"I want you." Zachary looked up into the lust-glazed eyes of his bondmate. "Please, need you inside me."
"God, yes." Zohar rose to pull down his pants and retrieve the lube from the nightstand.
Zachary got the message and slid out of his pants as well, trying not to become distracted by Zohar's magnificent cock that was already hard and seemed to be reaching for him. Thank God there was no need for condoms since they were both clean.
Zohar returned to the bed, and they kissed some more, hot mouths and lips touching, tongues dueling. Zohar gripped his head with his large hands and held him still, deepening the kiss until soft sighs and low moans were the only sounds Zachary was able to make.
"Now, please." Zachary loved this wordless communication. It came in really handy at times like this.
Zohar opened the lube, and Zachary spread his legs in an unmistakable invitation. He blushed with how wanton that made him feel, but Zohar's approving gaze was all the confirmation he needed. His bondmate apparently liked him vulnerable and all spread out for him.
Zohar squirted a generous dollop of lube onto his fingers and slid them along Zachary's cock, down his tightening balls, past his perineum, and circled his twitching hole until Zachary was ready to beg for a touch there. Finally Zohar relented and caressed the sensitive skin until his tight muscle loosened a little. The slippery slide of his finger made Zachary squirm with lust. Zohar got more lube and slid one finger inside to the first knuckle.
"God, that feels good." Zachary smiled up at Zohar to reassure him. "Never thought it would feel this amazing."
Zohar slid his finger in and out a few times, and it only got better. The waves of electricity seemed to go straight to his balls and his cock was so hard, it was close to painful.
Zachary started to move with Zohar's hand, trying to get him deeper, so Zohar added even more lube and a second digit. It burned a little at first, but then Zohar curled his fingers and hit a spot that made Zachary's world explode in pleasure, and he couldn't stop the orgasm that suddenly overwhelmed him, nor the scream of release that rent the air. He shook with the intensity and babbled embarrassingly incoherent stuff as Zohar grinned and continued to finger-fuck him.
"You are so hot." Zohar's voice was deeper than he'd ever heard it. "Going to make you feel so good."
"Already have." Surely, this couldn't get any better?
"Just wait." Zohar added a third finger.
Zachary moaned. It just increased the pleasurable sensations racing from his ass into his still-hard cock, back past his balls, then up his spine. He stared at Zohar, who was biting his lip and shaking from excitement.
"Need you now, baby." Zachary wanted it with everything he was. "Need your cock. Please."
Zohar's eyes lit up and he nodded. He pushed a pillow under Zachary's hips and knelt between his knees as he slicked his cock with more lube. Then he lowered himself on one hand, using the other to aim his cock at Zachary's hole.
"Please, I need you so much." Zachary reached up and slid his arms around Zohar's shoulders.
"I love you, Zachary." Zohar slowly started pushing into him.
"Zohar!" Zachary arched his back as the pleasurably painful stretch became his entire world.
Zohar stopped moving when he was buried balls-deep, inhaled deeply as he visibly battled for control, and placed his second hand beside Zachary's head. Zachary breathed through the remaining pain and slowly relaxed around the huge intruder. He smiled when it began to feel good again.
"I love you too, Zohar." He squeezed his ass muscles and Zohar's eyes widened. "Now, move!"
"Baby…" Zohar started rocking in and out of Zachary's body.
He supported himself on his elbows and cradled Zachary's head in his hands, which brought them so close Zachary could feel his bondmate's hot breath on his lips. Zachary pulled him even closer and merged their mouths in a tender kiss. Their bodies pretty much fused together and Zachary's erection was pressed tightly between their bellies, sliding back and forth with each of Zohar's thrusts.
Zachary rocked up into every movement and kept up with the increasing pace, the need inside him swelling to the point where he couldn't hold back. He never stopped looking at Zohar and he could feel their souls connecting as well as their bodies.
"Zohar!" No way could he stop from coming.
Zohar nodded and sped up, pounding into him hard enough to make the bed squeak. They came at almost the same time, his ass contracting in time with the spurts of semen that flew out of his cock and slicked their chests and abs. The ecstasy was so intense he had to close his eyes. His body shook and he felt Zohar's hot seed mark him from the inside.
He screamed into Zohar's mouth and felt more than heard his bondmate's response. Zohar collapsed onto him and he loved the weight pinning him down as he tried to catch his breath. They still trembled with aftershocks minutes later when Zohar finally pulled out, lay back, and made sure they were still touching as much as possible.
"We're truly bonded now." Zohar kissed his head, smiled tenderly, and closed his eyes.
"Thank God for that." Zachary snuggled into Zohar's chest. And thanks to the Garnets of Destiny that wasn't ever going to change.
 
 
The End
 
 



Garnet Epilogue
 
The Void, Outside Space and Time
 
The Collector sat in his armchair, stared at the luminous wall of the cave he'd found himself in after his death, and was bored. He hated it. Full-time boredom had never been an option when he was a businessman on Earth, but he seemed to have no choice here. He had no control over the situation and that made him angry. Even his new name had been handed to him, and since he couldn't remember what he'd been called when he was alive, he'd had to accept it. Galling really, but these guys weren't big on free will or personal choice. They didn't even seem to see the point.
He shook his head.
The idea of collecting stories had come to him out of the blue and the more he thought about it, the more fascinating it became—especially since he hadn't really had time to read since entering college. He'd been too busy building a career and becoming the success his father had told him he'd never be. The old man had been of the opinion that being gay was a death sentence in terms of making something of himself. That was one myth he'd taken great pleasure in debunking.
Unfortunately, he had sacrificed his own happiness and enjoyment in order to show up his father. Now, with all this time on hand to reflect on his past choices, he couldn't help but wonder if it had all been worth it. Not ready to admit how true that was, he distracted himself by trying to imagine what sort of story these Chroniclers would come back with. He grinned. They didn't call themselves that, but if they could hand him a name without asking his input or permission, the least he could do was return the favor.
He closed his eyes for a moment and reclined his head onto the back of the seat. Even though he wasn't really tired, despite a distinct lack of sleep, old habits died hard and he figured time might pass more quickly if he managed to sleep after all.
Suddenly he had a feeling he wasn't alone any longer, so he opened his eyes. Just like last time, three men stood there staring at him. How did they manage to just 'appear' out of nowhere without making a sound? Only, they weren't the same three as last time. He recognized the Observer in his red suit and cape, blue eyes sparkling and flawless dark skin standing out against the gray of the walls.
The second guy wore a bright white suit and cape, was as muscular as the others but not quite as tall. He had long brown hair held back in a low ponytail, a high forehead, brown eyes, and a round face. Interestingly he wore gold rimmed glasses and had a pencil shoved behind one ear. He carried a sheaf of papers, bound into an approximation of a book, under one arm and held a device looking like an e-reader in his other hand. What an interesting contrast.
"I am the Writer, at your service." The guy bowed with a flourish worthy of a seventeenth-century European court.
The third man was definitely the oddest of his new acquaintances so far. His suit and cape shimmered in all the colors of the rainbow, but with a pearlescent sheen, like that of an opal. His short red curls and green eyes made him look Irish, but his serious demeanor and the large bunch of old-fashioned keys clipped to his belt reminded him more of a guardian.
"And I am the Keeper, in charge of ensuring our collections are diverse, interesting, and kept in good condition once they enter the Hall of Collections." Keeper-man didn't so much as blink, staying ramrod-stiff and at almost military-grade precision.
"We have good news." The Observer broke into one of his toothpaste commercial-worthy smiles. "The first story of your collection has been delivered, and our Writer has prepared it for your reading pleasure. We hope you like it and if you do, it will become the first of a minimum of twelve stories to be exhibited under your name."
"Excellent. I can't wait to read it." He held out his hand.
The Writer didn't budge.
"What now?" He tilted his head. These guys had some pretty odd behaviors. "Am I not supposed to read it?"
"You need to make a choice between paper, which is what I am told many Earthlings still use, and this more modern machine, which I believe is called an e-reader."
"I… well, I'll take the paper format, please. I've spent too much time staring at screens and dealing with technology to last several lifetimes." It was kind of considerate they were giving him a choice in something.
The Writer handed him the bound papers with a smile and a flourish. The guy had a talent for the dramatic, that was for sure.
"The Garnets of Destiny." He raised his eyebrows and looked up. "Quite a dramatic title, I like it. And it sounds almost more like an adventure story than a romance."
"That is what you wanted, right?" The Writer vanished the e-reader into a suddenly appearing pocket in his suit, then counted the requirements he had been given off on his fingers. "You wanted love stories with happy endings, not necessarily set in what you think of as contemporary time, possibly with a touch of the otherworldly as you define it. And since your file says you're gay, we added that to the list as well. I believe you'll find that this first candidate for your collection fulfills all the requirements."
They have a file on me that includes sexual orientation? Wow, thorough!
"We need your feedback on this first one so we can refine our search criteria, if needed." The Observer was all business now. "Also, if you need any changes, please discuss them with the Writer. Some degree of customization to the Collector's wishes is always possible."
The Writer grimaced, but nodded. Grudgingly. He clearly didn't like that idea one bit.
"Okay, that all sounds good. Let me read this and I'll let you know." He sat back in his comfy chair, crossed his legs and began to read.
 
* * * *
 
What seemed like several lifetimes later, the Collector turned the last page and sighed at the sight of the letters spelling 'The End' at the bottom of the page. Zachary and Zohar's story was fascinating, and he didn't want it to be over yet. While the important questions had been answered, and the heroes had gotten their happy ending, there were so many aspects of this story-world he'd like to find out more about. Cross-dimensional travel had always fascinated him, and this whole business with the paranormal powers on Zelaria was a very interesting concept. Exactly how Zachary and Zohar were going to deal with rebuilding their society would make for at least one good sequel, he was sure.
"Did you like it?" Writer-guy was shifting from one foot to the other.
Have they been here the whole time? He hadn't even noticed them, he'd been so engrossed. He took a deep breath and smiled.
"I loved it." He cradled the book-to-be in his arms, unwilling to give it up. "In fact, I want to know what's next for this world."
"I am glad you approve. It's always a good omen when the first piece of a new collection meets with the approval of the contracting authority." The Observer looked pleased, the corners of his eyes crinkled with the force of his smile. "As for your request, it's definitely interesting. We'll take it under advisement."
"I agree. I would love to work on more stories in the Garnet Universe." The Writer frowned. "But we need to complete the collection first, right?"
"Indeed we do." The Keeper's voice rang with authority. "There is a procedure to follow, and the conditions for the basic collection have to be fulfilled before we can start to add extra pieces."
The Collector frowned.
"You do not agree?" The Keeper managed to look down at him as if he wasn't quite worthy of having an opinion—definitely not as long as it didn't agree with the Keeper's.
"Well, let me put it this way. I vaguely remember the Observer saying something about access rights needing to be granted before I can see my own collection in the Hall of Collections. I guess bureaucracy reigns everywhere, even here. I think that's very strange, so I'm holding on to this copy for now." No way was he going to get bored again, and at least reading the story again would provide some entertainment. "But I don't remember the Observer or anyone else mentioning any other conditions. Such as the number of pieces or what they should consist of."
"Really?" The Keeper looked at the Observer with enough reproach in his eyes to make the powerful man take a small step back.
"It wasn't necessary at that stage." The Observer drew himself up to his full height. "And let me remind you that we are here to serve our collectors, not the other way around."
"Humph." The Keeper didn't seem to agree, but wasn't willing to argue. Not if the mixture of disdain and simple arrogance on his face was any indication.
So the Collector was the one in charge here after all? These guys had a funny way of showing it, but he'd figure it out. Maybe he'd be able to use that to his advantage at some point. Best to observe and learn for now. He had all the time in eternity, or so they had indicated.
"Now that you mentioned it, would you mind telling me what your criteria for a good collection are?" He looked at the Keeper since he seemed to be most knowledgeable in that area. He was almost like a curator, the way he was protecting what he probably thought of as his collections.
"Each piece has to be one of its kind and valuable in its own right. But the pieces also have to fit together, to make sure the collection is diverse. Variety really is the spice of life." The Keeper tilted his head. "We usually start with twelve pieces, but some collections have gotten bigger over time."
"I like the idea of variety." He nodded. "But the possibility of deepening certain areas is interesting as well. I guess we will see how it all shapes up, right?"
"Indeed we shall." The Keeper finally seemed satisfied that no unappreciative collector was going to interfere in his business.
"So what happens next?" He was curious to find out how this story would be exhibited. Based what he'd seen so far, he was pretty sure a simple book in a display case wouldn't be it. At least he hoped not.
"I will take this story to the Hall of Collections, where a special zone has already been set aside. We thought we might call it the Gemstone Chronicles, based on your comment that good stories are as rare as flawless high carat gemstones." The Keeper looked at him expectantly.
"I like that!" He grinned. They really had taken what he said on board.
"We'll have each of the twelve basic stories in its own interactive display area. There are basic versions where visitors will be able to read it, like you just did, or they can listen to someone else read it to them. For those who wish to be slightly more personally involved in experiencing the story there will be what you call a movie version, and some games developed on key plot events. And the very advanced, those who really want to engage with the story on all levels, can chose to experience the full 4D immersion mode, where they will live the story from the point of view of a character of their choice." The Keeper rubbed his hands. "That is what this collection is really made for."
"A 4D immersion mode?" His eyes widened as the consequences began to dawn on him. "I'm beginning to see how this collection could keep me entertained for quite a while. With that sort of variety, I will never be bored again."
"That is the plan." The Observer laughed.
 
* * * *
 
The Collector wasn't sure how much time had passed, but he had finally been granted access to the Hall of Collections. The Keeper wasn't happy about it, because the collection was too small and he was probably afraid of a bad reaction regarding his exhibition skills. But the Observer had argued there was no way they could keep the Collector away from what was rightfully his to see if that is what he wanted.
Well, he wanted.
He'd had enough of sitting around in the Hall of Waiting which had turned out to look pretty much exactly like the Hall of Welcome. Maybe he had missed something, but the walls were the same luminous gray, there were no windows, only one door, and no entertainment. He really needed a change of scenery pretty badly.
The entrance into the Hall of Collections was at least twelve feet high, consisted of two doors made of what looked like dark wood, and had two huge golden doorknobs at about the height of his eyes. He felt like a dwarf as the Observer led the way, easily pushing open the double doors that must have weighed a ton.
The first thing that hit him were the white, well-lit walls. The ceiling was higher than the door had been, and as they walked into the entrance area he noticed nine arches leading into corridors branching off into the distance. Each was neatly labeled with what he supposed to be its contents. There was one each for stories, music, sculpture, and paintings to the left, and three types of performance art to the right: singing, dancing, and acting, followed by a corridor for scents and one for food and drinks.
"There are collections of food and drink here?" He couldn't believe his eyes, not having eaten once the entire time he'd been here. Not that he'd been hungry or even thirsty, but still. It was the idea of spending the afterlife collecting foodstuffs or wine.
"Of course there are." The Keeper was walking toward them from a corner office and stopped a few feet away from them. "These collections are about all the senses corporeal beings might experience. Taste and smell are a big part of that."
"Guess so." He nodded dumbly, determined to come and visit some of those exhibits as soon as possible.
"Welcome to the Hall of Collections." The Keeper stepped around them and pointed toward the corridor labeled 'Stories'. "That's where we are going today. Please follow me."
"So there are other story collections?" He looked around, bedazzled by all the sudden visual information. I'm not going back into that gray nothingness ever again!
"Of course." The Keeper glanced back at him for a few seconds with one of his 'do I have to humor the stupid human' glances. "Everything from fables and fairy tales to horror and erotica."
Now that was a 4D exhibit he wanted to visit. He grinned as he imagined himself immersed in someone else's erotic fantasy. Might be interesting indeed. The corridor widened into a large open area almost immediately. Alcoves containing individual collections branched off, each one neatly labeled. They walked past quite a few colorful-looking places, but they were all hazy, as if hidden behind a veil of some kind. I guess I'm not allowed to see those yet.
When they finally came to the Gemstone Chronicles area he stopped in his tracks. Twelve beautiful cut glass cubicles sat in a circle with a small marble fountain in their center. It was made entirely of crystal or glass, he couldn't be sure, and had a wide rim to rest on. A transparent gemstone sat in its middle, water bubbling out of its top and running into the basin. Twelve crystal strips ran from its edge to the cubicles, like pathways pointing visitors to the different display cases.
So far, only one cubicle was filled, and it, as well as the narrow strip connecting it with the fountain, had taken on the deep orange-red color of garnet, the gemstone it now represented. A bright spotlight shone down from the ceiling and made the whole display case shine and glitter like a finely cut piece of the valuable mineral.
"It is beautiful." The Collector swallowed. "Thank you."
The Keeper bowed deeply and retreated.
"Take your time. This is yours to enjoy now." The Observer smiled and followed the Keeper out of the alcove.
For now, the Garnets of Destiny looked a little lonely, all on their own like that. The Collector smiled as he looked at all the empty spaces yet to be filled. They wouldn't stay like that for long and he couldn't wait for the next story to come along.
Amethyst, they had said. The next one would be called Amethysts of Wisdom.
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