
        
            
                
            
        

    


The  only  thing  more  entertaining  than  being  accused  of  murder  is seducing the innocent.

S’Rak, a high priest of the Lord of Night, has been sent far from home to defend both a prophecy and a prince. His problems began the very day he arrived in a kingdom that views him and his kind as demons, and his half-brother Prince Jethain, the man he has sacrificed everything to save, isn’t helping matters.

Only Jisten, the captain of the palace guard, is wiling to help S’Rak, but can the two learn to work together in time to save the prince?
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Chapter 1

Early in the Morning

Winday, the 27th of Evphormon

Dawn  found  Tebber  on  his  knees  before  Lord  Hasaviz,  Lord  Virien’s second-in-command.  The  dark  servants  were  sleeping,  and  from  what Rak had told him they would not awaken until late afternoon. Hasaviz had ordered  him  to  report  once  the  dark  ones  slept.  Tebber  obeyed,  not because he wanted to, but because as a slave he had no choice. His right hip bore a tattoo brand, too, although he wasn’t forced to wear a colar.

He stil knew what he was, and what would happen if he disobeyed.

He hadn’t missed the sight of the tattoo brands on Rak’s hips any more than he’d missed the scars left by the whip. He’d heard the dark priest admit that he’d been a slave. At the fete, Rak had only admitted to having been a gladiator, but Tebber knew better. Only sex slaves had their body hair permanently removed. Only sex slaves were given the potions. He’d used the high priest himself in order to relieve his slave fires.

None of that found its way into the report he had given the prince the night before. Although Tebber had strived to give Jethain an honest and fair picture of the dark servants, he hadn’t felt that part of Rak’s past was anyone’s business but Rak’s. It was bad enough to be a slave, but it could happen  to  anyone,  and  there  was  no  shame  in  being  a  gladiator.  There was a great deal of shame in being a sex slave, however, so Tebber had held his tongue.

“Wel, Tebber,” said Hasaviz, “it appears that the dark ones didn’t kil you after al. Tel me everything you saw, everything they said, everything they did.”

“Master, I dare not,” Tebber said, trying to evade the topic. “The high priest is powerful. I would not cross him.”

“Tebber, Tebber,” admonished Hasaviz. “You shouldn’t fear the high priest. He is nothing to you. You should, however, fear me. For if you do not do as I bid, you wil regret it.”

The kind eyes of the dark priest lingered in Tebber’s mind, as did the sweet memory of thrusting deeply into him. It wasn’t fear of the dark ones that made him resist, but a newfound devotion bordering on love. “I wil not betray him, master. The high priest is a kind, decent man, and worth ten of you.”

Lord  Hasaviz  grabbed  Tebber  by  the  tunic  and  dragged  him  into  the back room, where he cast him down onto the stone floor. “Strip, slave.

I’l not ruin good fabric in punishing your worthless hide.”

Tebber trembled as he removed his clothing, but resolved to be brave.

Once he was naked, Hasaviz chained him to the whipping post.

“Now, slave,” hissed Hasaviz into his ear, close behind him. “You need to decide how bad you wish this to be. If you don’t tel me what I want to know, this wil be much, much worse for you.”

Tebber closed his eyes and refused to answer. He held the image of the high priest in his mind like a talisman. Slavery was anathema to the Lord of  Night.  That  simple  statement,  uttered  by  the  priest  at  the  feast,  had given him hope. Hope and love gave him the strength to rebel.

“As  you  wil,  slave.”  Hasaviz’s  voice  was  ice  cold.  “I’ve  chosen  the Zothian slave whip in honor of your new friend. He’s felt it before, and now, so shal you.”

The lash fel across Tebber’s back, and he cried out both in terror and in  pain.  The  Zothian  whip  had  barbs  woven  into  its  five  tails,  and  the sensation  of  blood  tricking  down  his  back  was  horrifying  to  the  young slave.

“Yes, slave, the Zothian whip is barbed. Where do you think your dear dark priest got those scars? And now you’l have some to match his. Be grateful that this room is shielded from the flies. If you’re good, I’l even give you a blood amulet when I let you leave.”

Hasaviz  gave  him  ten  lashes  of  the  whip,  and  once  the  last  blow  fel, Tebber could barely stand under his own power. Weeping with pain and fear, he told his handler everything. Hasaviz asked pointed questions that made Tebber think that Virien’s assistant already knew something about Rak.

Once  Tebber  had  told  al  he  could,  Hasaviz  put  the  slave  to  his  use, grunting in enjoyment with each savage thrust, laughing at Tebber’s cries of discomfort and shame. Al thoughts of a connection between the slave handler  and  the  high  priest  fled  Tebber’s  mind  as  he  tried  to  endure Hasaviz’s  pleasure.  Tebber  wept  for  what  he  had  done  to  Rak,  but  he hadn’t  hurt  the  high  priest,  and  what  Hasaviz  was  doing  hurt  terribly.

Tebber  had  learned  it  was  best  to  cry  out.  If  one  didn’t,  then  the  slave trainer ratcheted up the torture until they broke.

When it was finaly over, Hasaviz dropped a blood amulet on the pile of  Tebber’s  clothing.  “Go,  slave.  Back  to  your  dark  one.”  Tebber scrubbed the tears from his face and puled his pants on quickly. The tunic was  harder,  and  he  bit  back  a  sob  as  he  put  the  tunic  on.  His  back protested  even  at  that  slight  motion,  folowed  by  the  pain  of  the  rough fabric rubbing against his fresh stripes. He slipped the amulet around his neck,  grateful  to  Hasaviz  for  providing  that  thin  protection  against  the ravenous blood flies, and glided out the back door so he wouldn’t have to pass Hasaviz at his desk.



   


King Owain and Prince Jethain walked into the suite of the dark servants, accompanied  by  their  usual  guards.  Tebber  bowed,  his  face  an expressionless mask. “Your Majesty, Your Highness, how might I be of assistance?”

“I want to speak with my son Araken,” said the king.

“Your Majesty, the high priest is sleeping.” Tebber licked his lips. “He left orders not to be disturbed.”

“Sleeping? It’s past midday,” said Jethain.

“Wake him up,” commanded the king. “Tel him I’m here.”

Tebber  hid  his  fear  by  bowing  again.  “Yes, Your  Majesty.”  With  a great deal of trepidation, he walked into the bedroom. Rak had been clear in his desire to be alowed to sleep. Yet here he was, forced to go against the wishes of the dark servant. He walked up to the left side of the bed, took  a  deep  breath  to  gather  his  courage,  and  placed  a  hand  on  the shoulder of the sleeping form.

Rak  lunged  halfway  out  of  the  bed,  his  wings  spreading  wide  for balance, a dagger appearing in his hand. His yelow-green gaze focused on  Tebber  with  an  intensity  that  frightened  the  young  slave.  Tebber backed into the wal, his heart pounding in his throat. “Your grace, I’m so sorry to disturb you, but the king’s here. He wishes to speak to you, and he  commanded  me  to  wake  you.”  He  spoke  as  rapidly  as  he  could, desperate to get the words out of his mouth before the dark priest could use the dagger.

Rak blinked at him, not quite awake. He shook his head and his body relaxed. His wings slowly folded themselves in from their ful spread. “Ai, of course. I do not blame you, Tebber. He is a king and accustomed to getting his own way.” Rak eyed Tebber as the dagger vanished back up the sleeve of his sleeping robe. “I am sorry that I frightened you. I should have warned you what would happen if you were to wake me.”

“Your grace, I am just happy that you let me speak before you placed your knife in my heart.”

Rak grunted as he slid the rest of the way out of bed. “You have no need  to  fear  that,  Tebber. A  true  enemy  would  not  bother  to  wake  me before striking. The rest is just a reflex I have been unable to overcome.”

The  priest  straightened  his  robe  as  he  spoke  and  his  wings  shifted  and rustled, flaring open once more. “The king is in the front room?”

“Yes, your grace.”

“Thank you.”



   


Rak padded out of the bedroom, his bare feet silent on the polished wood floor, his wings stil half spread. The hinges of the door creaked, alerting the room to his presence.

That will need oiling, Rak noted as the king turned towards him. A few paces further into the room and Rak winced as the sunlight, blinding and  painful,  streamed  through  the  windows  and  touched  his  face.  He puled  up  the  hood  of  his  robe  to  shade  his  eyes.  Blasted  sunlight,  he grumped, thinking only to himself since Scorth stil slept.

“Good morning, Araken,” Owain offered in a pleasant tone that didn’t sound forced. “Did you sleep wel last night?”

Rak  stopped  in  a  patch  of  shade.  “Your  Majesty,  I  do  not  sleep  at night. I serve the night. What did you need of me?”

“It’s past midday, Araken,” said Owain mildly, as if he’d done a Rak a favor by alowing him to sleep in. “Arms master Hyal wil evaluate your skil  at  arms,  and  after  that  you  wil  join  your  brother  and  I  for  an afternoon ride.”

Rak  bit  his  tongue,  but  his  wings  spread  wider,  an  emotional weathervane that he had difficulty controling. He stared at the king as he tried to formulate a reply that was at least civil.

Oh,  just  blast  him  and  come  back  to  bed,  opined  Scorth  from  the bedchamber, now half awake.

This will cost me nothing but sleep and it keeps the king happy. I can sleep later.  Rak inclined his head. “If you would give me a little time, I wil make myself ready.”

Owain smiled as if he’d expected no other response. “We can wait,”

he alowed.

“Tebber, please show them to the parlor.” Not trusting himself to say anything  further,  Rak  spun  on  a  heel  and  stalked  out,  his  wings  flaring open and closed in reflection of his agitation.

The  servant  bobbed  his  head  as  the  dark  priest  swept  back  into  his bedchamber. As Tebber escorted them to the sitting room, Jethain asked, “Are the dark ones treating you wel? Do you mind serving them?”

“Your Highness, the dark ones have been nothing but polite. I do not mind serving their needs, though they are few. They seem used to making do for themselves.”

“That’s good to hear. If you have any problems, please don’t hesitate to tel me. I won’t alow them to abuse you in any way.” The prince gave a little nod before he turned towards the king.

Tebber  entered  the  bedroom  and  found  Rak  running  a  wet  comb through his short hair. The priest’s muscular torso was bare, and Tebber again  saw  the  countless  scars  that  broke  up  the  otherwise  smooth, tattooed  skin.  “Your  grace,  the  prince  wished  to  know  if  you  were treating me wel.”

“I suspect that the prince does not trust me. But are you not a member of the palace staff? Do you not owe more alegiance to the prince than to me?” Rak worked his wings through the hemmed slits of his tunic. They stretched once before furling.

Tebber  shook  his  head.  In  a  hesitant  tone,  he  said,  “Your  grace,  I heard what you said at the feast. Does your lord realy forbid slavery?”

Rak’s gaze brimmed with sympathy as he regarded Tebber for a long, silent moment. His voice, when he replied, was ful of understanding. “Ah, I see.  Ai, the Lord of Night holds slavery to be one of the great sins. It is forbidden.  An’athåmis.”

“Your grace, I hardly know you, and yet you have already treated me better and shown me more kindness than those who own me.”

“Do you trust me?” Rak gripped his shoulder, his expression focused.

“Yes, your grace.” Tebber looked down at his worn leather slippers, studying the maze of cracks and scuffmarks. “If your God forbids slavery, perhaps I’ve been worshipping the wrong God.”

Not fooled by Tebber’s attempt to hide his discomfort, Rak turned the servant around and lifted the man’s tunic to reveal the fresh stripes. “Who did this to you?” he asked, his voice low and angered.

Tebber’s body trembled. “M’lord Hasaviz did it, when I would not, ah . . . It doesn’t matter why, your grace. I am but a slave, and Lord Hasaviz is the palace slave trainer.”

“He  questioned  you  about  me,  hmm?”  Rak  cursed  himself  for  not anticipating  this.  It  was  ful  day,  so  nightflames  could  not  be  easily conjured to heal the wounds. He let the tunic fal as his thoughts went to Scorth.  Will you protect him for me whilst I deal with the king? 

Of course I’ll protect him. As if you needed to ask. 

“Yes, your grace,” Tebber admitted with a soft sob. “I didn’t want to answer him, so he beat me. Then I did tel him. Please forgive me.”

Rak puled the young man into a gentle embrace, careful not to touch the stripes on his back. “I place no blame upon you, Tebber. I have been forced  to  do  much  worse  myself.  I  understand  the  limits  of  flesh,  the searing pain of the slave-whip’s cruel barbs, and how, after a while, you wil  do  anything  to  get  them  to  stop.  I  wil  deal  with  your  problem, Tebber. You have my word on it.”

The  dark  priest  released  Tebber  when  the  slave  began  kissing  his hands.  He  sat  down  on  the  bed  to  pul  on  his  boots.  He  belted  on  his sword, but left off the chain mail.

Tebber handed him his cloak. “Good luck today, your grace. Rumor has it that Hyal is unbeatable.”

“We wil see about that,” said Rak with a chuckle. Then his expression sobered. “Stay close to Scorth while I am gone. I have promised you my aid, and I take my promises seriously. He wil keep you safe while I am not here. Scorth is more than he appears to be.”

“Yes, your grace. I hear and obey.”

Rak made a quick gesture of benediction. “Night’s blessing upon you, my son.”




Chapter Two

The Sale d’Arms

The sale was a large open indoor space with a sanded wood floor kept clear of obstructions. Benches lined one wal, interspersed with cabinets and racks of weaponry and armor. Three floor-to-ceiling mirrors hung on the wal across from the benches, an impressive feat of craft and expense.

A man in padded armor sat on one of the benches repairing a piece of leather armor and talking quietly with Captain Jisten. The arms master set his work aside and stood. He and the captain bowed.

“Your Majesties, is this the missing prince?” The arms master indicated Rak with a subtle gesture.

Owain  nodded.  “Indeed,  Hyal,  this  is  Prince Araken.  We  spoke  of measuring his ability at arms.”

Rak  snorted,  crossing  his  arms  over  his  chest  as  he  took  in  his opponent.  The  arms  master  was  taler  and  appeared  lean  and  fit.  He moved with an easy grace and economy of motion that spoke of skil and training. Rak decided that this testing might prove interesting after al. He inclined his head towards the man. “Arms master, I am High Priest S’Rak.

I claim neither my childhood title nor name. Which weapon do you prefer to start with?”

Hyal measured Rak in the same manner that the priest had measured him. “Which weapons are you familiar with?”

“Al of them.” Rak shrugged. “But I prefer the sword.”

“Let’s start with that, then.”

The two men faced off in the center of the sale with wooden practice wands.  Live  steel,  even  pot  metal,  was  deemed  to  be  too  risky.  Wood would leave bruises where steel would leave gaping wounds. Rak didn’t wait  for  Hyal,  but  launched  a  ful  attack  that  had  the  arms  master desperately parrying, giving ground under the onslaught.

Hyal  slipped  under  a  head  cut  and  lashed  his  sword  around  at  the priest’s side. Rak moved just in time to block, then bound the wand and forced  Hyal’s  point  to  the  floor.  The  arms  master  backed  off  a  pace, indicating a break, so Rak lowered his sword and waited. Hyal nodded, and the two engaged in an exchange of cuts and parries that traversed the length of the sale and back again, though neither ever moved in a straight line.

Rak broke the rhythm that Hyal tried to establish, slipping around the arms master’s strike. That cut had been wel timed and delivered, and it should have ended the bout in Hyal’s favor. Instead, the priest avoided it, and his wooden blade came up under Hyal’s, the point resting just under the arms master’s chin, blade angled upwards in obvious threat.

“I yield,” Hyal said. “And wel fought.”

Rak stepped back, the wooden blade held loosely in his grip. He was barely warmed up, and eager for more. Sword work, like dancing, was a focused outlet that actualy helped reduce the demands of his slave fires, at least in the short term.

“The  prince  tels  me  that  you  claim  some  familiarity  with  the  paths,”

Hyal said once he’d recovered himself.

“You could say that.”

“Can you tel me the cycle?”

“Earth to Fire, Fire to Air, Air to Water, Water to Earth,” Rak replied, as simply as if he’d been asked about the weather, “combining in Spirit.”

Hyal made no comment on Rak’s addition to the cycle. The element of Spirit was not taught in the Riverland Kingdoms, and from what Rak had seen thus far, it was also the case here in Koilatha. Hyal assumed a guard position. “Again, but this time, only pul from the path of Earth.”

Rak brought his sword up in automatic salute, his brow furrowing. The path of Earth was the path of strength, the path of the infantryman, rooted solidly in place with shield and spear. Earth was his weakest path.

He waited for Hyal to attack this time, and as he focused his wil on the path  of  Earth,  his  mind  slipped  its  leash.  The  sale  faded  around  him, mutating  into  ivory  wals,  the  mingled  odors  of  dust,  leather,  oiled  steel, and the rancid fish oil used in the lamps filing his nostrils. Behind him, he heard the Sword Master, his earliest trainer, speaking, his voice gravely and  harsh.  Earth  is.  Think  of  the  mountain.  Earth  is  unstoppable power. The earthquake and the landslide. 

Rak’s  focus  sharpened  as  Hyal  attacked  and  he  blocked,  a  simple move  from  the  first  form  of  Earth.  He  noticed  a  crowd  growing  at  the periphery  of  his  vision.  As  word  of  his  testing  spread,  courtiers, guardsmen,  and  servants  trickled  into  to  observe.  Hyal  tried  to  pin  him with a beautifuly executed lunge. Rak blocked and evaded, but did not press the attack.

Hyal  frowned  as  he  recovered  his  guard  position.  He  had  been completely exposed, and had to be wondering why Rak had passed on the opening. The attack, when it came, was perfectly of the path of Earth.

Rak’s blade swept out, low and powerful and swift. As Hyal moved to block the low cut, Rak stepped in close, angling up off Hyal’s blade on the backswing. His practice blade thunked against Hyal’s chest. The arms master stumbled back a step, but kept his footing.

Rak  stepped  back  as  wel,  waiting  for  the  arms  master  to  signal  the continuation.  Hyal  resumed  his  guard  position.  “Nicely  done,  S’Rak.”

The audience murmured. Hyal wasn’t known for praising anyone. “Let’s move on to Fire, shal we?”

As  he  saluted,  Rak  could  once  more  hear  the  voice  of  his  earliest trainer whispering in the back his mind.  Fire is the attack. Ever moving, ever  changing.  To  be  still  is  to  die.  Sudden  fury.  Think  of  the firestorm.   Rak  launched  into  a  rapid  series  of  attacks,  weaving  and flickering,  puling  moves  from  al  ten  forms  without  pattern  or discrimination.  Hyal  was  forced  onto  the  defensive,  the  dark  priest’s randomness  denying  a  rhythm  that  the  arms  master  could  use  to  his advantage.

Hyal  sent  out  his  own  darting  attacks  too  cautiously  at  first,  so  Rak backed off, giving the man a chance to recover and thereby prolong the bout.  He  didn’t  stop,  but  settled  into  a  pattern.  Hyal  caught  on  to  the pattern quickly, and his ripostes and attacks flowed with confidence. Rak tolerated the pattern for a short time before delivering a series of attacks with  the  power  and  fury  of  an  erupting  volcano.  Within  a  half-dozen exchanges, the arms master was flat on his back, staring at the ceiling.

Rak slid the wooden blade through his belt and offered Hyal a hand.

The arms master’s grip was firm, lacking the shakiness of exhaustion. This pleased  Rak,  for  he  was  warmed  up  now  and  ready  for  more.  Hyal’s expression  as  he  regarded  the  dark  priest  was  respectful.  “Now  that  is how Fire should be fought.”

Rak’s  eyebrow  arched  and  he  felt  a  moment  of  sympathy  for  Hyal.

The arms master was doubtlessly frustrated, trying to teach the forms to those who had little real experience observing them. “Earth is, Fire does,”

he commented—a test seeking Hyal’s level of training.

“I  never  looked  at  it  that  way  before.”  Hyal  was  glad  for  the instruction, and Rak thought better of him for it.

“Shal we continue?” Rak offered his salute.

“Indeed  we  shal.”  Hyal  returned  the  salute  and  assumed  a  guard position. “The path of Air, S’Rak, if you please.”

Air  tests.  It  teases,  it  darts.  Air  is  the  feint,  misdirection  and trickery.  Air  is  also  the  storm.  The  tornado  and  the  hurricane.   The ancient  Sword  Master’s  voice  faded  from  Rak’s  mind  as  he  and  Hyal circled one another, opening with subtle feints and withdrawn, testing cuts, appropriate  to  the  path  of  cunning.  Hyal  attacked  first  with  a  twisting series  of  cuts  that  put  Rak  on  the  defensive,  retreating  before  the whirlwind. Rak found his opening and, exploiting it, turned the tables once more with his own whistling, devastating attack.

He  routed  Hyal  in  short  order.  The  arms  master  wiped  his  sweating brow with his sleeve. “How is it,” he asked, “that you are finding it easier, not harder, to best me as we move from the easy forms to the difficult?”

“Arms  master,  no  path  is  easier  than  any  other.  The  paths  reflect  the internal nature of the wielder. Earth is as powerful as water. Have you not ever seen a landslide? That is why the paths are represented in a circle, not in a line. Each element is alied to those beside it, and in opposition to the element across from it.”

Hyal  shook  his  head,  and  in  an  echo  of  Rak’s  own  thoughts  asked, “Where did you train?”

“Katasky,  under  the  Sword  Masters  of  the  ancient  discipline  who developed the paths.”

“I see. Wel, let’s move on to Water. I don’t think it necessary, but I’d be happier completing the cycle.”

“As you wil, arms master,” Rak replied serenely.  Water,  the  path  of subtlety, had always been his favorite path.

Water  flows.  It  surrounds,  it  overwhelms.  Water  can  turn  a mountain into a pebble. Think of the avalanche. The tidal wave. The driving  rain  and  the  raging  river.  Water  is  subtle,  yielding  power. 

They exchanged salutes and Rak flowed into the attack. Each move was smooth,  precise,  and  powerful.  He  met  Hyal’s  cuts  and  turned  them, dissolving  them  into  openings  for  his  own  blade  to  seek.  Rak’s  attack wasn’t fast, but it was so smooth it was hard to predict. Like Water, the dark priest’s attacks inundated. Hyal glanced down when Rak stopped, eying the sword resting against his gut.

Hyal yielded, and as the murmurs of the audience rose to a dul roar, the arms master asked, “You said that you had been trained by the Sword Masters of Katasky. Although I’ve never been there, I’ve heard of their school. Would you please show us your right arm?”

Rak bared his arm, holding it up so the tattoo could be inspected—a sunhawk, spreading his wings and clutching a sword in his talons. A circle on his breast was divided into colored quarters symbolizing the four paths.

The circle was bordered in white and held a white star in the center.

Hyal  smiled  in  satisfaction  as  he  offered  a  bow.  “Thank  you,  Sword Master.” Then he turned to the king. “Your Majesty, there’s no point in testing him further. The high priest is not only my superior with a sword, he is marked in the traditional fashion as a Sword Master.”

“Thank you, Hyal,” said Owain.

Prince  Jethain  pursed  his  lips  but  said  nothing.  The  courtiers  and servants were staring at Rak with expressions of awe. The guards weren’t much more discreet, though their gazes were more respectful than awed.

Captain Jisten looked satisfied, an odd expression for the prince’s main supporter.

Rak smiled to himself as he addressed Hyal. “Arms master, I enjoyed our bout. With your permission, I would like to visit you again, although I would prefer to meet much later in the day. Sparring partners are hard to find.”

“Of course, your grace. Just send your servant around with word, and I wil make the time for you.” Hyal’s expression told Rak of his desire. Rak thought that during their next session, he would be the teacher.

Owain stood up and stretched. “That was entertaining. I’ve rarely seen swordplay of that caliber.” He smiled at Rak. “Are you ready for a little ride?”

“Certainly, Your Majesty.”




Chapter Three

Scorth Discovers the Library

Tebber swalowed nervously as Scorth entered the bedchamber. He was cleaning, moving slowly because his back pained him. He hoped that he wasn’t about to be reprimanded for taking too long.

“Tebber,” Scorth said.

“Lord Scorth, how might I serve you?” Another flutter of fear entered his gut as he recaled that this man was Rak’s lover. With the dark priest gone,  would  Scorth  demand  he  take  Rak’s  place?  Tebber  had  been forced to serve the pleasures of visitors to the palace before, but he liked it not at al. And he knew that the dark priest preferred the bottom, which meant that the demon was a top.

“Take  off  your  clothes  and  lay  down  on  your  stomach.”  Scorth gestured to the bed.

Tebber blanched, his fears about to be realized. He drew off his tunic, biting his lip as the motion reopened cuts on his back. Then he untied the string that held up his simple pants. They dropped off his legs, revealing that he wore nothing underneath them. Lying down on the bed as Scorth had commanded, he steeled himself for what he knew was coming.

He felt the mattress moving as Scorth settled beside him. A quick peek showed  that  the  black  man  was  sitting  on  the  bed,  staring  at  his  back.

Tebber  began  to  hope  that  sexual  service  wasn’t  in  the  offing  after  al.

Scorth was fuly clothed, and he was not positioning himself to ravage the slave’s body.

Tebber  tensed  when  Scorth  puled  something  from  a  pocket.  He’d learned that many people had cruel and perverse desires in bed and, as a result,  he  didn’t  trust  this  seeming  placidity  of  Scorth’s.  But  the  object appeared to be nothing more than a ceramic jar, and, as Scorth removed the lid, Tebber could see that there was nothing more sinister within than some sort of salve.

Nevertheless,  he  gasped,  his  body  jerking  reflexively,  when  Scorth touched his back. He gasped a second time as his pain eased where the salve was applied.

Scorth  spoke  in  a  quiet  manner.  “There’s  no  need  for  you  to  suffer, Tebber. You’re our friend, and we wil take care of you. It was brave of you to refuse your master for our sake, so alow me to dress the wounds you received in punishment.”

“I thought . . . I thought you wanted me to serve your pleasure.”

Scorth snorted as he applied the salve. “I’l never ask that of you. Or of anyone.”

“What of the high priest, then?” asked Tebber.

“I’d  be  surprised  if  he  asked  that  of  you.  He  takes  a  dim  view  on forcing one’s wil upon another, and would leap to your defense if anyone tried to force you.”

Tebber wasn’t convinced, but he also realized that Scorth wasn’t about to  give  up  a  single  one  of  his  lover’s  secrets.  He  said,  “Thank  you  for helping me, Lord Scorth.”

“You’re  welcome,”  the  black  man  replied.  He  finished  with  the  salve and  said,  “I  won’t  dress  these,  for  there’s  little  point.  Once  S’Rak  has returned,  he’l  set  the  nightfire  loose  on  your  back.  Nightfire’s  an  odd substance. It doesn’t burn the flesh, but heals it. Al you’l feel is a slight tickle  as  the  nightflames  dance,  healing  these  stripes  as  if  they’d  never been.” Scorth bent over and picked up Tebber’s clothes. He frowned a little  as  he  felt  the  rough,  cheap  fabric.  He  was  sure  they  didn’t  have anything  in  Tebber’s  size,  unless  of  course  Rak  had  packed  clothes  for Tyl, which he wouldn’t put past his rider. Scorth dropped the slave livery on  the  bed  beside  Tebber  and  said,  “Wait.”  He  rummaged  through  a chest for a few moments and came up with a gaudy set of bardic foppery in eye-searing blue and red. Scorth offered it to Tebber. “It’s hideous, but it’s silk, and wil feel better on your back.”

Tebber took the clothing and the fine fabric slid through his fingers. “I would  be  beaten  a  second  time  and  have  the  fabric  confiscated,  Lord Scorth.”

“Who  would  dare?”  Scorth  scowled  fiercely.  “I  wil  speak  to  this person!”

Tebber’s  eyes  widened  a  bit.  He  bore  the  wounds  of  a  person  who dared. Scorth looked fierce enough to take on Hasaviz and win, though.

Being a demon, surely he had some advantage. “Lord Scorth, you can’t be with me every minute. As soon as you aren’t with me, they wil strike,”

Tebber said with caution.

“It’s the colors, isn’t it?” Scorth eyed the gaudy cloth with misgivings.

“Even  S’Tyl  looks  like  a  jester  when  he  wears  this.  Let  me  find  you something better.” He dove back into the chest.

Tebber peeked over his shoulder. Scorth came up with a set of grey-green work clothes—the kind Rak wore for chores like dragon scrubbing, but in Tyl’s size.

Tebber took them. “I think this might pass muster. No one can say I am putting on airs.” The silk fabric had stains, lending to their discarded look. An incredulous look came to Tebber’s face as he encountered silk for the first time. It wasn’t long before he’d slithered out of the slave livery and into the soft fabric of the beat-up work clothes.

Scorth  put  the  salve  away.  “I  don’t  suppose  humans  who  live  in  sun kingdoms read?”

“They read and write quite extensively. Shal I show you the library?”

“You have a library?” Scorth’s interest was palpable.

“The  large  palace  library  is  public,  but  the  smaler  royal  library  is private,” Tebber said. “As a visitor, you have access to the large one. If you want to see the royal library, you should ask the prince. He’s realy nice and understanding about such things.”

“Please, show me the palace library,” said Scorth. “I’m out of reading material.”



   


Arms  practice  had  gone  wel  and  Rak  was  grateful  for  the  workout.

Loose and limber, he saddled Vyld with the ease of long practice as the stable boy Kennit looked on.

“M’lord, I gave ‘em grains like you said, but one of the cooks came ‘round with meat scraps for ‘em last night. Said that you sent ‘em, so I put ‘em in the buckets. I ain’t never seen a horse eat meat, but these three sure enjoyed it.”

“I  asked  the  cook  for  the  scraps. Avtappi  wil  eat  anything,  plant  or animal. You do not refuse food of any sort in the badlands and prosper.”

Kennit made a smal O with his mouth and shook his head. “M’lord, your land must be a hard place.”

“Ai, lad, that it most certainly is. Ask your teachers, if you are stil in schooling, about the land caled A’filozenoi—the unloved land, also caled the badlands. That is where I live, and where the avtappi are from.” Rak let  Vrema  and  Zala  out  of  their  stals,  but  did  not  tack  them  up.  At Kennit’s inquiring look, he continued, “They wil scout  the  trail  for  me.”

He  swung  up  into  his  saddle,  slipped  his  boots  into  the  stirrups,  and flipped a copper zalki to Kennit. “Here. You did a good job with them, and I appreciate it.”

“Thank you, m’lord.”

Rak winked at the boy as he clucked at his mount. Vyld snorted and ambled towards the stable exit, the other avtappi folowing on his flanks.

Rak  chose  the  back  doors  to  prevent  panicking  the  horses  in  the  front part  of  the  stable.  He  rode  into  the  stable  yard  just  as  the  king  was mounting  a  bay  gelding  with  the  aid  of  a  mounting  block.  Jethain  was already in the saddle of a chestnut stalion, and a ful half-dozen guards, including Captain Jisten, waited patiently atop their horses.

Vrema and Zala paused in the shade of an apple tree on the far side of the  yard  while  Rak  rode  to  Jethain,  his  eyes  on  the  prince’s  mount.  “A warhorse, is he not?”

The  prince  and  his  horse  gave  Rak  and  his  mount  identical  dubious looks.  “This  is  Saber,  a  product  of  my  own  breeding  program  and  the best training we have available. I’d wager he could even give your fierce-looking horse a real fight.”

“Perhaps  he  could  at  that, Your  Highness.”  Rak  looked  at  the  king, who  had  forced  his  horse  to  join  them.  Jisten  and  his  guards  were  stil calming their mounts. Jisten issued quiet orders and several horses were switched out.

Owain  drew  in  a  sharp  breath.  “What  in  sun’s  heavens  is  that  thing you’re riding?”

Rak  was  grateful  that  his  mount  didn’t  understand  Koilathan.  Vyld would  have  taken  offense  if  Owain  had  said  that  in  Okyran.  “Your Majesty, this is an avtappi,” he replied, “bred and trained by those of my sect. Al of the Brethren ride these steeds.”

“Why not ride a horse?”

“Because  a  horse  would  have  a  difficult  time  surviving  in A’filozenoi, Your Majesty, much less the battles with the creatures of the Unmaker.”

“Tel me more as we ride,” Owain said. He urged his gelding to a brisk trot as soon as they were clear of the stable yard. Rak alowed the king and the prince to take the lead, though Vyld could have left both horses eating  his  dust.  The  guards  folowed  them,  two  abreast,  with  standard cavalry spacing.

The  king  led  them  away  from  the  city.  Before  long,  towering  trees surrounded them and the horses accelerated to a canter. The light faded to the filtered green of a forest and the heavy wetness of the air intensified.

Vrema and Zala, who had folowed the guards’ horses at a safe distance, took up flanking positions within the trees, Zala ahead of them and Vrema behind.

Into  this  peace,  Scorth’s  mental  voice  intruded,  How  much  clothing did you pack for a man who isn’t even here? 

Half a pack’s worth,  replied Rak.   And why did you find them? Did you need them? 

Yeeesss, I gave Tebber a set of work clothes. His back is raw from the whip. Silk is kinder than cheap wool. 

So there is the deer I took with the bow I did not need to pack and now Tebber has the clothes that I did not need to take. I am keeping count. And you did not have to lug it all here,  Rak concluded smugly.

Two. That is only two. That is only two of two hundred,  Scorth sent back.

For now. You never know.

   

The library was a sprawling multi-room complex that expanded each year into  adjacent  rooms  as  need  demanded.  As  a  result,  the  entire  library could  not  be  seen  at  once,  and  it  was  awfuly  easy  to  get  lost.  Scorth stared at the floor-to-ceiling bookcases in absolute delight.

“In  addition  to  al  the  smal  study  rooms,  there  are  cushioned  chairs scattered throughout, and even a few couches,” Tebber explained. “The sections are al labeled. Can you read Koilathan?”

“Yes,”  said  Scorth.  It  was  draconic  magic  that  he  could  read  in  any language. He ran a finger down a worn spine. “Can books be removed?”

“You  have  to  ask  the  librarian,”  said  Tebber.  “And  she’s  not  very nice.”

Scorth  smiled,  exposing  his  fangs.  “Where  would  I  find  Koilathan history?”

Tebber  led  him  over  to  the  section.  History  had  three  whole  rooms devoted  to  it,  al  adjacent  to  each  other.  The  texts  were  organized chronologicaly,  and  he  brought  Scorth  to  the  room  with  the  earliest histories. It was also the smalest of the three rooms.

“Bring me a snack,” Scorth said. “I intend to spend quite a bit of time in here.” He puled an interesting-looking book off the shelf and set it on a table.

Tebber bowed. “At once, Lord Scorth.” He padded out but returned quickly  bearing  a  tray  that  he  set  in  the  center  of  the  table  Scorth  had claimed.  “With  your  permission,  Lord  Scorth,  I  wil  finish  cleaning  the suite now, so that it is ready for the dark one when he returns.”

“If you must,” said Scorth. “You don’t need to clean it on my account.”

Tebber smiled, bowed again, and took his leave. Scorth might not care if the rooms were cleaned, but Rak might, and Hasaviz certainly would.

He didn’t want another beating for being lax in his duties, and the slave trainer was known to check on things, if only to snoop.



   


Scorth  settled  down  quickly  with  the  book  he’d  discovered,  which detailed  the  founding  of  the  kingdom  in  a  remarkably  clear  manner.  It didn’t take long for the story to absorb him.

“Do you kil your prey quickly?” asked a soft voice at his elbow.

Scorth  looked  up  from  the  book  in  surprise.  “What?”  He  had  been alone in one of the private reading rooms attached to the main library. An oaken slab table took up most of the space, but the room was wel lit and the  chairs  were  comfortable.  Shelves  lined  the  wals  even  in  here,  filed with books and scrols.

A young woman dressed in the livery of a palace servant was staring at his horns and long nails. She appeared not afraid, but fascinated. “Do you kil your prey quickly?” she repeated, a dimple appearing as she smiled to show  she  meant  no  offense  by  the  question.  “You  do  have  al  the equipment of a predator.”

“No, I prefer to linger over it,” Scorth replied with mock seriousness, flashing his fangs as he grinned.

“That’s too bad.” The woman sighed. “I was hoping for a quick death, what with you being a demon and al.”

Scorth paused in the action of turning a page. “You want to die?”

The  woman  leaned  close  to  him.  “Ever  been  a  slave,  Lord  Demon?

Ever had a cretin like Lord Hasaviz for a master?” She touched one of the horns on his bald head. “Of course I’m looking for a quick death.”

“You poor thing,” Scorth said without sarcasm, moved by her boldness and her plight.

“At least I’ve been assigned to the library during the day. I think Lord Hasaviz is alergic to books. He never comes in here. But at night . . .”

She shuddered.

“Sit,  talk,  eat,  drink,”  said  Scorth,  his  gesture  of  welcome encompassing  the  tray  of  little  cakes  and  pot  of  tea  Tebber  had  left  for him in defiance of the library rules. Scorth’s presence had frightened off anyone  who  might  object,  but  the  woman  stil  looked  around  before perching on the edge of a chair. “What’s your name, child?” Scorth asked as he pushed the tray closer to her.

“I am Essina, Lord Demon.” She took one of cakes and inspected it.

“A meat cake?” she asked, surprised.

“Tebber thinks I am a pure carnivore.” Scorth poured tea for her and grinned, flashing his fangs again. “I don’t know why.”

“I have no idea,” Essina assured him. She nibbled on the meat cake.

“Nicely spiced.”

Scorth tried one. “Yes, very nice. But stil, not quite scones and cream, is it?”

She ate the rest of the smal cake. “You seem like quite a tame demon, you know—reading books, drinking tea . . .”

“We can’t be terrorizing vilages al the time.”

“Everyone needs some time off?” Essina asked, her eyes dancing with laughter.

“Exactly.” Scorth ate another meat cake.

“Reading is a good alternative to terrorizing, I think.”

“I  agree.  Especialy  when  there  are  so  many  books.”  Scorth  looked around dramaticaly. “Do you humans do nothing but write?”

“The lucky ones, I suppose.” Essina sipped the tea. “I like you, horns, fangs, and al.”

The door creaked open and Essina jumped up. She handed Scorth a book just as the librarian peeked in.

“Thank you, Essina,” said Scorth, accepting the book as he focused his feral  gaze  on  the  newcomer.  He  was  rewarded  by  the  librarian’s  hasty retreat. “Was that the librarian Tebber so fears?”

Essina  nodded  and  filched  another  meat  cake.  “You  must  be formidable to be able to eat in the sacred library.”

“What are you trained to do, Essina?”

“I copy records,” Essina admitted. “My parents taught me to read and write when I was very smal, before . . .” She looked down.

The sounds of a furiously whispered argument distracted Scorth from his reply. He strained his ears to make out what was being said. A male servant  was  pushed  abruptly  through  the  door.  “Essina,”  the  servant hissed, waving a hand to attract her attention.

“Helo  there,”  said  Scorth,  grinning.  “Care  to  be  eaten?”  The  servant paled  and  darted  back  out.  “I  mean,  eat?”  Scorth  corrected  himself, causing  Essina  to  snicker.  “I  am,  of  course,  having  trouble  parsing Koilathan  verbs.”  Essina  laughed  harder  at  the  obvious  lie.  When  she calmed,  she  took  another  meat  cake,  and  Scorth  gave  her  thin  frame  a pitying glance.

“Hasaviz  likes  his  females  thin,”  Essina  said  defensively  at  Scorth’s look.

“Hmm,” said Scorth, but he was interrupted by another spate of furious whispering  from  outside.  Scorth  stood,  stalked  over  to  the  door,  and wrenched it open. “Do you mind? I am trying to conduct research here.

You are disturbing me with al of your hissing and carrying on.”

The  librarian  and  the  hapless  male  servant  she  had  been  haranguing beat a hasty retreat. Scorth closed the door. “Until I decide to leave the library, you are now my research assistant and can’t be spared.” Scorth winked outrageously.

“Eventualy  someone  wil  be  brave  enough  to  come  and  get  me,”

observed Essina as she refiled her mug of tea, not in any hurry. “And you can order scones and cream if you wish.”




Chapter Four

An Afternoon Ride

Many  miles  down  the  road,  the  king  slowed  his  horse  to  a  walk.  Rak brought Vyld up even with the prince and king so that al three men rode abreast. The two horses laid their ears back as the predator drew near, their eyes roling at the fanged beast. Battle trained, they were on the cusp of attack or flight, waiting for the signal that would tel them which. A quiet song  threaded  its  way  into  their  minds,  calming  them,  alowing  them  to accept this strange equine as a herdmate, at least temporarily.

Once his horse had settled, Owain said, “I find these woods to be a place  of  great  beauty  and  peace.  Riding  through  here  is  one  of  my  few escapes from the burden of the crown.”

His song was done, so Rak turned to admire the trees. “This forest is lovely. I understand the attraction, and the need for time away from one’s responsibilities.”

“Do you have woods like these near Okyro?”

“Definitely not, Your Majesty,” Rak said. “Okyro sits on a plateau high above the twisted gorges and arroyos of the land. The city was built for defense. The only paths up are steep switchbacks cut into the rock of the cliffs. There are few trees in my land, and nowhere is there a wood such as this.”

“Your description leaves me wondering just what is in your land,” said Jethain.

“It is a hard land. Water is scarce. What springs exist are wel hidden, or wel guarded, or both. The land is not fertile, and it takes great effort for anything to grow.” Rak glanced up at the trees again. “But once it was as fertile and as beautiful as any part of Koilatha.”

“What happened to it?” Jethain asked, his tone unabashedly curious.

“You do not know?” Rak glanced at his brother. “I thought everyone knew that tale.”

“I don’t know it either.” Owain cleared his throat. “It must be another Outland  story  that  never  made  it  this  far.  Every  so  often  a  wandering minstrel  wil  fil  us  in  on  the  doings  of  the  Outlands,  but  between geography and barbarians, we’re pretty isolated.”

“Of  course, Your  Majesty,  you  are  doubtlessly  correct.  But  the  tale you are asking of is ancient. It has its roots in the dawn of time, when the world was new.”

“I would like to hear that tale,” said Jethain.

“I  wil  try,  although  storyteling  is  not  my  specialty.”  Rak  cleared  his throat and began to chant.

   

“In  the  elder  days,  when  man  was  just  beginning  to  crawl  about  on  the surface of the world, and the world was new and beautiful, the Gods and Goddesses each ruled a measure of Their creation, overseeing the parts They held the greatest affinity for.

“The Goddess of Destruction wished to rule a greater portion than Her due. She wished to hold dominion over al the lands of the new creature man.  She  desired  to  destroy  al  that  the  upstart  men  were  creating,  and strip from them their gift of free wil so that she could rule over them more easily.  The  Gods  and  Goddesses  of  Day  did  not  see  any  threat  in  Her desires, for such words were to be expected of a Goddess of the House of Night, and a Goddess of Destruction would of course wish to destroy.

They were confident that Their light would keep her from their own lands and cared not what she did in the lands of night.

“The Storm Lord did not trust that the Goddess would be content with words and threats alone. And thus, when She came down to the land, He folowed  Her.  When  He  discovered  that  the  Goddess  had  enslaved  a town ful of humans and was ruling over them with an iron fist, He grew angry, for the gift of free wil had been His.

“The Lord of Night chalenged the Lady of Chaos, and They entered into  battle  against  each  other.  Their  battle  was  so  fierce  and  Their weapons so powerful that the land They fought upon was torn asunder.

The  battle  raged  for  days  without  end,  the  area  of  devastation  growing with each passing moment. Finaly, the Gods and Goddess of the House of  Day  were  forced  to  take  notice,  and  They  went  to  investigate  Their opposites in the House of Night.

“The Sun God and the Sunset Goddess wept at the sight of the once fertile land—now a smoking, twisted land of death—and the deities of the House  of  Day  forced  the  combatants  to  separate.  The  deities  of  the House of Night had tried to reconcile the Storm Lord with the Unmaker, but  in  vain.  No  compromise  could  be  reached  that  would  bridge  the chasm between the warring consorts. The Goddess of Destruction refused to leave Her plans for conquest, and the God of Night refused to alow Her dominion over the creature man.

“So the deities of both houses conferred and discussed what to do for many days as the twisted land cooled and began to heal. The judgment of the  Council  of  Creation  was  thus—the  Goddess  of  Destruction  was imprisoned,  held  fast  in  the  land  caled  Polemo  that  had  long  been  Her bastion of strength.

“The  God  of  Night  was  tasked  with  guarding  the  broken  land,  now caled A’filozenoi, that lay around Her prison lest She find some means of escape, to keep safe the flourishing lands of mankind in the bright light of the House of Day. And thus the Balance is maintained, and shal be, until the end of time.”



   



When Rak fel silent, Jethain said, “And you claim not to be a storyteler.

So  your  Lord  of  Night  stil  dwels  in  your  land,  guarding  against  the possible escape of the Goddess?”

“She has tried to escape many times, Your Highness,” said Rak. “The war  between  them  has  not  ended,  not  even  to  this  day. Although  they cannot  fight  directly,  their  folowers  battle  in  their  stead.  The  Goddess creates armies of twisted, malformed creatures and sends them forth, and they are met and destroyed by the Army of Night. The forces of my Lord Zotien have never once failed in their task. Not one single creature of Her creation has ever escaped the badlands to ravage the peaceful lands that we protect. That you have knowledge of the malformed made me think you  were  familiar  with  this  story.  This  is  why,  in  Okyro,  being  caled malformed  is  a  mortal  insult.”  Rak  cast  a  glance  at  Jethain,  adding,  “I would have been within my rights to kil you for caling me such.”

Jethain winced and said, “I apologize, priest. I was wrong to cal you that, and ignorant of its real meaning.”

Owain gave Rak a thoughtful glance. “Does your mission here have any bearing upon this war?”

“Of  course.  How  could  it  not?  Everything  we  do  has  some  bearing upon the war.” Rak studied the greenery they were riding through. “This is a  green,  fertile  land,  so  unlike  my  home.  The  badlands  are  harsh,  not suited to the growing of food, and we have an army to feed and maintain.

To  that  end,  we  seek  kingdoms  we  can  trade  with.  The  kingdoms  we protect wil not give us their support out of gratitude, and we cannot just stand aside and alow the creatures of the Goddess to ravage their lands.”

“Perhaps  if  your  army  were  to  alow  these  malformed  creatures  to escape once in a while, the Outlands would gain a little more respect for you,” Jethain said. “Perhaps you protect them too wel.”

“That  cannot  be  permitted, Your  Highness.  The  Council  of  Creation laid a geas upon my lord during Their judgment. The Lord of Night was held  to  be  of  equal  blame  with  the  Goddess  for  the  devastation  of  the land. Since the Council of Creation has also forbidden Them to fight one another directly, we are compeled to fight, to the last man if need be.”

“Equal  blame?”  asked  Owain.  “Your  lord  didn’t  start  the  war,  the Goddess did.”

“The  Goddess  did  nothing  that  the  House  of  Day  opposed,”  Rak replied.  “Al  She  did  was  enslave  a  vilage.  The  House  of  Day  permits slavery.  It  was  perhaps  overzealous  of  the  Goddess  to  subjugate  the entire vilage, but under the Law of Day, such was Her right. The House of Night folows different laws, however, and under those laws, what the Goddess  did  was  inexcusable.  The  Lord  of  Night  could  have,  should have, accused the Goddess of Her crimes and sought a judgment from the Council of Creation. He did no such thing. Instead, and He has admitted this freely, the Storm Lord lost His temper. My lord struck the first blow, Your Majesty, and began the war. He came to the mortal world from the Eternal  Hals  to  do  this  and  so  He  was  held  equaly  to  blame  with  the Goddess.”



   



The riding company reached a stretch of path that was level as far as they could see. “Let’s galop,” said the king, setting heels to his horse before anyone could respond. Jethain laughed and sent his warhorse in pursuit.

Rak leaned forward and Vyld cantered, snorting in disgust at the request to pace the horses. Behind them, the guards’ horses gamely entered the impromptu race, but not one of them would pass Vyld.

Rak found this amusing, for the horses kept trying. They would galop up  alongside  until  Vyld  turned  his  head  towards  them  and  snorted.  The horses  would  shy  off,  whinnying  in  alarm,  only  to  galop  back  up  a  few strides  later.  Jisten’s  horse,  or  perhaps  the  captain  himself,  was particularly stubborn. Rak guessed that the guards wanted to be closer to the royals, so he let Vyld accelerate until the avtappi was nearly clipping the heels of the two warhorses.

Zala  galoped  onto  the  path,  flipping  her  silvery  grey  tail  at  the  two warhorses. The competitive stalions tried to catch her, but she stayed a few lengths in front. Vrema came out of the trees and galoped alongside Vyld. The guards’ horses were unhappy at the addition of another avtappi to their contest.

Dread filed Rak and he shouted right as Saber’s left foreleg colapsed and  Jethain  sailed  over  the  warhorse’s  head.  An  odd  popping  noise sounded to Rak’s right as Vrema translated into the spirit realm. She was one  of  the  few  avtappi  who  had  a  knack  for  translation,  and  Rak  had taken the time to teach her.

Vrema  popped  back  into  the  real  world  beneath  the  flying  prince.

Jethain landed heavily on the avtappi’s back, but appeared unhurt. Saber was not so fortunate. The warhorse was trying to run on three legs, the left foreleg dangling at an obscene angle. Rak leapt off Vyld’s back, grabbed Saber’s head, and forced the warhorse to the ground.

Jisten  was  already  at  Jethain’s  side.  He  helped  the  prince  off  the avtappi and checked him for injury. Owain was further down the trail, for his horse had been in front when Saber went down. Half the guards were clustered about him as he headed back.

“Saber!”  shouted  Jethain,  and  Rak  heard  the  anguish  in  the  prince’s voice.  The  prince  took  Rak’s  place  at  the  warhorse’s  head.  In  that moment, Rak felt a kinship for Jethain. He set his hands on the shattered leg and caled his power. He chanted, pleading with the power to come quickly and generously, but the response was sluggish, fighting against the briliant  light  of  day.  Rak  concentrated  al  his  wil,  al  his  strength,  on overcoming the barrier of day. The air above him dimmed as he won the conflict. The power flowed at last, so much that it was visible to al.

The  gasps  of  the  men  watching  were  loud,  but  Rak  heard  them  only distantly. There was so much damage, and bone was so much harder to heal than flesh. The power surged like ocean waves crashing against the western  cliffs,  each  wave  a  little  weaker  as  the  tide  ebbed,  each  wave leaving the leg bones more intact, like erosion in reverse.

Rak  could  see  Jethain  holding  Saber’s  head  in  his  lap,  stroking  the warhorse’s  long  face.  The  prince  was  staring  at  Rak’s  hands,  at  the damaged leg, grief and hope warring in his expression. The captain stood over the prince, sword at the ready, his grey gaze raking over the woods.

Rak dug deeper, caling up the very dregs of the power available to him, sending everything he had into healing the leg. The world went dark as the last  of  his  strength  flowed  out.  Rak’s  last  thought  before  he  lost consciousness was that he had failed.



   


Captain Jisten watched Rak with an intensity matched only by the prince’s anxiety. The amount of power the dark priest used was enormous, and al for a horse? He had seen Saber’s leg, they al had. It was a fatal injury.

But before their eyes, the twisted ends of the bones untwisted, and fused back into a whole, the bones straightening and the skin closing around the fracture site.

Rak’s colapse was slow enough that Jisten saw it start, but fast enough that he wasn’t able to catch him. At least Rak had been kneeling on the ground, so he hadn’t far to fal. Before Jisten could reach the unconscious priest,  the  black  avtappi  was  there,  standing  over  his  falen  rider  and snorting smoke. Jethain also tried to reach his brother, but Vyld squealed, his fanged jaws snapping at the air as Jethain jerked his hand back.

Owain  dismounted,  his  concern  for  the  dark  priest  clear.  He  was thwarted  by  the  two  unsaddled  avtappi  who  squealed  and  flashed  their claws in a threatening display. Sedrael interposed himself between them.

The  sergeant  said,  “Please,  Yer  Maj’sty.  Don’  know  much  ‘bout  th’

beasts, but guardin’ th’ priest they are.”

The  underbrush  rattled  and  the  guards  who  were  stil  mounted  drew steel and wheeled their horses to face the potential threat. A pony-sized, charcoal  grey  canine  stepped  out  from  between  two  bushes.  The  dog’s milky white eyes gave it an appearance of blindness, until the flame-like sparks of the pupils flared. The guards eased back from what had to be a death hound, unwiling to stand against a creature that ate souls and could not be kiled.

The  hound  offered  no  violence  towards  them.  He  padded  on  huge, silent paws to Rak’s side and nudged the priest with his large, black nose.

When  Rak  didn’t  react,  the  hound  lay  down  beside  him  and  rested  his head on Rak’s chest. The hound was one predator too many for Saber— the  warhorse  surged  to  his  feet  and  hobbled  several  feet  away,  stil refusing  to  bear  weight  on  the  left  foreleg.  Jethain  scrambled  to  his  feet and gathered Saber’s reins, soothing his horse with a skiled hand.

Sedrael dismounted and offered his horse to Jethain. “Yer Maj’sty.”

“No,” said Jethain flatly. “I’m staying here. I won’t leave Saber or my brother.” The set expression on the prince’s face warned the guards not to argue.

“I  wil  stay  with  the  prince  until  the  high  priest  awakens,”  said  Jisten.

“But Your Majesty, you should return to the palace with the rest of the men. Sedrael, take charge.”

“I don’t think we’l be going anywhere tonight,” said Jethain. “It’s close to  sunset  now,  so  even  if  Araken  were  to  wake  up  this  minute,  we wouldn’t  get  far  with  an  injured  horse  before  the  darkness  forced  us  to stop. We’l camp here and make our way home in the morning.”

Owain’s attention remained on Rak. “Wil he be al right? Should I send a healer for him?”

“After  using  al  that  power,  I’m  sure  he’s  exhausted,  Father,”  said Jethain. “And I don’t think our sun healers can touch him.”

“I remember the throne room,” said Owain with a great deal of dignity.

He mounted his horse and cast a last look at Rak. “These are our palace grounds. There’s no danger here. Good night to you until the sun reigns again,  Jethain.  I’l  send  fresh  mounts  in  the  morning.”  He  set  off  for  the distant palace at a trot, the guards surrounding him.




Chapter Five

Camping

Once  the  king  and  his  guards  had  departed,  the  two  grey  avtappi disappeared back into the trees, heading in different directions on some errand  Jisten  couldn’t  even  guess  at.  The  inteligence  of  the  beasts  was obvious and the captain found himself wishing he had one to cal his own.

His gelding, Jughead, was a decent horse, but he was just a horse, and these avtappi were so much more. Jisten shook his head and checked on Jughead, who was happily sampling bushes on the other side of the road.

Jethain  led  Saber  to  a  grassy  break  between  trees.  The  warhorse slowly  hobbled  where  his  master  led,  bearing  almost  no  weight  on  the injured  leg.  His  pain  was  clear  to  see.  Once  Jethain  had  Saber  off  the road, he unsaddled him and tied him to a low-hanging branch. “Do you think Araken wil be able to finish healing him when he wakes up?”

The captain sat down, out of Vyld’s snapping range, and watched the dark priest. He was determined to prove to the predatory equine that he was  a  friend.  “We’l  see  what  condition  he’s  in,”  Jisten  said.  While  he understood  his  prince’s  devotion  to  the  warhorse,  he  was  more concerned about the priest.

“I  don’t  like  camping  on  the  road  like  this,”  said  Jethain  as  he  used handfuls of grass to scrub the sweat from Saber’s red hide. “I know, we don’t have any choice, and we wil camp here. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Let’s  make  a  fire,”  said  Jisten.  “If  S’Rak’s  avtappi  is  as  smart  as  I think he is, it wil let us take him to the warmth.”

The change of subject caused Jethain to crane his neck around to peer at Jisten. “What are you doing?”

“I am showing, uhm, Vyld that I am a friend to be trusted. Packmates stay  near  each  other,  help  each  other.”  Jisten  was  pleased  that  he remembered the mount’s name.

Vyld’s ear had been flicking back and forth as the two men spoke. At the  mention  of  his  name,  both  ears  swiveled  towards  Jisten  and  the avtappi’s head lowered as he snuffled.

“There’s deadwood,” the prince responded, “but it’s wet.”

“Look  under  a  large  pile.  The  middle  should  be  dry  even  if  the  base and  top  are  wet,”  Jisten  advised.  The  captain  held  out  a  chunk  of  the carrot  he  kept  in  his  pocket  for  Jughead  and  offered  it  to  Vyld  on  the palm of his hand. “That’s right, Vyld, I’m a friend.”

“I  don’t  think  that  this  mon-  .  .  .  uhm  .  .  .  equine  eats  carrots,”  said Jethain helpfuly. “But here, my servant packed some sausage rols in case we got hungry.” He puled a slightly battered packet out of his saddlebags, opened it, and handed a piece of the bread-wrapped meat to Jisten.

“S’Rak said they were omnivores,” Jisten said, taking the sausage rol.

He offered it without moving from his seated position.

Jethain sighed and started looking for dry deadwood.

Vyld  took  a  step  closer  to  Jisten  and  opened  his  fanged  mouth.  He stopped, tilted his head so that a single red eye blazed at the captain, and struck, snatching the sausage rol in a swift motion. Not so much as a fang grazed Jisten’s hand. Jisten took the opportunity to scoot closer to Rak.

He watched both the equine and the death hound carefuly.

The  avtappi  nudged  Jisten’s  side  once  the  rol  was  a  memory.  Jisten froze, but Vyld didn’t attack. The equine snorted at him, turned his head, and nosed Rak before returning his attention to Jisten. It looked like Vyld wanted Jisten to do something about the colapsed priest.

Now al he had to worry about was the death hound. Jisten slowly laid a hand on the falen priest’s cheek. Most of the man was covered by the hound, which stared at him with blind-looking eyes. Flames flared in their centers as the dog growled, baring fangs as long as Jisten’s fingers.

Do death hounds eat anything other than souls?  Jisten wondered as he stared back at the hound. Rak’s face was cold, but Jisten could feel the man’s breath against his wrist. The priest was drained. He’d seen it before, when a young sun priest had overextended himself after a battle.

The  young  priest  had  nearly  died  for  his  zealousness,  and  Jisten  didn’t want that to happen to Rak.

“He needs warmth,” Jisten told the hound, which growled again. “Yes, you’re  doing  your  part,”  Jisten  replied.  “But  that’s  outside.  He  needs warmth inside.” He cautiously scooted closer.

Vyld nudged the hound and snorted. It sounded like a command. The hound whined, but backed away.

Jisten  gathered  the  unconscious  priest  into  his  lap  to  get  him  off  the cold,  heat-leeching  ground.  On  impulse,  he  unfastened  his  shirt  and  laid the priest’s head against his bare chest. “Take the warmth, S’Rak. Come back to us.”

Jethain  tromped  out  of  the  brush  with  a  load  of  wood  and  stared  at Jisten.  The  man  was  half  undressed  and  cuddling  the  dark  priest  like  a lover. “Jisten?”

“Hmmm?” Jisten didn’t look up.

“Are you going to sit in the middle of the road al night?”

Jisten blinked and focused on the prince. “Is the fire built? Until then, I’l stay here. I don’t want to alarm his animal alies.”

Jethain  growled  and  set  about  lighting  the  fire.  The  flint  and  steel weren’t cooperating.

“Do  you  need  help?”  Jisten  asked  as  time  went  by  and  the  fire remained  unlit.  “I  might  be  able  to  move  him  if  his  alies  see  that  we’re trying to build a fire.”

“I wil light this,” Jethain snarled, and continued to fight with the flint and steel.
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Storm-grey  eyes  stared  at  Rak,  pleading  for  something,  but  now there  was  a  very  handsome  face  attached  to  those  eyes.  Hands callused  from  wielding  arms  caught  him  in  a  grip  like  steel  and stripped  the  loose  silk  robes  from  his  body.  Rak  knew  what  Jisten wanted now. Hearing music, he danced. 

Abruptly, he had a partner—one who matched his every move, his body  rubbing  against  his.  Rak  slid  his  hairless  body  across  Jisten’s muscular  frame.  His  partner  was  as  naked  as  he  was,  and  as interested. 

Those large hands easily cupped his buttocks, yet they still moved as one in the dance. Rak’s wings folded around Jisten and he threw his head back to look up at the man’s handsome features. The long hair, unbound, cascaded in an obsidian waterfall, and Rak swore he could see stars strewn through it. 

Jisten lifted Rak for a kiss. Rak’s back arched more as he balanced in midair, his only point of support the hands cupping his buttocks. 

Jisten’s  tongue  entered  Rak’s  mouth  as  his  fingers  entered  lower. 

Rak  moaned  softly  in  desire,  his  mouth  opening  for  Jisten  as  he relaxed  against  the  intruding  fingers,  letting  them  slide  in  deeper. 

The tongue and fingers were relentless in their probing. Rak trembled in the captain’s hands, enjoying the yielding as much as he enjoyed the pleasure. A long finger found the spot  and  rubbed.  Rak  pushed against the finger and sucked on Jisten’s tongue, the man’s strength still holding him in midair. 

The larger man broke off the kiss. He threw the Loftoni into the air,  twirling  him,  and  Rak’s  wings  lifted  and  curved  into  the  whirl. 

On the way back down, Jisten caught him by the waist and used the momentum to impale Rak on his erect shaft. Rak groaned in ecstasy as Jisten entered him, and his own body weight worked to push the pole  all  the  way  inside  him.  His  wings  spread  in  reaction,  as  they often did under intense pleasure. Now he was held by the manhood inside him, and the large hands on his waist, and that was all. 

“Now  you  must  dance  again,  if  you  want  me.”  The  soft  voice tickled his ear. 

“Night, yes, I want you,” answered Rak, and he danced on Jisten’s pole,  groaning  in  pleasure  as  it  moved  and  shifted  inside  him  in response to his changes in position. 

The  captain’s  muscular  chest  heaved  against  him  and  his breathing  became  labored  from  the  pleasure.  Rak’s  feet  hooked about Jisten’s muscular legs and he pumped himself on the captain’s massive manhood. 

Jisten cried out and exploded within Rak, who cried out in answer, his own climax as intense as one given by Zotien. He laid his head on top of Rak’s, panting. 

Rak  continued  to  ride  Jisten’s  member,  his  legs  still  locked together. He couldn’t think of any place he’d rather be than impaled on that pole. To his joy, the captain lifted his head and pumped Rak up and down. Rak pushed himself in time with the captain’s action, grunting softly as he bottomed out with every thrust. He loved taking all a man had to offer, and Jisten had a lot to offer. 

With Rak’s help, Jisten had a free hand to squeeze Rak’s rear. He traveled to his balls and twisted them to the point of pleasure pain. 

Rak  cried  out  in  bliss,  giving  Jisten  a  rewarding  squeeze  of  his internal muscles. “Again, more!” he cried. 

Jisten  groaned  with  the  sensation,  but  refused  to  climax.  He gathered Rak’s entire scrotum in his large hand and squeezed again, knowing  intuitively  when  to  stop.  Rak  groaned  in  reply,  his  wings encasing Jisten, sliding over his skin like silk. He pumped faster on Jisten’s shaft, harder, rising up as much as he could before slamming himself back down. 

Jisten  encircled  Rak’s  shaft,  squeezed,  and  stroked.  Rak’s  cry  of ecstasy  echoed  around  them  as  he  climaxed  right  then  and  there, with Jisten’s manhood still unsatisfied within him. Without his lover’s climax to relieve him, his hips continued to work his lover’s pole with unceasing ardor. 

“I  want  you  to  want  me  so  much  that  you  won’t  burn  for  ten days,” Jisten said, a tinge of Tyll’s voice appearing in his. 

“When I burn, I burn for you,” Rak replied. 

Jisten kissed his neck, his shoulders, and the back of his jawline, all  while  stroking  his  manhood  in  the  tight  circle  of  his  fist.  The pleasure  was  unending,  Rak  realized.  He  thrust  himself  on  Jisten’s shaft and the man pistoned his pole. He never, ever wanted it to end. 

The  steady  pounding  shook  Rak  from  head  to  toe.  He  heard  a roaring—Jisten’s,  in  pleasure,  a  rush  of  the  man  climaxing  in  him. 

He cried out in pleasure pain as his own orgasm followed, but sweet night, the pounding continued, focused now in his head. 

Rak wasn’t sure which was worse, the chisel driving into his skull or the pounding hammer behind it. He decided that the best solution would  be  to  kill  the  man  who’d  mistaken  his  head  for  a  block  of marble.  He  started  to  reach  for  his  sword  and  then  realized  he couldn’t feel his cold-numbed extremities. Maybe that explained the stonecutter hammering at his head. But he was drinking in warmth from somewhere. 

Or  maybe,  whispered  the  voice  in  his  head,  you  just  have  a headache. Wake up, Rak. 



   



Rak’s  eyelids  felt  like  sandpaper  as  he  opened  them  to  see  the  heat source and found himself looking up at the very handsome captain he’d been  dreaming  about.  He  was  snuggled  on  Jisten’s  lap,  wrapped  in  his arms and pressed against his delightfuly bare chest. Rak closed his eyes again, wishing that his erotic dreams had been real.

“S’Rak needs a fire,” the real Jisten told Vyld. He nodded towards the kindling. “Let me take him there.” Jisten stood up slowly with Rak in his arms.  His  grey  gaze  shifted  between  the  fanged  equine  and  the  death hound,  waiting  for  either  to  object.  The  death  hound  stood  up  and stretched  just  like  a  real  dog.  Vyld  nuzzled  Rak  and  snorted  smoke  at Jisten. There was no anger in the equine’s body language.

Jisten walked slowly to the campfire site. “Here, prince, support your brother while I start the fire.” He offered his burden but the prince shook his head. Vyld turned and vanished into the trees, unnoticed by the two Koilathan  men.  The  death  hound  padded  after  Jisten,  keeping  close  to Rak.

Jethain struck more sparks that fizzled. “No. Sit down and wait. I told you I would do this.”

Jisten sat down by the firepit and felt Rak’s cheeks again. “He seems a bit warmer. I’m no expert on magical exhaustion, but the sun priests tend each  other  closely  if  they  exert  themselves  with  too  much  healing.”  The death houndlay down where he could watch, and reach, the man holding his master.

Rak blinked as his cheeks were palpated. The handsome man was stil there,  though  he  was  disappointed  to  see  that  he  was  clothed.  Very clothed. But the obsidian hair was the same, only braided, and the grey eyes  the  same  as  wel.  Rak  was  sure  he’d  felt  himself  being  moved, though.  He  was  beginning  to  think  he  was  no  longer  dreaming.  “Poh ymå?” he whispered.  Where am I? 

Scorth’s voice filed Rak’s mind.  You’re not dreaming. You’re lying in  the  middle  of  a  forest  road  in  the  arms  of  the  oh-so-handsome Captain of the Palace Guard. He doesn’t speak Okyran, so you need to focus and speak Koilathan. 

“Did you enjoy your trip to the land of dreams, S’Rak?” Jisten asked quietly when he saw Rak’s beryl eyes open. If he’d heard his whispered question, he gave no sign.

“My  head  hurts,”  replied  Rak.  He  didn’t  want  to  share  his  pleasant dreams  of  being  with  the  handsome  captain.  The  man  would  take  it  the wrong way. The stonecutter was stil pounding that chisel into his skul.

“I have wilow bark powder in my field kit,” Jisten said. “Would you like some?”

Rak  nodded  mutely,  wincing  as  the  motion  caused  the  stonecutter  to redouble his efforts. Jisten set him down on a patch of soft grass before he crossed to where his gelding was ripping the leaves off a succulent bush.

The horse’s head turned to look at his rider, the jaw working on the ends of the greenery that hung from his lips.

Jisten  led  Jughead  over  to  their  simple  camp  and  tied  him  beside  the dozing  Saber.  He  puled  the  saddle  off  the  horse  and  carried  it  over  to where  Rak  huddled  against  the  death  hound,  shivering.  Jisten  set  the saddle down and used it for a backrest as he puled the priest back into his lap. He tucked the saddle blanket around Rak’s shoulders before he set about mixing the wilow bark.

“Ha!” shouted the prince as a spark finaly caught in the kindling. “I did it!”  The  tiny  flame  sputtered  and  threatened  to  die.  “Oh,  no,  no,  no,”

whined  the  prince  as  he  tried  to  save  the  tiny  flame.  He  tended  it  with exquisite concentration, feeding it dried grass, bark, and twigs.

Jisten tapped some powder from a vial into a leather jack. He swirled water into the cup to dissolve the powder and then offered it to Rak. “Try this. It wil be bitter, I’m afraid.”

Rak took the cup in a trembling hand and downed the concoction with a grimace. “Pol’åvhra,” he said when he offered back the empty cup.

“I beg your pardon?” asked Jisten.

“Thank you,” Rak replied. “I said thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” said Jisten.”Pohl-ehvhrra?” He caught the strap of the wineskin with his foot and dragged it close. He uncorked it, refiled the jack, and offered it to Rak. “Here, S’Rak.” He made no move to remove the priest from his lap, nor to refasten his shirt. “You realy should eat,” he said, “but I don’t have either the honey or the juice that the sun priests use for exhaustion.”

Rak  sipped  the  wine  and  made  a  wry  face.  “Gah! Your  wine  is  bad enough  without  the  added  leather  flavor.”  The  captain’s  warmth  stil seeped into his chiled frame, and he relaxed against the man’s bare skin as he watched Jethain build the fire.

Jethain had a huge grin on his face as the first decent-sized stick took the  flame.  “I  started  the  fire,”  he  told  Jisten,  smugness  oozing  from  his pores.

“A prince of many talents,” Jisten said with utter loyalty.

Vyld came trotting out of the tree line, snorting loudly and dragging a deer carcass by the throat, Zala and Vrema at his sides. Al three avtappi snorted much smoke at each other as the dead deer was laid out like an offering at the men’s feet.

“Pol’åvhra,” Rak told them.

“Pohl-ehvhrra  Vyld,  Zala,  and,  ah,  Vrema,”  Jisten  said,  echoing  the high priest and earning a crooked smile from the man.

“My avtappi know how to hunt, but they do not know how to cook,”

said Rak. “So, with a great deal of regret, I must ask you to let me up so that I can prepare the meal my friends have provided.”

“Why don’t you sit here while I prepare the deer?” Jisten countered.

He set Rak next to him carefuly and refastened his shirt as if nothing had happened, avoiding the eyes of the prince.

Rak  felt  more  than  a  pang  of  regret  when  Jisten  set  him  aside,  his unfulfiled  fires  stil  throbbing  from  the  dream  and  the  contact  with  the captain. To distract himself, he studied the fire the prince had built. “You did a good job,” he offered. “Lighting damp wood is never easy.”

“Thank you,” said Jethain, his expression thoughtful as he watched his captain.

“What happened?” Rak finaly asked. “Last I recal, we were having a pleasant  ride  through  the  woods.”  The  death  hounded  shifted  closer, pressing up against his leg.

“Saber broke his leg. You passed out trying to heal him,” said Jethain.

“You saved his life, but the leg stil needs work.”

“I  did?”  Rak  stroked  the  death  hound’s  head.  “Interesting.  Just  a horse? I have healed much worse.”

“It was a very bad break,” said Jethain. “I didn’t think anything would be able to save him.”

Jisten tested the wind before gutting the deer, which Rak thought odd.

“Because of the flies,” he said offhandedly when Rak looked at him. He field dressed the deer with efficiency, draining the  blood  carefuly  into  a smal area that he covered with a great deal of dirt.

“Here, boy,” Jisten caled the death hound over to the pile of offal. The three avtappi jostled shoulders and stamped their cloven hooves, snorting at Jisten indignantly. “Or you three,” Jisten said with a crooked grin. The death hound stood with a great deal of dignity, padded over, selected the heart, and left the remainder to the snorting equines.

“His name is Morth,” said Rak. The priest rummaged through Vyld’s saddlebag and his hand emerged holding a smal bag. “Here, a spice rub for the meat.”

Jisten  took  the  bag.  “You  carried  your  own  spice  rub  from  Okyro?”

He sniffed it. “Must be good.”

“Spices do not weigh much.”

Jisten  carved  up  the  carcass  to  a  nice  roasting  size  and  rubbed  the meat. The prince helped Jisten set the venison steaks to roast. “This smels good now,” the prince said.

Jisten  puled  out  a  pair  of  battered  goblets  and  served  wine  from  the wineskin from Saber’s saddle. “The king likes a drink of fine wine on the hunt, so this wil be better,” he said.

“I hope so,” muttered Rak, but humorously.

“How do you feel? Has the wilow bark taken effect?” Jisten sat down beside Rak and handed him one of the goblets.

“The headache is now of manageable proportions,” said Rak. “Thank you.” He sipped the wine and made a face. He puled a skin off Vyld’s saddle. “Try this.”

Rak cast the contents of his goblet into the fire, whispering a prayer as the alcohol ignited in blue flames. Jethain drained his goblet before Jisten served the new wine after sampling it.

“Excelent,” Jisten proclaimed. “Fit for the prince and king.”

“Drink  your  wine,”  Jethain  told  him.  Rak  smiled  a  little  and  Jethain pounced.  “So,  when  do  you  think  you  wil  be  able  to  finish  healing Saber?”

Jisten cast the prince an irritated look, but quickly squashed it.

“I did not finish healing him?” Rak stood up and weaved his way over to  what  he  thought  was  Saber.  Jisten  leaped  to  his  feet  to  steady  the priest. He put his arm around the smaler man, and once again, Rak felt his warmth al the way to his core.

“Don’t finish healing him, S’Rak. Wait until you can stand up straight,”

the captain said.

Rak  leaned  on  Jisten  until  he  reached  Saber.  “Standing  is  so overrated,”  he  told  the  chestnut.  Saber  leaned  back  happily  and whickered. Rak patted him down and felt the damaged leg. “Good horse.

Next  time,  you  wil  pardon  me  if  I  wait  until  night  to  heal  you.”  Saber rubbed  his  forehead  against  the  priest  in  agreement.  Rak  puled  a peppermint  out  of  a  pocket  and  offered  it  to  the  horse.  It  disappeared rapidly. He staggered away from Saber to find a nice spot to cal his own.

He  hoped  he  could  manage  to  make  the  inevitable  fal  look  like  a controled descent made by choice.

Jisten caught the priest before he could fal. Unbalanced, Rak’s wings flared  open  and  Jisten  sighed  in  appreciation.  Rak  stared  at  the  captain with bold interest. “Xai,” he said. The captain stil felt warm to Rak, a heat that came from inside out.

Jisten  stared  back  until  Jethain  cleared  his  throat  loudly.  “Here,  we don’t need you faling again,” the captain said, and guided the staggering priest back to the fire.

“Thank you.” Rak wished that Jethain hadn’t cleared his throat. It had made  the  captain  look  away.  Perhaps  he  could  make  the  dream  come true.

“My  duty  and  my  pleasure,”  Jisten  said,  warmly  enough  to  earn  a scrutinizing  look  from  Jethain.  Jisten  tucked  the  saddle  blanket  back around Rak’s shoulders, topped off the goblet, and drank from the leather jack.

“If I can finish healing Saber tonight, I wil, but I may not be able.”

“Please don’t.” Jisten touched Rak’s hand.

“The  healing  I  did  perform  took  too  much  of  my  power,”  admitted Rak, “because the sun was up. If it had been night . . . But it was not, and now I have no power to spare.”

“Don’t  harm  yourself  to  heal  my  horse,  brother,”  said  Jethain.  “I appreciate  what  you’ve  done  for  him  already.  We  can  wait  for  you  to recover before you finish the job.”

“Brother now, is it? When did I achieve that rank with you?” wondered Rak. “Last I heard, I was stil the evil dark priest intent on consigning your soul to the abyss.”

Jisten roled his grey eyes. “The prince was temporarily insane. But only temporarily.”

“Ah! So come morning I wil once more be the evil dark priest?” Rak’s twinkling  eyes  took  the  edge  off,  and  the  men  shared  a  laugh,  though Jethain’s was uneasy.




Chapter Six

Tebber and Essina

Tebber entered the library to speak to Scorth. He looked surprised to see Essina, but after winking at her, asked politely, “Wil you be dining in here, Lord Scorth, or in the suite?”

“I can stay here to eat the library assistants,” Scorth replied. He knew he  could  give  the  two  privacy  with  his  presence.  He  hadn’t  missed  that wink  and  he  knew  humans  went  at  it  like  rabbits,  so  he  assumed  they wanted  to  mate.  He  liked  them  both,  so  he  resolved  to  facilitate  their mating.

Tebber  bowed.  “Might  I  suggest  some  nicely  braised  venison  rather than assistant tartar?”

“Venison, assistant, whatever is fresh,” Scorth replied.

Essina stifled her giggle.

“Oh, immediately, Lord Demon,” replied Tebber with a grin. He strode out of the study room Scorth had claimed in the sprawling library before he could ruin the act by laughing.



   


The librarian pounced as soon as Tebber was in the main room. “Is Essina alive? What is the demon doing? What are you doing?”

Tebber thought it to her credit that she asked first about Essina’s wel-being. “His Lord Demonship is reading,” he said. “Essina is finding books for him. He ordered me to bring him dinner.”

“Dinner? He is going to eat in my library?”

“You can take it up with him. I don’t wish to be eaten.” Tebber said before scooting off.



   


Scorth gestured Essina close. He spoke to her in a low tone, “Please feel free to mate with him. I assure you that my partner mates quite frequently in my presence, day and night. I’l make sure no one disturbs you. That couch looks quite comfortable.”

Essina blushed. “How did you know we were together?”

“I know,” Scorth said loftily. He loved letting humans assume he had powers he didn’t. The librarian fumed as she stomped into the room. “Ah, dinner!” he said eagerly.

“I don’t think so!” snapped the librarian. “I have had quite enough of this nonsense. Out! Out! You cannot eat in here!”

“I can eat in here,” Scorth said. “Although I may not eat in here. Realy, one would think a woman of learning would know correct grammar.” He shook his head sadly.

“You cannot, as in, eating is strictly forbidden in my library!”

“I need my assistant for further research. If I may not eat in the library, she  must  come  with  me.”  Scorth  put  his  hand  on  Essina’s  shoulder.  He was going to make sure she mated with Tebber. He didn’t care where.

The  librarian  advanced  on  him  with  pursed  lips  and  then  stopped, flustered. “What do you need her for?”

“Research on important things.”

“I am taking notes for him,” offered Essina quickly. She showed several pages worth of her afternoon’s efforts.

“Wel, very wel. I wil note that Essina is assisting your research.” The librarian  returned  to  feeling  flustered.  At  least  the  demon  wouldn’t  be eating in her library now. Or eating her scribes.

Scorth steered Essina out. “Now, where is a nice place for you to mate with  Tebber  while  I  eat?  Although  you  should  eat  before  mating,  you know.”

“Shhh!”  hissed  Essina.  “The  wals  have  ears.  Let  me  carry  some  of those  books!  Now,  I  wil  accompany  you  to  your  suite  and  assist  your research.”

Scorth handed half the stack over. “That is such a common saying, yet I have never seen a single ear on those wals.”

Tebber,  with  his  preternatural  ability,  met  them  at  the  suite  with  a wheeled cart bearing enough food for al of them. Essina beamed at him.

“The librarian found her courage and kicked us out,” she told him.

Tebber said, “I brought our dinner as wel. I hope you don’t mind?”

“Not at al. You should always eat before mating.” Scorth inspected the cart, lifting covers and poking here and there, then flopped onto the couch and resumed reading.

Tebber  set  a  platter  of  cubed  venison  before  Scorth.  The  meat  had been  lightly  seared  and  was  stil  red  in  the  center.  “With  Cook’s compliments,” he said.

“Thank you.” Scorth reached out and took some meat, without looking up.

Tebber took Essina’s hand and led her to the unused bedroom. “Can we eat in here?”

“Eat before mating!” Scorth caled out, repeating himself.



   


Essina stroked Tebber’s hair. “You’re sweet,” she said.

“Not  as  sweet  as  you,”  said  Tebber,  his  arms  encircling  her.  “But  I have a confession to make. I cheated on you, Essina.”

Essina’s lip trembled. “Oh, Tebber. How could you? I thought . . .”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to, not realy,” Tebber rushed to say.

“Some snotty noblewoman ordered you to her bed?”

“It wasn’t a girl.”

“That’s not cheating, then. You didn’t cheat if it was done to you.”

“But, it wasn’t done to me either.”

Essina cocked her head. “What? What exactly did you do, to whom did you do it, and above al, why?”

“It  was  the  high  priest,  Essina.  He  wanted  me,  of  al  things.  But  he wanted me on top of him! I couldn’t believe it. I told him I liked girls, and that  I’d  never  do  anything  to  get  him  colared,  but  it  was  those  awful potions we’ve heard about,” Tebber said. He stopped, and guilt bloomed on his face.

Essina  chewed  on  her  lip.  “The  potions?  I’ve  copied  some  of  the information  provided  by  the  Zothian  ambassador.  The  envoy  has  been afflicted?”

Tebber nodded. “I don’t realy know much. I’ve only heard rumors.”

“He had to have you on top, then,” she said firmly. “You helped him.

He must have needed it pretty badly to take such a huge risk.”

“Then you forgive me?” Tebber asked tentatively.

“You  don’t  need  my  forgiveness,  but  I’l  say  it.  I  forgive  you,”  said Essina. “It’s not the same thing, realy. And if he needs your help again, do it.”

“Don’t ever oil his wings,” said Tebber. “That’s what sets him off.”

“I don’t think I’d be doing that,” she replied.

“Good,” said Tebber. He patted the seat beside him.

“Do you stil want me?” she asked shyly. “Sometimes men having men turns them off women.”

“More than ever,” said Tebber. “Are you wearing your charm?” She pressed  next  to  him  and  fished  it  out  of  her  tunic.  He  kissed  her  neck.

“Don’t want you pregnant until we’re both free.”

“Then our baby wil be free.”

“And have two parents,” continued Tebber, spinning out their dream.

Essina  slid  her  hands  down  Tebber’s  pants.  Being  a  scribe,  her  hands were soft. He stroked her short strawberry-blond hair. “And you’l have hair down to your knees when it’s unbound.” She climbed into his lap and let  one  hand  massage  his  scalp  while  the  other  explored  his  pants.  She kissed his cheeks and stubbly jaw line while Tebber busied himself with the laces to her blouse. “Is this some new design of the librarian’s, meant to keep wandering hands out of her scribes’ tops?”

“Keeps the men reading,” she laughed. She puled him down to the bed on top of her and puled off his pants.

Tebber puled his own simple top off then puled hers up. “She needs to find a way to secure the bottom hem.” He sucked a nipple into his mouth.

Female slaves weren’t issued chest halters. Those were for free people.

“I’m sure she’s working on it,” Essina gasped as she arched into him.

Tebber’s  hands  pushed  her  pants  down.  Her  hips  moved  to  alow  the pants  to  slide  off.  First  one  leg  then  the  other  moved  to  kick  off  the material.

Tebber’s thumb rubbed her clit and he switched nipples. He pushed a finger  into  her,  his  thumb  stil  rubbing  her.  He  smiled  as  she  squirmed, pressing herself against his hand. A second finger joined the first and he pumped. Essina gripped his short brown hair in her smal fists and said, “Weren’t we supposed to eat first?”

“Eat  later,”  said  Tebber  earnestly.  Essina  smiled  and  puled  his  head down for another kiss. As they tongue wrestled, he puled his finger out of her in order to hold her closer. She massaged his scalp with one hand and his rear cheeks with the other.

When the kiss ended, Tebber laid her on the bed and sprawled beside her. His hand roamed over her breasts as he waited on her to make the next move.

“I think we can be a little longer than usual, Tebber,” Essina whispered.

As slaves, they had to steal time together, usualy resulting in quick trysts in closets or bunks. “Lord Scorth was insistent that we have time together.

And eat.”

“I think we could take al night if we wanted,” chuckled Tebber.

She giggled. “I don’t know what to do al night. Other than sleep.” She yawned  on  cue.  Palace  slaves  were  underfed  and  overworked  and  she was no exception.

“Oh,  don’t  fal  asleep  on  me,”  said  Tebber  in  genuine  distress.  “We haven’t even had dinner yet. Here!” He took a piece of fruit and touched it to her lips.

She took it and his finger as wel. Tebber ran his free hand along her ribs.  He  could  feel  al  of  them.  No  wonder  Scorth  had  nagged  them  to eat. His ribs were as washboard as hers, and his back stil hurt from the whipping. Scorth’s salve had worn off hours before. Essina plucked a rol from the basket, tore a generous piece, and put it between her breasts, which didn’t reflect the gauntness of the rest of her figure. Tebber sucked the bread from between her breasts and then sucked each nipple in turn.

He sat up, puled her onto his lap, and proceeded to feed her as her free hands played between his legs. Tebber groaned in pleasure but continued to feed her doggedly. He suspected that serving the dark one would give him much more access to food than Essina would have, despite Scorth’s insistence. Plus, he loved her.

The little scribe slave shifted so that she straddled Tebber. She raised her smal body and settled carefuly down on his erect cock. With a smile that showed her dimples, she opened her mouth for another bite.

Tebber  gasped  and  arched  his  back  as  Essina  enveloped  him.

“Oooohhh,”  he  said.  “That’s  so  nice  .  .  .”  He  barely  managed  enough coherent thought to pop another slice of the roast venison into her mouth.

Impishly, she chewed the almost raw meat in time with the rol of her hips. The meat needed a lot of chewing, but it was very juicy and flavorful.

Tebber’s hips were pumping in instinctive reaction. “How much venison did Lord Demon sneak into our basket?”

Her mouth ful, she reached into the basket, found a piece for Tebber, and  popped  it  into  his  mouth.  Tebber  chuckled  and  chewed.  And chewed.  And  chewed  some  more.  He  eased  Essina  onto  her  back without removing himself and pumped in time to their chewing.

Essina swalowed and gave a soft sigh. As a slave, she had to be quiet.

Although  the  slave  masters  were  very  wel  aware  that  the  palace  slaves found comfort in each other, they would stil beat any pair they caught in the act.

Tebber reached a hand into the basket in search of fruit and came up with  more  venison.  He  offered  it  to  Essina,  who  bit  it  out  of  his  hands delicately. Tebber swalowed his own piece and concentrated on pleasing his girl. He had the knack for finding her sensitive spot and strove to hit it every time.

She swalowed the venison and squeezed his rear. “Tebber, hurry,” she whispered.  Out  of  habit,  she  looked  at  the  door  nervously.  Tebber shushed her with a kiss and continued his slow pumping.

She reached around him and felt his stripes. “Tebber!” she hissed. She clasped her legs around him instead and let her hands fal away from the sore back.

“Hasaviz," he panted between thrusts, "The dark one,” was most upset that the slave trainer questioned me.”

“Oh, Tebber.” She nuzzled his neck to muffle her moan of pleasure at her  climax.  Her  legs  tightened  around  him,  but  she  didn’t  touch  his wounded back.

Tebber gasped softly in her ear as he orgasmed. “Oh, that was good.”

She kissed his neck with her soft little lips. Tebber stroked her sides, but he didn’t move until time caused him to slip out naturaly.

“We  should  dress,”  Essina  fretted.  “We  don’t  want  Lord  Scorth coming in here.”

Tebber kissed her one last time. “Let’s clean up in the bathroom.”

“Did you eat?” Scorth’s voice carried wel through the closed door.

“Yes, Lord Scorth!” both caroled as one.




Chapter Seven

Friendship Forged

Jisten  checked  on  the  deer  again.  He  puled  the  first  steak  off  the  jury-rigged  spit  and  handed  it  to  Rak  on  the  battered  metal  travel  plate  that matched the goblets.

Rak passed a hand over it, murmuring, “We give thanks to the Lord of Night,  and  al  the  Lords  of  Creation,  for  the  bounty  of  the  land  thus provided for us, and beg that this repast be nourishing and free of taint.”

He handed the vetted plate to Jethain, who smirked at Jisten.

Jisten  looked  properly  abashed,  but  Rak  looked  confused  at  their byplay.  He’d  assumed  Jisten  had  handed  him  Jethain’s  plate  for  the poison check rather than serving him ahead of the prince.

“Wine?”  Jethain  asked  Jisten  archly,  for  the  wineskin  was  beside  the captain.

Jisten locked eyes with Jethain, refiled the travel goblet without spiling a drop, and handed it to Rak, grinning. Rak already had a goblet, so he passed it to Jethain.

Rak was rewarded with a plate of deer steak served by the attentive captain.  He  repeated  the  blessing  before  he  sliced  some  off  with  his dagger and popped it into his mouth. He made a pleased noise. “This is good.”

“Jisten  is  fanatical  about  the  roasting,”  Jethain  said.  “I  suspect  his mother beat him when he was young if he ever burned it.”

“She did not!” Jisten gasped at the heresy.

Jethain smiled and took a sip of wine.

“I am sorry your mother beat you,” said Rak. “Did she use whips, her hand, or the dreaded kitchen ladle?”

“Nothing!” Jisten protested loudly. “My mother loves me!” He ducked his head, embarrassed.

“Must  have  been  the  ladle,”  Rak  told  Jethain.  “He  became  very emotional.”

Jethain laughed, but not unkindly. “You fal for that every time, Jisten!”

A comfortable silence fel as the three men settled down to the business of eating. Jisten made sure that Rak’s goblet and battered plate were kept ful. His expression inscrutable, Jethain said, “I’ve known Jisten for fifteen years,  since  he  joined  the  guard,  and  for  ten  of  them,  he’s  been  my captain. He’s earned the loyalty of his men, but I’ve never known him to be personal friends with any of them.”

“Is something wrong, my prince?” Jisten sat very stil and focused on Jethain.

“Are  you  saying  that  your  captain  is  not  permitted  to  have  friends?”

Rak pointedly ate some of the meat that Jisten kept piling on his plate.

“Not at al. I was just making an observation, Araken.”

Jisten made a point of piling more meat on Jethain’s plate. “Better?”

Jethain chuckled to break the tension. “You don’t have to be my body servant, Jisten, just my friend and captain.” Jisten gave a nod, but he sat down  by  Rak  again.  Jethain  looked  at  Rak  with  an  evaluating  eye.

“Tebber  says  that  you  treat  him  wel.  Thank  you  for  your  kindness  to him.”

Jisten made an affirmative noise, his mouth ful of deer.

“Why would I not treat him wel?” asked Rak, baffled.

“Visitors to the palace expect different things from the body servants,”

said the prince. “I dislike those who abuse their rank. I told Tebber to tel me if you mistreated him.”

“Did  you?”  Rak  thought  about  the  stripes  on  Tebber’s  back.  “I  see.

But I am not the one who beat him.”

Jisten stiffened and shot a look at Jethain, who looked angry.

“Beating? What kind of beating? When?” the prince demanded.

“Just this morning, while I slept,” said Rak. “He said it was the slave trainer. The whip cut him.”

“Blood?”

“That  does  occur  with  cuts,  Your  Highness,”  said  Rak  cooly.  “It looked like a Zothian whip.”

“Jethain, let me take care of this,” Jisten said.

“No,” Jethain said with royal command.

Jisten’s hands turned to fists. “Jethain, you know—”

“I know that you can’t do anything about this,” Jethain interrupted. Rak wisely kept to his deer and wine. This had the sound of an old argument to him, one he’d best stay out of, if he could. “Can you prove it was a Zothian whip?” Jethain asked. Jisten looked at Rak as wel.

“Prove?” Rak looked thoughtful. “Does the Koilathan whip use barbs in the tails?”

So much for not getting involved, teased Scorth.

“Never,”  Jethain  said.  “Koilathan  whips  are  single-tailed  soft  leather, designed  to  leave  stripes,  not  blood.  Not  that  it  makes  the  use  of  them right.”

“Then  ai, it was the five-tailed, and barbed, Zothian whip. The pattern is distinct.”

Jisten and Jethain exchanged looks. “And you would testify to this? In court?” asked the prince.

Rak chewed on his lower lip. “Is Tebber not a slave?”

“Yes.” Jethain looked at Rak warily.

“He’s not just a slave,” Jisten said, ful of defensiveness.

“My  pardon.  I  am  not  as  familiar  with  Koilathan  law  as  I  am  with Riverland law, but does the slave’s owner not carry the power of life or death  over  the  slave?”  Rak  did  not  understand  why  the  men  were  so upset. Court? For whipping a slave?

Anger  flashed  across  Jisten’s  face,  but  was  quickly  blanked.  Jethain had  the  privilege  of  venting  his  anger.  “That  excuses  nothing.  Slavery  is evil,  and  when  I  ascend,  I  wil  abolish  it!”  He  slumped,  his  expression turning  mournful.  “For  the  entire  two  weeks  I  reign.”  Jethain  turned  his face  away.  “Are  you  going  to  mock  me  as  wel  for  holding  unrealistic ideals  such  as  regarding  slaves  as  human,  or  deserving  freedom  and justice?”

Rak  let  his  own  rage  loose.  “Did  I  say  it  was  right?  Did  I  say  I supported slavery? I want to kil the man who did this to Tebber, but I cannot, because the law here is on his side. Your law is wrong, and it has always been wrong. The Lord of Night gives his folowers few rules. Very few  rules.  But  the  most  important  law  He  gave  us  is  that  of  free  wil.

Slavery  is  an’athåmis.  Forbidden.  A  crime  of  the  greatest  order,  and punishable by immediate death.”

Jisten and Jethain stared at him, speechless. Then Jethain said, “When we  were  children,  al  you  cared  about  were  the  horses.  I  can’t  tel  you how many slaves were beaten because you slipped away. It upset me, but not you.” The prince’s tone was bitter. “Do you remember that?”

“Ix, I do not remember it. I remember nothing of my childhood. But my duty is stil to the beasts first.” Rak glanced at Saber pointedly. “Including horses.”

“Why don’t you remember, Araken?” Jethain’s tone settled to one of concerned curiosity.

“When I was stil very young, a wal fel on me, and one of the blocks hit my head.” Rak’s brooding gaze rested on the flickering flames. “I am told that several miracles occurred, the first being that I was not instantly kiled. When I recovered, I did not remember anything, not even my own name. I was nothing but Rak, a slave, for a long time. Even with the help of  my  God,  I  have  not  regained  those  lost  memories.  Too  much  time passed between the injury and the healing attempt.”

“When  was  that?”  Jethain’s  posture  lost  its  stiffness,  his  face  its stoniness.

“I do not realy recal. They thought I was thirteen, because my wings emerged shortly after that.”

“And your worth flew up to the clouds,” Jisten said.

Rak nodded. “Ai. Four colors are very rare.”

“I’m sorry. You might have been a brat, but so was I, and you certainly didn’t deserve that.” Jethain sighed, shaking his head. “Father mentioned the  amnesia.  It’s  frustrating  on  so  many  levels.  Not  only  do  you  not remember us, but we may also never know what happened to you. Our father  was  frantic  when  you  went  missing.  He  ran  the  guard  ragged searching  for  you.  Do  you  remember  anything?”  The  prince  sounded hopeful.

“I do not remember anything about this place. I had to take lessons in your language before traveling here. I am not entirely convinced that your father is right about me.”

“That  you’re  not  my  brother  Araken?  Don’t  you  believe  your  own God?” Jethain asked.

Rak  sighed  and  gave  Jethain  a  resigned  look.  “I  believe  my  God.  It must be so. But acceptance is another matter. I was content with who and what I was before I came here. I have no interest in being a prince, and even less in taking your place, as your father wishes.”

An unreadable look passed over Jethain’s face. “And father does wish it.” He stood up and looked into the darkening forest.

“He has made that clear,” said Rak. “But you have no need to fear that I wil ever acquiesce to the king’s desire to name me his heir.”

“Are  you  certain?  What  if  you  could  abolish  slavery  by  taking  the throne? Wouldn’t that accomplish what your God wanted?”

“My  vows  cannot  be  broken,  and  they  forbid  me  from  inheriting  any title or land.” Rak prodded the fire with a stick. “If I took the throne, I would be an oath-breaker.”

Jethain  turned  back  to  the  fire  and  sat  down.  “How  soon  does  your God  want  slavery  abolished?  Is  he  a  patient  God?  Can  he  wait  until  I ascend? Can you trade without demanding the dismantling of slavery?”

Rak  looked  flustered  at  the  inundation  of  questions.  He  took  a  deep breath,  hoped  he’d  translated  everything  correctly,  and  said,  “Slavery must  be  abolished  before  we  wil  consider  a  ful  aliance.  Zotien  is  very patient—He  wil  wait  another  three  thousand  years  if  He  must. As  for trade, our demands wil depend on your demands. A simple exchange of grain for  måtaxi or other goods wil require nothing but an agreement.”

“Wel, brother, how much does Zotien want slavery abolished? Enough to help me keep my throne?” Jethain took a stick and stirred the fire, but his eyes were intent on Rak, as were the captain’s.

“Perhaps.” Rak remained noncommittal. “This is a very charged topic in Okyro,” he explained, “because of the war. We would very much like to take the fight to the Riverlands, and other places, and abolish slavery, but we cannot. We lack sufficient resources to fight two wars.”

Neither the prince nor the captain hid their disappointment. “I’l stand with you to the end, my prince,” Jisten said quietly.

“Thank you, Jisten.” The prince clapped the captain’s shoulder.

“If it were up to me, I would offer the aid,” said Rak. “But I cannot speak for the Army of Night, nor for the Strazi sect that commands the army.”

“Thank you. We have a common goal. Who knows what the future wil bring. I have my captain, most of the army, and perhaps your aid. It was more than I had yesterday.” Jethain fed more wood to the fire.

“Arms  Master  Hyal  speaks  highly  of  the  sword  school  in  Katasky,”

Jisten said into the uncomfortable silence. “I think he was pleased to spar with you this afternoon.”

“A pity he did not train there,” replied Rak. “He has the ability. With your permission, Your Highness, I wil show him a few things.”

“My  permission?”  Jethain  laughed.  “He  would  chase  me  around  the sale with practice batons if I didn’t let him train with you.”

“And  me  as  wel,  please,  S’Rak,”  Jisten  said.  “Although  I  would  not dare to chase Jethain around.”

“The  more  victi-  .  .  .  practice  partners,  the  better,”  said  Rak.  Jisten chuckled at the slip. Rak looked at Jethain chalengingly.

“I  suppose  I  can’t  let  my  captain  and  arms  master  face  you  alone,”

Jethain said.

“Of  course  not.”  Rak  wasn’t  fooled  at  al  by  Jethain’s  pretense  of reluctance.

“Shal we three come together or separately?” Jethain asked.

“That  depends  on  your  pride,”  Jisten  said.  “I  suppose  I  can  let  you watch me be chased around the sale.”

“I  should  train  Hyal  separately,”  said  Rak,  “and  the  two  of  you together.”

Jethain  looked  relieved  and  Jisten  grinned  at  him.  “You’re  just  afraid he’l make you take lessons again.”

Rak’s eyebrows went up again. “You did not like arms practice?”

“Oh,  I  liked  it,  mostly.  I  suppose  the  prince  in  me  didn’t  like  the humbling,” Jethain said. Then he added ruefuly, “Which you see I need from time to time.” When Jisten nodded, Jethain punched his shoulder.

“You did act most un-princely at dinner!” Jisten said.

“No, I did act like a prince. A snotty prince.”

“Which you are not,” Jisten said with al loyalty. “Despite the one slip up.”

“Until I upset your soup bowl,” said Rak.

“Can you forgive me, Araken?” asked Jethain.

“If you forgive me for ruining that lovely ruffled shirt you had on.”

Jisten coughed.

“Oh,  you  are  forgiven,”  Jethain  said  loftily.  He  and  Jisten  exchanged looks and snickered.

Rak  knew  he  was  missing  something,  but  he  didn’t  pursue  it.  He inclined his head. “Thank you.”

“I  have  a  personal  request  from  my  prince,”  Jisten  told  the  priest.

“Please  ruin  many,  many  more  shirts,  particularly  those  of  the  ruffled variety.”

“Oh?” Rak’s eyebrows shot up.

“By the twelve creator Gods, Araken, did you not see how ghastly that shirt was?”

Jisten nodded in emphatic agreement. “By the standards of the House of Day  or the House of Night, it was an atrocity.”

Rak’s lips twitched. “I had not wanted to say anything. The dictates of high fashion can be quite extreme at times, but that shirt would have made a basilisk weep.”

Jisten  and  Jethain  laughed,  and  the  depth  of  their  friendship  was obvious to Rak. Jethain yawned once he finished laughing.

“You should sleep, Jethain,” Jisten said.

“As should you, Captain. I wil keep watch. Remember, I do not sleep at night.” Rak stood and stretched, his wings briefly unfurling as his back arched. He saw Jisten’s grey eyes watch his wings intently.

The two men wrapped themselves in their cloaks and lay close to the fire. “Awaken me for second watch,” Jisten yawned.

Rak walked out of the circle of light. “Of course,” he said, deciding that second watch would start at dawn.

Jisten  looked  at  Morth  and  the  three  avtappi.  “You  have  excelent companions for your watch.”

“We are al children of the night,” said Rak, only half mocking.

“Then a goodnight to you.” Jisten said, roling up in his cloak.

Rak watched the captain with no smal amount of longing. The dream had been vivid. The servants of Lord Zotien were gifted on that front, as dreams were very much a part of the House of Night. To counter his slave fires, Rak slipped into a light trance, contemplating nothing more than the beauty of the clear night sky above him. After a while, the fire burned low and the prince snored. Rak drew his cloak about him, for the late-night spring air of this land was much colder than he was accustomed to.

Midnight approaches. I am going to heal the horse now,  Rak said.

Don’t exhaust yourself,  cautioned Scorth.

Rak walked to Saber’s side and laid a hand on the beast’s shoulder.

His hand slid down the injured leg as he knelt until he cradled the hoof in his hands. He chanted, caling up his power, focusing his wil in a way only the Thezi and Therrai could. Green-tinged darkness flowed from Rak into Saber’s leg, strengthening and repairing it until the leg was as sound as the other three.

He stood with a weary sigh and Saber nuzzled him. Rak smiled at the horse, who had responded to his Thezi touch with acceptance and love.

He rubbed the beast behind an ear, his mind stil touching Saber’s lightly.




Chapter Eight

Midnight Ambush

The  faintest  of  muffled  clinks  was  loud  to  equine  ears.  The  gentle  night breeze carried with it the scents of men, leather, steel, wool, and horses.

Rak slipped into the deeper shadow of the forest, moving each foot only after  checking  the  ground  for  twigs  or  dry  leaves.  He  started  to  sidle between two trees, but stopped and pressed against the larger one’s trunk as a man passed before him. More than a few men were moving through the woods.

The men moved in assumed silence, but the creak of darkened leather armor,  the  crackle  of  boots  on  leaves  and  twigs,  and  the  faint  clink  of metal  on  metal  were  as  loud  as  a  shout  to  Rak.  They  had  painted  their faces and stuffed branches and grasses into their clothes to break up their human outlines. The men looked like professional soldiers, and moved like they had trained together. They bore no insignia on their cloaks or armor that Rak could see.

Soldiers  in  the  woods  at  night,  who  have  made  an  effort  to camouflage  themselves.  Somehow  I  doubt  they  are  here  to  ask  for directions to the palace. 

Perhaps they want to invite you to a party?  responded Scorth. Rak sensed that his soul mate was already on the move.

The soldiers were trying to surround the camp, but were hampered by the  need  for  stealth  and  the  darkness  of  the  night.  Rak  had  no  such disability—the Lord of Night granted to his servants the ability to see in the dark. Rak took a moment to pray, and his efforts were rewarded as clouds  obscured  the  light  of  the  moons.  In  almost  total  darkness,  the soldiers’ advance slowed to a crawl.

Rak moved with even greater care, working his way through their ranks in search of the commander. A surgical strike at the leadership was often an effective deterrent. If the leaderless men attacked anyhow, it would be an unorganized effort. Rak noticed two men, one of whom was mounted on  a  dark  bay  horse.  These  two  were  not  moving  with  the  rest,  but hanging back to give effective commands once the attack began. As Rak drew  closer,  he  heard  the  unmounted  man  say,  “There  are  five  horses, sir.”

“I  don’t  think  it’l  matter,”  drawled  an  average-appearing  rider  who exuded an air of command. “He could have half the guard with him for al the difference they’d make tonight.”

The leader, Rak identified.  I am guessing mercenaries. 

So,  Scorth  asked,  you  outnumber  them,  yes?  Your  one  to  their fifty? 

The  avtappi  and  Morth  count  as  well,   protested  Rak.  But  I  think that there are more than fifty. It is hard to be certain because of the trees, but I think there are a hundred of them. 

A  hundred  men?  For  one  little  prince?   Scorth  snorted.  I  am coming, so try to save me a few. 

No promises, but I will try.  Rak stepped out of concealment as the leader gave the order to attack. A moment later, a foot of bloodied steel erupted from the chest of the horse counter. Rak gave no lip service to the notion of fair play as he struck from behind.

On the road, Vyld reared up and screamed a chalenge to the charging soldiers.  It  was  both  a  distraction,  giving  Rak  a  few  extra  heartbeats  of time, and a warning for the prince and captain. Jethain roled into a crouch and  drew  his  sword  to  meet  the  attack.  Jisten  took  up  position  beside him,  scanning  the  tree  line.  The  three  avtappi  spread  out,  pawing  their selected piece of road in chalenge.

Stil in the woods, Rak puled his sword out and leapt over the faling corpse, his eye on the galoping horse of the leader. He appeared to have been drawn in by Vyld’s antics and hadn’t noticed the attack to his rear.

Vyld hopped forward on his hind legs and bashed his front hooves into the  head  of  the  man  who  stopped  to  gape  at  the  hopping  horse.  Vyld came down atop him as he fel, his fangs finding the throat of the next man in  line.  The  avtappi  struck  with  his  hind  legs,  sending  stil  another  man flying, and then caught a fourth with his hooked climbing spurs. The other two avtappi were just as devastating to the enemy.

Jisten was soon too busy to watch Rak’s alies. He met the soldiers’

attack  with  fast,  darting  cuts,  forcing  them  to  give  him  a  wider  berth.

Jethain  met  an  attack  smoothly,  parrying  an  overhand  cut  and  riposting into the attacker’s side. But as soon as he dropped the opponent, another took his place, and worse, more were moving into attack range. Jethain and Jisten were in danger of being surrounded.

Rak abandoned his pursuit of the mercenary leader. He concentrated as  he  whispered,  “Anårxå.”  Al  around  the  high  priest,  the  thansymi hounds materialized with Morth at their lead, their eyes glowing an eerie blue-white  against  the  darkness.  Large-framed,  muscular  beasts,  they were bred for war and trained to hunt and kil. Morth had brought more than Rak had dared hope.

The hounds’ long, curved, serrated fangs appeared very white as Rak commanded  them.  “ªpy’thå.”  The  hounds  turned  towards  the  road  in  a silent mass and launched towards the enemy, erupting from the tree line before they sounded, their deep, moaning bays filing the air. Men turned only to die under the powerful jaws.

Rak ran and kiled with them. His sword was as effective a weapon as their fangs. He kiled several of the men who were trying to capture Vyld, but  he  couldn’t  linger  with  Jethain’s  life  at  stake.  The  hounds  should provide enough support for the avtappi.

Rak looked for Jethain and found him and the captain. They were back to  back  at  the  campfire’s  edge,  just  as  in  his  vision.  They  were  fighting wel in a good position, having limited the number of directions they could be  attacked  from.  However,  they  were  vastly  outnumbered,  and  Rak knew what would happen next. They both would die.

Finding his alies in the chaos was only the first problem—he had yet to reach  them.  He  made  a  mental  note  to  never  again  leave  his  chambers without  armor  before  meeting  the  attack  of  a  soldier  who  more  closely resembled a bear than a man.

A tickle in Rak’s mind didn’t distract him from the kiling. He alowed the  tickle  to  expand  into  an  inquiry.  An   ayål  of  vranyxia  had  been attracted  to  the  battle  and  wished  to  join  the  fight.  With  regret,  Rak refused them. He couldn’t keep his end of the pact if one of the females were to die, leaving an orphan foal that he would have to raise. He asked that they remain nearby, on watch against more men moving into the area.



   


Jisten’s sword moved so fast he seemed possessed of multiple arms. He had  an  uncanny  instinct  for  when  to  block  and  when  to  cut,  but  his attention was split. Worried for his prince and the missing priest both, he had taken several minor wounds already. The press of men around them was  growing,  and  he  recognized  many  of  them.  They  were  ex-soldiers drummed out of the guard or army for a variety of crimes, men he thought were  now  in  Lord  Virien’s  employ.  But  why  would  Virien’s  household guard be trying to kil them? Beside him, the prince fought with grim focus.

He had taken a couple of minor cuts, not life threatening, but worrisome.

Jisten didn’t know how long they’d be able to hold out.

   

Rak  ducked  under  a  powerful  horizontal  slash  that  would  have  hit  him mid-chest  if  he  hadn’t  moved.  Crouching  enabled  a  springing  attack, something  at  which  he  exceled.  His  wings  thrashed  down  as  his  legs propeled  him  up.  He  couldn’t  fly,  but  that  didn’t  mean  his  wings  were useless. His opponent hadn’t expected Rak’s response to his attack and died as a result.

The hounds and the avtappi had control over half the clearing, but the prince was in the other half. Half the remaining mercenaries were engaged in holding the beasts back. Now that their initial fear of the thansymi had worn  off,  they  were  inflicting  much  damage  on  the  hounds.  The  ayål touched Rak’s mind again—the pack’s stalion wished to attack with his yearlings and two-year-olds, leaving the dams with foals in the safety of the trees.

The mercenary leader caled out, “Surrender, priest, this fight does not concern you. You’re outnumbered and cannot hope to win.”

“I wil not,” Rak replied. “And it is you who are outnumbered.”

The ebb and flow of cut, parry, and riposte was interrupted as a man lunged in perfect form. For a moment, Jethain stared stupidly at the sword in his gut. Then he fought past the shock and pain long enough to put his own sword in his opponent’s heart.

Jethain  sank  to  his  knees.  He  was  only  alive  because  the  sword  was filing  the  wound,  preventing  him  from  bleeding  out.  Jisten’s  cry  of  rage was  lost  in  the  clamor.  The  captain  moved  quickly  to  cover  his  falen prince, heedless of the damage to himself.

The  mass  of  soldiers  surrounding  Jethain’s  position  was  a  nearly impenetrable barrier. Rak knew that conventional wisdom said he should start attacking them and thereby reduce the number Jethain faced, al in an effort to join up with the prince. But he felt no need to folow conventional wisdom. He asked the vranyxia to charge. They burst from the tree line nearest the prince and drove straight into the mercenaries surrounding him.

Men scattered, faling back in terror of the soul-eating monsters, but the vranyxia were much faster and better armed.

Fangs, claws, and horns were backed by mass and momentum. As he always did when he watched the vranyxia fight,  Rak  wished  there  were some way to ride one into combat. But the jagged spikes that sprouted from  their  spines  from  skul  to  haunch  made  riding  one  impractical.  In addition, their tendency to translate into the spirit realm when injured or startled would prove lethal to any man foolish enough to ride one.

The attack of the vranyxia broke up the mass of men that surrounded Jethain and Jisten. Rak darted to the prince’s side in time to block a cut that  would  have  removed  his  head,  while  Jisten  met  an  attack  from  the other side. Rak kiled the attacker and then stepped in front of the prince in a defensive posture as Jisten returned to Jethain’s side.  Scorth, if you are coming, now would be a good time. 

Oh, so now you want me to join the party? Why didn’t you say so sooner?   The  dragon’s  tone  was  light  and  teasing,  and  the  sense  of  him was very close now. This gave Rak hope as the soldiers drew in to finish them off.

Scorth dove from the sky, blasting fire at the enemy. He puled up to skim the road just above tree height. He blasted again before reaching the trees, incinerating another group of the soldiers. Rak kiled several men in quick  succession,  and  finaly  faced  the  mercenary  leader.  In  typical combat,  the  unmounted  man  was  at  a  severe  disadvantage  when  faced with  a  mounted  man,  but  in  this  case  it  was  the  mercenary  who  was disadvantaged. Rak reached out and touched the horse’s mind. The horse reacted to Rak’s suggestion by arching his back, leaping straight up, and twisting to the left. He landed only briefly before repeating the jump and twisting to the right. The rider went flying, landed hard, and didn’t get up.

Rak thanked the now calm horse and turned his attention elsewhere.



   


The battle was over. The thansymi were miling about, nosing the lifeless bodies  that  littered  the  clearing,  seeking  any  soul  that  remained  to  be snuffed out. The vranyxia started to feed. The mares with foal came out of the trees to rejoin their stalions. Vyld ambled over and nudged Rak, who obliged the avtappi with a scratch.

“Wel  fought,”  Rak  murmured,  and  then  turned  to  the  prince.  Jethain was  stil  there,  holding  tight  to  the  sword  in  his  gut.  Blood  was  seeping from  the  wound  and  the  prince  was  losing  color  and  strength  quickly.

Jisten  was  trying  to  staunch  the  flow  with  his  cloak,  tears  streaking  his face.

Rak  puled  a  smal  wooden  box  from  his  saddlebags  and  opened  it.

Inside, resting on a layer of padding, were several vials, each a different color. Rak selected the black vial and knelt down beside Jethain. “I need you to drink this,” he said urgently. “It is caled the draught of sleep, and it wil put you in a magical sleep that wil buy us the time to heal you.”

“Wil it hurt?” asked Jethain with a ghost of a smile.

“Ix, you wil feel nothing,” promised Rak, “until you wake up.”

Jethain opened his mouth and swalowed the potion as Rak poured it in. The prince swalowed convulsively and slumped, his skin taking on a waxy sheen. Rak caught his body and eased him to the ground.

“Dead! He realy, realy looks dead!” For once, Jisten was heedless of blood even though it covered him. Some of it was his own, but most of it wasn’t.

“He is not dead,” Rak told Jisten. “It is the potion, I swear. In three nights time, he wil awaken once more. We had best have him healed by then.”

“How can he not be dead?” Jisten demanded. “He isn’t breathing!”

“Magic,” said Rak. “The potion mimics death, but he is not dead. Think of him as frozen in time, between one heartbeat and the next. I wil take him to the Sun Temple and ask the healers to work on him right away.”

Rak wrapped his hand around the hilt of the sword.

Jisten  placed  his  hand  on  top  of  Rak’s,  his  grey  eyes  growing  dark.

“Please, won’t it kil him?”

“It wil not kil him, I swear. But if I do not remove the sword, it could cause him further damage.”

Jisten  let  his  hand  fal  away.  “Either  I  trust  you  or  I  don’t.  I  choose trust.”

Rak puled the sword out smoothly. There was no blood on the blade.

He handed it to the captain. “Here. It is heavier than I like in a sword, but it might serve a larger man like you.”

“A sword that pierced my prince?” Jisten looked at it. “I hate it. But I might be able to trace its owner. My thanks to you, and not just for the sword.” He looked at Rak. “I was right to trust you. You saved the prince twice where I couldn’t. What can I do to repay you?”

“You  owe  me  nothing,  Captain.  I  did  my  duty,  same  as  you.”  Rak uncovered Jethain’s abdomen and looked at the red, blood-filed wound.

“I hope, for his sake, that it missed his bowel.”

Jisten peered at it. “Archpriest Forael can make sense of it. I pray that he can heal it.”

“As do I. My healing powers only work on animals.”

“Now for the trip back,” Jisten said. “I’l carry him on Jughead.”

“I have a faster means of getting there than by riding,” said Rak. “But it is not a means I can share with you this time.”

“I’m staying here until I see you leave with the prince.” Jisten looked stubborn.

“Daxi,” said Rak. He signaled Scorth to land. A piece of the darkness above separated and plunged to earth, resolving into immense black wings and  scales  that  iridescently  reflected  the  light  of  the  fire.  The  dragon’s smal, triangular head was defined by his white horns and blazing yelow eyes.  Scorth  barely  fit  in  the  roadway  between  the  trees,  and  his  wings remained unfurled.

Jisten gaped, but to his credit, he didn’t budge from Jethain’s side. He looked impressed rather than afraid.

“I wil climb up,” said Rak, “and then you can hand me the prince.”

He can . . . but there is no point,  Scorth sent , because there is no way I am carrying that arrogant sunny prince on my back, in stasis or not. 

Scorth, I am not in the mood for your silliness. You will carry the prince,  just  like  you  have  carried  other  men  in  stasis  in  the  past. 

Dragons were used to fly the criticaly injured, in-stasis soldiers from the battlefield  on  a  routine  basis.  In  fact,  by  stacking  the  bodies  like cordwood, along with a set spel from the Arrai in the rigging to lighten the load, each dragon could transport a surprising number of men.

Bring logic into it,  Scorth grumbled.

Jisten nodded, his mouth stil agape. Rak was tempted to wave a hand in  front  of  Jisten’s  eyes.  Instead,  he  flapped  his  wings  as  he  scaled  the dragon’s shoulder.

Jisten’s  astonished  gaze  now  folowed  Rak  instead  of  the  dragon.

Again  he  fixated  on  Rak’s  wings,  and  shut  his  mouth  before  he  could drool. Rak reached his goal, turned, and reached down for Jethain. Jisten snapped  out  of  his  trance  and  heaved  the  prince  up.  Rak  gripped  the harness and leaned down, offering his hand.

He’s not in stasis!  Scorth protested.  I’m not public transport! 

But he is beautiful,  replied Rak.  And I want him. 

You  want  anyone  when  your  fires  are  like  this,   Scorth  grumbled.

Remember the alley? 

My  fires  are  not  so  bad  right  now,  thanks  to  that  alley,   retorted Rak.  But I want him anyways. You told me to pursue him as well. If I succeed, there will be no further need for alleys. 

No sex on my back! And are we going to save the sunny prince or not?   Scorth  yielded  the  argument  without  appearing  to  do  so,  but  Rak sensed he would offer no further objection to bearing Jisten.

Jisten took Rak’s hand, unaware of the silent dialogue. Vyld sidled too close to Saber, who reared up and squealed  a  warning.  “Saber,”  Jisten said with regret. He released Rak’s hand.

Rak’s attention switched to the equines. “I went to much trouble to heal that horse,” he said quietly. “As much as I would enjoy your company to the  Sun  Temple,  I  think  your  prince  would  prefer  it  if  you  saw  his warhorse safely home.”

“My  life  is  not  worth  that  of  the  warhorse  in  the  king’s  eyes,”  Jisten said.

“Yes,  trained  warhorses  are  much  more  costly  than  replacement captains,” said Rak with a wry grin.

I could eat the horse,  offered Scorth, ever wiling to help out.

No eating horses,  Rak repeated the rule.

No eating horses where you can see. 

“Sunset speed with the prince,” Jisten said. “I’l return with Saber once the sun rises.” He stepped back to give Scorth wing room.

“Night’s blessing on you, Jisten,” said Rak.

The priest settled the prince on the dragon’s back before the creature launched into a miniature windstorm engendered by his own wings. Jisten repeated the priest’s words over and over like a mantra as he set about breaking camp.

Where  shall  I  drop  you?   inquired  Scorth  as  they  flew  over  the outskirts of the city.

Before the Temple of the Sun. That is where the healers will be in this land. 

Scorth signaled his agreement and gained a little more altitude so that his back brushed the bottoms of the lowlying cloud cover. Black against black in the deepest hour of night.  Is this stealthy enough? 

It is,  agreed Rak.  I will make the descent. 

So much for stealth,  teased the dragon.  Glide, my friend, for we are at the Sun Temple.  With Jethain clutched to his chest, Rak leaped over Scorth’s  shoulder,  freefaling  until  he  was  below  the  sweep  of  the dragon’s  wings.  Then  his  own  wings  flared  open,  the  briliant  colors forming a unique pattern that enabled his dragon to identify him from afar.

There  was  no  one  on  the  ground  to  observe  his  less-than-stealthy approach. He touched down just short of the temple steps and set Jethain on the ground before he dropped the heavier man.

Rak’s wings ached from the strain of carrying more than twice his own weight, and they stiffly resisted furling. He made a conscious effort to relax his back and shoulders, and finaly his wings folded, vanishing beneath his cloak.  He  confirmed  that  the  prince  was  unchanged  under  the  potion’s influence, then heaved the body over his shoulder, turned to the temple, and started up the steps.




Chapter Eight

The Sun Temple

A  set  of  buttery  marble  steps  marked  the  edge  of  the  temple  grounds.

When he set a foot on the lowest step, the pain hit. It started as a tingle traveling up his leg. The tingle became an ache. When Rak failed to heed the warning and leave, the ache became pronounced. Spasms traversed his back while he marched up the steps. His wings flexed in protest, his hands clenched into fists, and he grit his teeth, wondering if the pain would pass.

For a moment, Rak stared at the large, golden sun symbol hammered into the closed temple doors. He shook his head and puled the bel rope to  summon  the  junior  priest  that  should  be  on  duty  in  case  of  an emergency. Rak had barely begun to fidget when the door creaked open.

A young face peered out at him, a scowl forming, but then his burden was noticed. The young man’s hazel eyes widened into saucers, his mouth fel open, and he screamed as if Rak had thrust a sword into his gut.

“He needs a healer!” Rak shouted over the screaming. To Scorth, he quipped,  The amount of time this boy can go without air is amazing. 

My ears hurt. 

“The  prince  is  dead!”  screamed  the  acolyte  in  a  falsetto  voice.

“Murdered by the demon!” He turned and ran into his temple, the scream fading.

Rak  eased  Jethain’s  limp  body  to  the  ground  and  rubbed  his  aching shoulder. “What does it take to get a healer?” he wondered aloud.

A disgruntled, sleepy guard rounded the corner, pushed by the panting acolyte. “Fer the luv’ of . . .” He broke off, his mouth working soundlessly as he stared at the prince’s body.

“He needs a healer,” repeated Rak.

The sleepy guard found his voice. “Al guards report!” he roared, and pointed his spear at Rak. “Murderer! Ring the internal alarm bels!” The young acolyte leaped to comply.

Rak drew his sabre and stood over Jethain. The footing was bad and there  was  barely  space  to  swing  a  sword,  but  he  wasn’t  about  to relinquish his brother to anyone other than a healer. “He is not dead,” said Rak, feigning patience.

More  guards  came  running  with  swords  and  spears  at  the  ready.

“Demon murderer!” they shouted, surrounding Rak. “Send for the senior!

Send for the city watch!”

“Send for a healer!” snapped Rak. He continued to stand over Jethain with his sword drawn, daring the guard to try to take him.

“We don’t heal the dead, demon!”

“He is not dead, sunny.”

“He looks dead! He looks real dead!”

“And you believe everything you see? Get a healer!”

Two  men,  a  senior  sun  priest  and  a  guard,  came  through  the  open doors. The guard, older but fighting fit, was stil buttoning his uniform coat, the braiding of which declared him to be the commander of the temple’s Sun Guard. He studied the situation through narrowed ice-green eyes and then said, “I know a corpse when I see one. The prince is dead.”

“He  is  not  dead,”  stressed  Rak,  making  the  attempt  to  reason  once more, this time with someone in authority. “Sun Commander, I swear to you, the prince is alive. He is under a magic stasis that gives us the time to heal him. We have three nights.” Rak sorely wished that he had brought Jisten  with  him.  Scorth  would  have  landed  and  kept  these  fools  at  bay while the Captain talked sense into them.

The  senior  sun  priest  listened  with  pursed  lips.  “Magic?”  he  said, looking as if he smeled something bad. He motioned the commander to stand back.

Rak reached down and picked up Jethain’s limp hand. He cut it and puled the tissue apart. The guards could see the blood in the tissue, but the blood stayed in the body. “I gave him the draught of sleep. It puts one with  mortal  wounds  into  a  magical  state  of  suspension  that  gives  the healers time to save him.”

“Perhaps,” the sun priest said. “Or perhaps he simply dies in three days and you claim innocence.”

“Perhaps,” replied Rak. “But in three nights, when the potion wears off, he wil start bleeding.” Rak puled up Jethain’s tunic and displayed the gut wound. It wasn’t bleeding either.

The guards al leaned over for a look. “Mortal wound. He’s as good as dead,” announced the commander, “if he isn’t already dead and this just an elaborate ruse meant to buy the dark one time to escape.”

“Or,” suggested Rak, “some healer could come along and heal it. There is  time.  Three  nights  worth.”  He  ignored  the  commander’s  words  and appealed to the sun priest, who would certainly know more about magic and thus might take his side.

“We shal see,” sneered the senior sun priest. He gestured and several junior sun priests stepped forward with a litter. “Take the prince inside so we can evaluate him in the light.”

Rak sheathed his sword and stepped back, relieved that someone was wiling to take his word enough to at least look after Jethain. The junior priests transferred the prince to the stretcher and bore him into the temple.

“Arrest the demon,” said the commander to his guards. “He can sit in our protected circle until the Ylion awakens. He’l not profit by the murder of the prince, nor escape the justice due him.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” said the senior sun priest, gesturing. Before Rak could raise his defenses, a blast of golden power slammed into him.

He  crumpled  to  the  ground,  unconscious.  “There.  Now  he  won’t  resist arrest, Commander Teok.”

“Thank you, Senior Murson,” replied Teok as his men colected their prisoner.



   


Scorth clamped his jaws shut on his instinctive roar of frustration. Rak’s position  in  the  center  of  the  cluster  of  men  made  his  primary  weapon useless.  There  was  no  need  to  worsen  his  tactical  position  by  sounding off. He folded his wings and dove, the darkness of the night his only aly.

The only warning the humans had came when his enormous wings spread to break his dive, blocking their view of the pale stone and weak gaslights.

Murson raised his hands and an arrow of golden fire shot up to Scorth.

The dragon jinked, barely avoiding the blast.

“Spears!” Teok barked, and his men immediately formed a defensive wal of razor sharp points that would hopefuly dissuade the dragon from getting close. “Get the prisoner inside,” he told the remaining acolytes.

Scorth’s momentum was carrying him to land directly before the cluster of men when he suddenly struck a sheet of golden power that flared into life.  He  slid  down  the  shield  and  landed  in  an  untidy  heap  in  the  plaza, dazed and confused.

“Spear it!” Teok ordered his men.

The men advanced in a line. Murson pursed his lips and considered the situation—five men with spears versus one large dragon. “Halt!” he said.

“You’l only anger it. It wil shake off its confusion and attack. Its hide is armored beyond what your spears can do.”

“Not even blessed sun metal?” asked Teok.

“You’l need more than five spears,” Murson said sourly.

Scorth watched the approaching men. He was certain he should make a move, but the pain made it hard to concentrate. With a snort of disdain at the pitiful humans, he gathered himself and sprang into the sky.

He  could  feel  his  rider,  unconscious  but  not  mortaly  wounded.  He would  stay  nearby.  There  was  a  large  flat-topped  pyramid  sitting  on  an island in the middle of the river directly across from the Sun Temple. He colapsed on its flat roof and sank into unconsciousness.




Chapter Nine

Jethain’s Funeral

Firday, the 28th of Evphormon

The  sun  was  rising  when  Jisten  rode  Jughead  through  the  palace  gates, leading  Saber  and  folowed  by  Rak’s  three  avtappi.  He  looked  for  the dark priest, but the man was not in evidence.

Sedrael  darted  out  of  the  hulking  building  and  ran  to  Jisten’s  side.

“Cap’n! Th’ king wants yer report!” He gaped at the prince’s warhorse.

Saber wasn’t even limping.

“I haven’t even dismounted yet,” Jisten said wearily.

“Prince’s  dead  ‘n  His  Maj’sty’s  frantic,”  said  Sedrael.  He  rubbed Saber’s chin.

“The prince is not dead,” replied Jisten with ferocity. “Didn’t S’Rak tel you? It’s a potion, magic. Where is S’Rak?” He looked around as if he expected to find Rak lurking in a shadow or behind a stone pilar.

“Ain’t nobody seen S’Rak since yesterday. Thought wit’ ya.” Sedrael glanced at the three avtappi. “If’n th’ prince ain’t dead, doin’ good job of foolin’ everyone. No pulse, not breathin,’ looks real dead. His Maj’sty’s preparin’ th’ funeral at noon.”

“Funeral? The fires?” Jisten looked alarmed. “Take Saber. I’m off to the temple!” He wheeled Jughead and sent the gelding back out the gates at  a  ful  galop.  The  three  avtappi  snorted  smoke  and  chased  after  the captain.

Sedrael looked at Saber, then at Jisten’s rapidly departing back. “But .

. . but . . . th’ prince’s body’s here, bein’ prepared for th’ procession.”

He  spoke  to  himself,  or  the  warhorse,  for  Jisten  was  already  out  of earshot.



   


Jisten leapt off Jughead and tied him to the hitching post. Behind him, Vyld squealed in protest and puled up at the shimmering golden boundary of the  Sun  Temple  grounds.  The  equine  backed  off  and  the  golden  light vanished.  Vrema  and  Zala  turned  aside  in  time,  but  the  three  beasts remained in the plaza, drawing the attention of the Sun Temple guards and junior sun priests.

Without looking back, Jisten charged up the marble steps and into the Sun Temple. Acolytes, junior priests, and worshippers scattered out of his way. Neither S’Rak nor Forael were there, so he headed to the right. He bypassed the nave where services were conducted from sunrise to sunset in favor of the halway that led to the archpriest’s office.

“What’s  going  on  here?”  thundered  Murson,  blocking  Jisten’s  path.

“Guards rampaging in the temple? Explain yourself!”

“Senior Priest Murson,” Jisten said. “You can’t let Jethain be taken by the fires! He’s alive!”

“You are delusional,” snapped Murson. “Did you suffer a blow to the head?”  He  put  a  hand  on  Jisten,  oozing  false  concern.  “Or  perhaps  the dark one has you under his evil spel?”

Jisten  jerked  back.  “Where’s  the  Ylion?  I  must  speak  to  him.  Or S’Rak? Have you seen the high priest?”

“Come  with  me,”  said  Murson.  “We  must  purify  your  soul  of  the corrupting influence of the dark one.”

Jisten  turned  and  ran  for  the  infirmary.  Maybe  the  prince  was  there.

The  infirmary  was  a  large,  airy  room  with  lots  of  windows—the  sun priests were convinced that sunlight aided in healing. Forael’s most trusted senior healer, Dethrian, was standing by an empty cot, talking to a thin, owl-like  junior  priest  whose  robes  looked  two  sizes  too  large  for  his frame.

“You’re doing wel, Photas,” the senior was saying. “There’s no reason you  can’t  take  your  senior  healer’s  test  by  the  end  of  the  season.  But since you’re asking, yes, we can work on bone healing some more.”

Both sun priests stopped to look at Jisten as he entered. “Where are you hurt?” asked Photas.

“I don’t have time for that,” said Jisten. “Senior Priest Dethrian, please, we have to stop the funeral. Jethain isn’t dead, it’s magic. I need to speak to Forael and find S’Rak. S’Rak can verify the potion he gave to Jethain.”

“Magic?”  Dethrian  peered  at  Jisten  suspiciously.  “Are  you  sure?  I examined the body, and I can assure you, unfortunate as it is, the prince realy is dead. I know of no magic that resembles death that closely.”

“It’s a potion,” said Jisten. “I saw S’Rak give it to him, and when we puled  the  sword  out,  Jethain  didn’t  bleed.  S’Rak  said  the  magic  was holding him frozen between one heartbeat and the next.”

“I wil speak to Forael,” said Dethrian. “Perhaps you should go speak to  the  king.  The  prince’s  body  is  at  the  palace,  being  prepared  for  the funeral  procession.  Perhaps  S’Rak  is  there  as  wel.  He’s  certainly  not here.”



   


Jisten was tired, dirty, and covered in dried blood by the time he returned to  the  palace.  Fortunately,  the  flies  had  no  interest  in  dried  blood.  The avtappi  had  abandoned  him,  choosing  to  remain  in  the  plaza  before  the Sun Temple. Consumed by thoughts of the missing priest and the soon-to-be-cremated  prince,  Jisten  didn’t  wonder  why  the  inteligent  equines stayed so close to hostile territory. He was admitted into the king’s study, where  he  found  Owain  and  Virien  working  on  the  details  of  Jethain’s funeral.

“A  ful  symphony,  of  course,”  said  Owain.  “Can  they  perform Halaver’s  funeral  mass  on  such  short  notice?  He  was  such  a  talented composer.”

“If they can’t, behead them,” suggested Virien.

Jisten cleared his throat. “Sire, please stop this madness. Jethain isn’t dead. I know he looks it, but he’s not. It’s magic. S’Rak said that he was frozen in time between one heartbeat and the next. Your son wouldn’t lie.

Dark priests can’t lie. You must believe him.”

“If  that  were  true,”  said  Virien,  “wouldn’t  he  be  here,  teling  us  this himself?”

Owain  snapped  out  of  his  reverie  and  nodded  in  agreement  with  his brother. “Yes, yes, I’m sure.” He put a hand on Jisten’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go find my son for me? I need to speak to him.”

“Yes,  Sire.”  Jisten  saluted  and  hurried  out  of  the  office.  He  had  a palace to search, and quickly. Sedrael was outside the study, even though it  wasn’t  his  turn  to  guard  the  king.  Jisten  assumed  the  sergeant  was looking for him. “We must set up a search for the high priest. Sweep the grounds. Leave no stone unturned, no door unopened.”

“Yessir,”  promised  Sedrael.  “But  Cap’n,  change  yer  uniform.  Yer scarin’ th’ pages!”

Jisten looked down at himself briefly. “If I must. Don’t let the king burn the prince in my absence.”

“No, sir,” agreed Sedrael.

Jisten strode to his smal, austere room. He hissed as the dried blood broke  open  his  own  wounds  when  he  changed.  He  patched  each  with smal bits of rag, letting the new blood soak into the cloth to glue it into place.  He  slipped  a  new  blood  amulet  around  his  neck  and  set  out  in search of Rak.



   


The funeral procession set out from the palace an hour before noon, the slow,  deep  beat  of  heavy  drums  underpinning  the  mournful  tones  of twenty trumpets. Golden cymbals clashed with both sound and reflected light.  Four  pure  white  horses  puled  an  open,  flat  cart.  Swags  of  white velvet decorated the cart, while a plethora of white roses and lilies almost buried the highly polished gold oak coffin. The palace guard, turned out in dress uniform, formed a green and gold border for the white, cream, and gold-clad procession.

Owain  looked  solemn  and  splendid  in  his  mourning  clothes,  but  the effect was ruined by the hysterical weeping and wailing of the queen, who clung to his arm like a burr. Princess Jezrey, walking on the king’s other side,  seemed  the  only  family  member  to  truly  mourn  Jethain’s  passing.

Captain  Jisten  had  given  up  protesting  the  procession  for  her  sake,  and was lending her an arm to lean on.

“He  isn’t  dead,”  Jisten  told  her  as  they  walked.  “S’Rak  gave  him  a potion. I was there.”

“You’re  sure  it  wasn’t  a  potion  meant  to  put  my  brother  out  of  his misery?”

“I’m sure. When S’Rak puled the sword out of my prince, the wound didn’t bleed. I saw the blood held in by the power of the magic.”

Behind the royal family walked the high nobles, also decked out in their mourning finery. They were deeply divided over Jisten’s claim that Jethain wasn’t dead, and the debate continued even as they walked to the funeral.

“Oh, my poor Jisten,” Kazia wept. “He thinks Jethain is stil alive!”

Lord Maziel patted her shoulder. “This is a sad day. A very sad day.”

“What’s the harm in waiting? If he’s dead, he’l stil be dead! If S’Rak is  right,  then  he  can  be  healed!”  Kazia  looked  up  at  her  husband  with tear-filed eyes.

“If S’Rak lied, and the flies find the body, that would be disastrous,”

said  Maziel  patiently.  “And  if  the  prince  isn’t  dead,  why  isn’t  the  dark priest here, trying to stop this?”

The procession wound into the Sun Temple. It was nearly noon. Jisten wondered if the bugles, cymbals, and noon sunlight had driven Rak off or if he had a trick up his sleeve. He hoped it was the latter, and that the high priest would suddenly appear and put a halt to this madness.



   


Jethain’s  coffin  was  placed  before  the  altar.  Jisten  boldly  interposed himself between the prince and Forael. “Please, Ylion, he is not dead. It’s magic. Please don’t do this.”

“What?” Forael stared at him, his pale blue eyes narrowed in thought.

“Magic? What are you talking about?”

“He speaks nonsense,” said Murson. “He has some wild idea that the Nyxion gave the prince a potion. Preposterous, of course. The Nyxion is neither a healer nor a mage, he’s a beast tender.”

“He didn’t make the potion, but he had it with him,” countered Jisten.

“I saw him give it to my prince, and after that, the prince lay as one dead, but he was not dead.”

“Captain,  you  just  admitted  that  you  saw  the  Nyxion  murder  the prince,” replied Murson. “Why didn’t you stop him?”

Forael waved for silence. “Enough. I wil check the prince before we do anything else.” The Ylion puled back the white and golden sheet and examined Jethain minutely. He checked the pulse and felt for the stirring of air. The body was cool, limp, and lifeless. He stepped back, shaking his head. “Jisten, I’m terribly sorry, but our prince is dead. There is nothing that can stop Pehroz.”

“Let us proceed,” said Murson in a loud, sonorous voice that carried to the back of the cavernous nave.

Jisten threw himself on Jethain’s body. “I won’t let you burn him. He’s alive!”

Sedrael and Kordri lifted Jisten forcibly off the prince, carried him back to the audience, and held their grief-crazed superior, preventing him from interfering further. Sedrael apologized over and over, but he didn’t let go.

Kordri  murmured  soothing  things,  but  Jisten  was  in  no  mood  to  be soothed. His orders turned from sharp commands to pleading and back again, al to no avail.

The senior sun priests chanted, praising the glory of the Lord of Day, praying for Auranz to take up the soul of the prince and give him eternal bliss.  At  the  height  of  the  service,  the  Iatrion  Dethrian  turned  towards Jethain and raised his hands. He caled upon the golden flames of the sun to consume Jethain’s mortal flesh. There was a pregnant pause that should have  ended  with  the  whumph  of  flame  striking  the  bier,  but  didn’t.  The silence stretched out as nothing happened. Dethrian blinked and tried the invocation again, with the same negative result.

Murmurs rose in the ranks of onlookers and the sun priests al looked to Forael. The Ylion stepped forward, raised his own hands, and caled for the fires himself. Again, nothing happened. “The fires wil not consume the living,” said Forael.

“Let  us  try  a  mass  caling,  in  case  foul  magic  is  at  play  here,”  said Murson. Al the sun priests, over a hundred men, raised their hands and spoke  the  invocation  as  one.  Golden  flames  hit  the  marble  floor  with  a glorious  roar,  but  the  floor  around  Jethain  remained  a  perfect  flameless circle.

“The demon has stolen his soul!” cried the elderly, superstitious Gaerik.

“Our prince, our poor prince, he is undead!”

“That old wives’ tale,” Forael scoffed. “S’Rak is not a demon, in any case, but a man little different than you or I.”

“The fires wil not touch him,” Murson pointed out. “That proves he is undead!”

“If the prince is undead, there’s only one thing we can do,” said Dulat, Gaerik’s  only  remaining  crony.  He  darted  forward  and  slammed  his blessed  silver  dagger  into  Jethain’s  chest.  Nothing  happened.  Dulat scowled and puled the dagger out.

“Shouldn’t that have been a wooden stake?” asked Gaerik.

“We should behead him,” Murson opined.

Jisten, released by his surprised officers, once again interposed himself between the prince and sun priests. He drew his sword and studied the priests, searching for other weapons and ignoring the angry murmurs from the crowd.

“Enough!” roared Forael. “Take him to the infirmary. Captain Jisten is right, the prince is not dead. And someone find the Nyxion!”

Sedrael  and  Kordri  pushed  through  to  their  captain.  “Fan  out  in  a search pattern across the palace and palace grounds,” said Jisten. “I don’t care if we’ve already searched everywhere. Search again.”

Owain  was  trying  to  calm  Jezaia  down,  but  he  spared  a  glance  for Jisten. “Captain, find my son and heir. Now.”

Jisten resisted the urge to slug his monarch. What did the man think he was doing? Enjoying an afternoon tea? “Yes, sir, I shal do my best,” he managed between gritted teeth.

Forael,  Dethrian,  and  most  of  the  senior  priests  were  already  gone, carrying  Jethain’s  body  to  the  infirmary.  Dethrian’s  assistant  edged towards  Jisten.  “Check  the  Sun  Temple,”  Photas  whispered,  his  throat apple bobbing up and down anxiously.

Jisten nodded curtly. “Kordri, you take the palace detail. Sed, you’re with me in the temple. Let’s go.”

Photas walked away from the funeral, with Jisten and Sedrael folowing at a discrete distance. He paused briefly in front of a door clad in brightly polished brass, a huge bas-relief sun with leaping flames taking up most of the surface and sacred runes etched in the spaces. He hurried off without looking back.

Jisten and Sed put their shoulders to the door. They weren’t waiting for a key, and the Sun Temple wasn’t exactly fortified.




Chapter Ten

Work Begins

Twelve  hours  of  standing  in  one  spot  was  bad  enough. Add  in  briliant flashes of golden light reflecting off the multitude of gilded sun symbols and a floor constructed to mimic the fiery surface of the sun itself, and it was a recipe  to  ruin  even  the  sweetest  of  dispositions.  Rak  was  not  a  happy man.  Hungry,  exhausted,  and  hurting,  he  stood  on  one  foot,  his  eyes closed  to  reduce  the  glare  that  pounded  through  his  eyelids,  his  wrists bound in golden chains as he waited for his execution.

When the door flew open and banged into the wal, Rak was certain his time had come. The soldiers weren’t of the cream-clad sun guard, but the emerald-clad  palace  guard.  He  knew  them  both—the  captain  with  the haunting grey eyes from his visions, and the very handsome blond Sedrael.

“Are you here to put me out of my misery?” asked Rak in a hoarse but hopeful  voice.  Even  a  transfer  to  the  palace  dungeon  would  be  an improvement over this.

“High priest!” Jisten gasped in greeting. “We’ve looked everywhere for you! Are you al right? What happened?”

Rak shook his wrists to rattle the chains in answer. “I am being held for murder,” he said, forcing the words past his parched throat and mouth.

“Ain’t never seen so many sun symbols a’fore,” said Sedrael droly as he looked around. “Ain’t a bare spot nowhere.”

“My night-long search for just such a spot was fruitless,” Rak assured him.

Jisten worked on the chains and hissed in surprise and sympathy when he saw the burns they had made in Rak’s skin. “If I might ask, high priest, why are you standing on one foot?” he asked.

“This temple does not like me,” said Rak. “Standing on one foot hurts less  than  standing  on  two  feet.  I  wil  feel  some  discomfort  as  long  as  I remain within the wals of this temple, but it is worst in here. This room is a magical, blessed prison, and has a floor hot enough to burn me.”

“I  didn’t  know  temples  had  feelings,  but  I  believe  you,”  said  Jisten.

“Come, you aren’t heavy. Put your arm around my neck, and I wil put mine around your side. It wil look like I am helping you, but I can bear your entire weight.”

Sedrael bent down and touched the golden floor. “Ain’t hot,” he said.

“Cool brass.”

“Stop inspecting the floor and get the door for us, please,” said Jisten absently, most of his attention on the warmth of the priest now pressed to his side. He helped Rak from the prison, not quite carrying him out.

Rak  slumped  against  Jisten  in  relief  as  they  entered  the  relatively  dim and cool corridor. “What have I missed? How is my brother? Have they made any progress in healing him?”

“You were pointedly not invited to the prince’s funeral,” Jisten said.

“Oh, no,” said Rak, his eyes widening as he assumed the worst. “I told you he was not dead!”

“And I told them as wel. Neither of our opinions carries much weight.

But Auranz’s flames refused to touch the prince.”

“Thank  the  Gods. Auranz  may  be  a  hidebound  prude  who  does  not care  to  suly  His  hands  with  us  mere  mortals,  but  at  least  He  is  not asleep.”

“Archpriest Forael needs you urgently. Seems an idiot buried a silver dagger into the prince’s chest,” Jisten said.

“Whatever  did  they  do  that  for?”  Rak  wondered.  He  motioned  for Jisten to show him the way.

“To slay the undead,” Jisten said. “Caught me completely off guard.”

He looked embarrassed and angry.

“Cap’n, we were holdin’ ya back,” Sedrael said.

“An idiot is putting it mildly! Superstitious nonsense. There is no such thing as the undead. We stil have two and a half days,” said Rak, trying to remain positive.

“Can you heal pierced hearts? Just in case?”

“I  pray  that  is  not  the  case!”  said  Rak.  “I  am  an  animal  healer.  My abilities do not work on men. I pray that your Ylion can heal a pierced heart.”

Jethain  had  been  taken  to  one  of  the  private  rooms  attached  to  the infirmary. Sedrael held the door open for Jisten and Rak and then planted himself in front of it. Jethain was on a cot, stripped of his funerary finery.

A simple sheet covered his body, but at the moment it was folded down at the waist while Forael worked.

The Ylion turned his head as the door opened. He looked relieved to see Rak. “Cousin! Where were you?”

“I was exploring your very round, very golden prison,” replied Rak.

“Prison? Who put you there?” Forael’s blue eyes sparked with anger.

“Some sun priest who looked like he sucked lemons hourly. He said I was to be held for the murder of my brother.”

“I know exactly who you mean,” Forael said.

“Photas helped me find him,” Jisten said. “Unofficialy.”

Rak walked over to Jethain. “Did it pierce the heart?”

“No, it didn’t. Old sun priests don’t have the best aim, fortunately. But it did puncture the lung,” Forael sighed.

Rak’s momentary look of relief vanished. “You can heal that,  ai?”  he asked carefuly.

“What can you tel me about the potion you used?” countered Forael.

“How long wil it last? Wil there be any side effects? Is it a perfect stasis or can we heal him?”

“The draught of sleep has been used safely for centuries as a way to heal the mortaly wounded, with no il effect to the recipient. The Therrai make it from magical and medicinal herbs. I can provide a ful list of the ingredients  if  you  think  it  needed.  The  potion’s  effects  last  exactly  three nights  and  days  from  when  it  was  given,  so  Jethain  wil  wake  up  at  the second hour past midnight on  Protåra Atålio.”

“Our  calendar  differs,”  said  Forael.  “Today  is  the  twenty-eighth  of Evphormon, Evphora’s month.”

“Does your day begin at sunset, or at dawn?”

“At dawn, of course.”

“The thirtieth, then. At the second hour past midnight.”

“This wil take a lot of energy and magic,” Forael said, looking at the wound in Jethain’s chest.

“This is a fuly staffed temple, and you have two and a half days. That should be enough time,” said Rak.

“Yes, yes,” Forael said, but he had a faraway look as he calculated.

Rak probed the abdominal wound. “Nothing has been done at al,” he said, unsurprised.

“Yer  Maj’sty,”  exclaimed  Sedrael  outside,  warning  those  within  a moment before Owain stomped into the room.

“Son! There you are!” the king said, looking at Rak. “We missed you at the funeral.” He looked down at Jethain’s body. “What are you doing with your hand in there?”

“I  was  busy  inspecting  the  Sun  Temple  prison,”  said  Rak  without removing his hand. “The kidney is damaged, and the bowel is perforated in several places.”

“And his heart is pierced now,” Owain said helpfuly.

“Ix, the idiot missed the heart and got the lung instead.” Rak puled his bloody hand out of Jethain’s insides.

“Sounds mortal,” Owain said, his tone indifferent. “What is going on?”

Rak ignored the king and asked Forael, “Where do you want to start?

And what do you want me to do?”

“Lung first,” Forael said. “I doubt that I can do more than that today.”

He  looked  at  the  king.  “Although  I  have  some  able  assistants  who  can heal as wel.”

“I wil assist you,” said Rak, daring the king to chalenge him.

“I welcome a chance to see your power, my son.” Owain lounged in the room’s only chair and waved a hand for the healing to proceed.

Rak smiled slightly. That was permission. He washed the blood off his hands  and  told  Forael,  “I  wil  have  to  proceed  with  non-magic  healing, since my powers do not work on men. When you have done what you can, I wil take over.”

“Can I help in any way?” Jisten asked.

“Yes, please, Captain. I wil need needles and thread, both silk and gut, and bandages.” Rak leaned close to Jisten and whispered, “And can you get the vulture out of here?”

“Of  course,  high  priest,”  Jisten  said.  He  looked  at  Owain  as  if something had just occurred to him. “Your Majesty, have you spoken to the nobles who were present today? You can emphasize not just Jethain’s status, but S’Rak’s power in saving him.”

Owain perked up. “Ah, yes, an excelent idea!” He stood. “I expect ful progress reports.”

“Once the archpriest and high priest are done, I shal write everything down,” Jisten assured him.

“Good!” Owain hurried out to catch his nobles. Jisten walked out with him to retrieve Rak’s requested supplies. He wasn’t gone long, since the infirmary was wel stocked. Sun priests were used to using minimal magic to heal their patients.

“Thank you,” said Rak in a heartfelt tone as he accepted the bundle.

He laid everything out, staying out of the way of the chanting Ylion.

“Anything  else?”  Jisten  asked,  hovering  at  Rak’s  elbow,  oblivious  to the internal torment he caused the high priest.

“Food,  drink,  and  a  ful  day’s  sleep,”  said  Rak.  “But  I  fear  that  wil have to wait.”

“I  can  at  least  get  you  some  food  and  drink,”  said  the  captain.  He hurried back out before Rak could stop him.

Forael’s chanting reached a fever pitch and golden light spiled from his hands.  Rak  cursed  softly  and  turned  away,  shielding  himself  from  the painful  light.  The  pale  yelow  stone  floor  in  this  room,  which  had  been merely  like  a  hot  pan,  turned  as  molten  as  the  sun  prison  had  been.

“Blasted Sun Temple hates me, and what have I ever done to offend it?”

Rak muttered under his breath.

Jisten came back with a tray just as the light faded. Rak took it from his hands  and  jerked  his  head  at  the  sagging Ylion.  Jisten  quickly  went  to Forael’s side, helping the old sun priest to the chair. Forael’s color was salow,  his  blue  eyes  dim  and  tired.  Rak  handed  Jisten  a  goblet  of  fruit juice, which the captain pressed to Forael’s lips. Forael drank gratefuly.

“Are there any sun priests we can trust to help him to bed?” wondered Rak.

“Dethrian or Photas,” Jisten said. “I’l fetch one of them. They’re both healers, so they should be nearby.”

“I  did  not  mean  to  turn  you  into  an  errand  runner,”  said  Rak  quietly, “but I do appreciate it.”

“It’s  for  the  prince,  the  archpriest,  and  a  visiting  high  priest,”  Jisten replied. “I don’t mind and trustworthy help is in short supply.”

Rak inclined his head. “Thank you.” Once Jisten had left the room, he investigated the tray’s contents—cheeses, breads, and fruits. Rak offered Forael some fruit. “Honey melon. High in sugar, Ylion.”

“Thank you.” Forael’s fingers accidentaly brushed Rak’s hand and two columns of light, dark and bright, flared. Exhausted, both priests fainted dead away.




Chapter Eleven

The Stitching of Wounds

Jisten and Photas walked in together. Photas froze in momentary surprise while  Jisten  automaticaly  checked  for  lurking  enemies  that  could  have caused the tableau before them. Forael was sprawled inelegantly on the overstuffed tan chair, unconscious. Rak was a limp puddle of darkness on the floor at his feet.

Jisten  scooped  Rak  up  off  the  floor  before  Photas  could  make  it  to Forael’s  side.  Rak’s  head  loled  back  and  his  wings  colapsed  in magnificent slow motion towards the floor. A piece of melon fel from his outstretched hand. Jisten looked for a place to set Rak, but Forael had the only chair, and he didn’t begrudge the man’s old bones the comfort.

He turned his back to Photas and opened his shirt, cuddling Rak against his skin. He sat on the edge of Jethain’s cot and furled Rak’s wings.

“Oh  my,  my,  my.”  Photas  puled  a  little  flask  out  of  his  robes  and pressed it to Forael’s lips. “They must have touched,” he said. “I heard about  the  day-night  conflict,  but  this  was  not  how  I  wanted  to  see  it demonstrated.”

“S’Rak is cold,” Jisten told Photas. “What is that liquid you gave the Ylion? Is it safe to give to S’Rak? Can you bring some juice?”

Photas  stopped  fussing  over  Forael  and  peered  at  Jisten  owlishly.

“Uhm, yes. It’s juice. Sun fruit and honey. Honey never hurt anyone, light or dark.”

Jisten took the flask from Photas’ hand. He stroked Rak’s face before touching  the  flask  to  his  lips.  Rak  swalowed  the  liquid,  but  he  seemed only  half  awake.  When  Jisten  stopped  stimulating  him,  his  eyes  drifted closed again. Jisten tucked Rak’s cold hands inside his half-opened shirt to warm them. He alternated stroking Rak’s face and offering the flask.

Photas cleared his throat. “Captain, I’l have a cot brought in for him.

Kegle is going to help me put our Ylion to bed.”

“Thank you, Photas. Also, bring me a footrest. I’l hold the high priest until he’s warm enough, and then place him in the cot.”

Kegle  bustled  in  and  helped  Photas  remove  Forael.  Jisten  carefuly moved to the chair, but Rak didn’t stir beyond briefly opening his eyes.

Once the footrest was brought in, Jisten was quite comfortable and had an excelent view of Jethain. Kegle returned with a Sun Temple guard and the two  of  them  set  up  the  second  cot.  Throughout  al  this  activity,  Rak remained in Jisten’s arms, drowsing when the captain wasn’t convincing him to swalow the honey-sweetened juice.

“Anything  else,  Captain?”  Photas  asked  as  he  deposited  a  pitcher  of water and another of the sweetened juice.

Jisten looked at the side table, laden with a stack of pottery mugs and a tray  stil  ful  of  bread,  cheese,  and  fruit  and  shook  his  head.  “Nothing, thank you.”

“I’l try to make sure you’re not disturbed.”

Jisten  watched  him  leave  before  hugging  Rak  closer  and  feeling  the smaler man’s chest for his heartbeat. He checked each of Rak’s hands, squeezing each of them briefly before tucking them back inside his shirt, careful not to brush against the burns on Rak’s wrists. He looked at the unmoving Jethain and back down at Rak. And so the hour passed.



   


Rak woke up slowly, warm and comfortable except for the rekindled fires that were his constant, plus the annoying buzz of the temple that he felt at a bone-deep level. His wrists hurt, as did a few wounds from the fighting, but the scorching agony was gone. Every time he opened his eyes, he was rewarded with another look at Jisten.

Jisten’s smile was shy and hesitant. “Would you like some bread and cheese?”

“If I am going to wake up in your arms every time I pass out, I think I wil be passing out a lot,” Rak told him woozily.

Jisten  grinned.  “You  become  so  cold.  I  can’t  leave  you  that  way. A Valer always looks out for a Loftoni. Cheese?” He offered a bit of cheese from the tray.

Rak  plucked  the  cheese  from  Jisten’s  fingers  with  a  shaky  hand.

“Thank you.”

Jisten pressed Rak’s hand to his chest as if to keep it warm, but it kept Rak from removing it. “And I know you find the floor too hot.”

“That  is  true,”  murmured  Rak,  not  pointing  out  that  the  forest  path hadn’t  burned  him.  He  nibbled  at  the  cheese,  grateful  that  Jisten  hadn’t made an issue of his refusal to be handfed.

“There is both water and sweetened juice, if you’re thirsty,” Jisten said.

He  looked  up  at  the  prince  for  a  minute  and  then  returned  to  gazing  at Rak.

“I am not thirsty right now,” Rak assured him, not wanting Jisten to get up.

“The  healing  light  was  fading  when  I  came  back  in.  What  was Archpriest Forael able to heal?”

Rak had to think. “Just the lung and the surrounding flesh. I can stitch the wound closed.”

“Suture? That wil save Forael’s strength for the more serious wounds,”

said the captain. “But perhaps I should assist you rather than a sun priest,”

he offered. “You wouldn’t want to accidentaly touch one.”

“A good point,” said Rak. “You have assisted healers before?”

“We teach basic aid for when we are out on patrol, and I have assisted the healers after battles.”

“That is the sort of healing we wil be doing here,” said Rak logicaly.

“A cut is a cut.”

“There  are  certain  sun  priests  I  won’t  alow  near  the  prince,”  Jisten said. “That dagger in the chest caught me and my guards by surprise. That won’t  happen  again.  Some  idiot  wants  a  stake  in  his  heart  and  another wants  him  beheaded.  I’m  not  leaving  this  suite  until  Jethain  is  healed.”

Determination blazed briefly in Jisten’s eyes, and then died, smothered by disappointment. “Oh, but you’l need to go, won’t you? You can’t abide staying here too long.”

“I  wil  be  here  as  much  as  I  can  stand,”  said  Rak.  “I  have  a  vested interest  in  seeing  Jethain  healed  before  he  wakes  up.”  He  bumped  his wrist and winced before he could control the reaction.

“You need your wounds tended,” Jisten announced. “I remember the throne room, and al our healers are sun priests.” He stood up abruptly, causing Rak to clutch at him for balance and spread his wings.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” said the captain. But he didn’t look sorry, for his gaze was glued on Rak’s wings. Jisten eased Rak onto the cot  and  stepped  back.  “I’l  be  right  back.  I  need  a  few  things.”  Jisten strode out of the room as Rak stretched out on the cot. The dark priest had  noticed  that  as  long  as  he  was  not  in  direct  contact  with  the  Sun Temple  structure,  it  could  not  inflict  pain.  It  gave  him  an  incentive  to remain where the captain had put him.

Jisten wasn’t gone for long. He returned with a basin of steaming water, towels over his arms and shoulders, and a net bag stuffed with bandaging supplies  dangling  from  his  forearm.  He  set  the  bowl  down  on  the  table, laid  out  the  towels  on  the  cot,  and  fished  a  porcelain  jar  from  the  bag.

“Let me see your wrists.”

Rak  puled  up  his  sleeves  and  held  out  his  burned  wrists  for  Jisten’s inspection. “I appreciate your assistance, Captain.”

“My duty and my pleasure,” said Jisten, his eyes studying the wounds.

“I don’t think these burns need washing, but I brought the silver ointment.

That’s  best  for  burns.”  Jisten  opened  the  jar  and  scooped  some  of  the ointment out.

“Thank you.” Rak watched Jisten with interest, and not because of the medicinal cream.

“Forael  added  the  juice  of  the  aloen  plant  to  ease  the  pain  as  wel,”

Jisten said. His large calused hands were surprisingly gentle. Rak didn’t flinch when he spread the paste over the open sores. He wished Jisten’s hands would travel up his arms to his shoulders and down his chest and into his pants.

“Feel  better?”  Jisten  asked  when  he  finished.  “The  silver  ointment  is standard issue for the guards on patrol.” He wrapped Rak’s wrists in soft bandages.

“Feels better. Cooler,” commented Rak. “I wil have to ask Forael for the recipe.”

“Anywhere else you care to show me?”

Rak bit back his true answer and instead said, “I deflected a cut into my thigh. It probably needs to be stitched.”

“Do you mind battlefield stitching?” Jisten asked. “Not the neatest or prettiest.”

“I do not mind,” said Rak. He dropped his trousers and presented the bloody cut on his left leg.

Jisten laid out more bandages. He washed his hands in the bowl of hot water,  threaded  a  needle,  and  turned  to  Rak.  He  looked  at  the  finger-length slice in Rak’s thigh and said, “Pardon me, high priest, I need to see how  deep  it  is.”  When  Rak  nodded,  Jisten  puled  on  the  edges  of  the wound. Rak didn’t react, other than to glance down and grow erect.

“I’l stitch in two layers, one for the muscle, the other for the skin. Are you ready?”

“Ai, do what you must.”  And bury your manhood deep within me, he added mentaly. He did his best to ignore his erection, fueled not only by Jisten’s presence, but also by the pain.

Jisten was quick. The stitches weren’t even, but they were tight and did the  job.  Once  the  muscle  layer  was  closed,  he  changed  the  needle  and thread. “That’s an intricate tattoo. Must have cost you a fortune,” he said as he began to stitch Rak’s skin. “What does it mean?”

Startled that Jisten hadn’t said anything about his obvious reaction, Rak glanced  down  at  the  design  of  a  golden  chain  circle  filed  with  dancing flames. Without thinking, he replied, “It is the dancer’s brand.” Then he flushed and looked away. He’d just told Jisten he’d been a sex slave. He cursed himself, his stupidity, and his weird trust of this man.

Jisten  bent  his  head  even  closer  to  Rak’s  wound  and  his  ears  turned red. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

“Not half as sorry as I am,” Rak muttered.

“You  must  think  that  I  don’t  have  a  shred  of  brains  or  experience,”

Jisten  said,  his  face  stil  close  to  Rak’s  wound.  The  skin  stitches  were more even, as Jisten took more care with them. “How terrible that such a thing of beauty was corrupted for that.”

“I think it speaks wel of you that you did not know a brand when you saw one.”

Jisten looked up in surprise, and Rak could see his face was flushed.

“Kind of you to think of it that way.”

Rak was stil wondering about Jisten’s cryptic comment on beauty, but he said, “I am many things, but kind is not one of them.”

“You  don’t  taunt  me  for  my  lack  of  knowledge.  I  think  that’s  kind.”

Jisten bent back to his work and soon tied off the last stitch. “There.”

“Have you ever been to the Riverlands, Captain?” Rak flexed his leg muscles, watching the stitches. They held.

Jisten shook his head. “Born and raised in Koilatha. Only made it to the edge of my clan’s Vale.” He wrapped Rak’s thigh with a rol of bandage material,  his  hands  careful  not  to  touch  anything  inappropriate.  He  must have seen Rak’s reaction, but stil he didn’t comment on it.

Rak’s  lust  surged,  both  from  the  physical  touch  and  the  concern  the Valer was showing for him. The man truly didn’t care that Rak had been not just a slave, but also a sex slave.

“This brand is only used in the Riverlands,” Rak told him. “Why should I taunt you for not recognizing a rare brand?”

“Here, a man’s inexperience is shameful,” Jisten explained as he tied off the bandage.

“That is sily,” Rak told him. “Besides, if I were to taunt you about it, I would shame myself more than you.” He left his pants on the floor.

“You have nothing to be ashamed of,” Jisten said, his tone a mixture of surprise and puzzlement. “You can’t help having been a slave.”

“You are the kind one,” Rak told him. His dream of lovemaking rushed into  his  brain,  recaled  by  the  slave  fires  and  now  fanning  them  to  new heights of need. He knew he was working himself into a desperate state, but Jisten’s nearness, his touch, caused him to forget caution.

Jisten was about to object, but caught himself. “Ah, the king is not so, ah, kind.”

Rak thought about that and settled on a shrug. “Now, let me see your injuries.”

Jisten  stripped  off  his  shirt  without  hesitation.  Several  scabs  puled loose and he grunted softly. Rak dipped a clean towel into a clean bowl of water and washed the cuts gently. It was a pleasure to run his hand along the muscular chest. Jisten flinched a few times, but made no protest.

“You were lucky,” Rak told him. “There is nothing here that requires stitches. I can heal these easily.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it. An armed high priest with his army of creatures did. And I thought that you weren’t  alowed  to  heal  humans,”

Jisten said.

“The power that I used to heal Saber wil not come when I try to heal a man. But I can offer the same sort of battle healing as you can, and I can summon nightflames. Nightflames wil heal shalow cuts and bruises.”

“I look forward to it.”

Rak  cupped  a  hand  in  midair  and  whispered  a  soft  prayer,  his  eyes closed  in  concentration.  Before  Jisten  could  ask  what  he  was  doing, darkly colorful flames, blue and green and purple, blossomed in the bowl of the priest’s hand like a strange, animate flower. He dipped the index finger  of  his  other  hand  into  the  flames.  When  he  puled  the  finger  out, some of the flames clung to it.

He touched that finger to the first of Jisten’s smal cuts, and the flames flowed off the finger and onto the wound. The flames wouldn’t burn—if anything, they’d feel cool, and perhaps tingle as they healed the skin. Rak placed nightflames on al of Jisten’s cuts. Jisten watched in amazement as the  wounds  healed  under  the  twisting  flames,  leaving  nothing  but unblemished skin, not even a scar, in their wake. Once each wound was healed, the bit of flame responsible snuffed out.

“The  nightflames  are  an  accidental  gift  of  my  God,”  said  Rak.  The priest played with the remaining flames, letting them run down his fingers from hand to hand.

“Accidental?” Jisten was about to put his shirt back on when he saw how dirty it was. He dabbed at the sticky spots on his shirt with the water.

“Nightflames are thought to be a side effect of my lord’s presence, and of  our  very  real  connection  to  Him.  The  closer  He  is,  the  easier  it  is  to summon the flames, and the more connected to Him a priest is, the more powerful and abundant the flames become.” Rak released the last of the flames before he dabbed at the cloth with the wet towel. “I do not think it wil stain.”

Rak took his time. He liked the view, and he had a vague memory of coming on to the captain in their camp and not being rebuffed. He’d been drained of power at the time, but he didn’t think he’d imagined it.

“Let  me  check  on  Jethain,”  Jisten  said  and  rose,  not  waiting  for  the shirt. Rak kept dabbing away, but his head swiveled to track the captain.

Jisten winced as he took a step. He turned back to Rak. “I have a slash across my calf. Would you look at it?”

“Certainly,” said Rak, trying not to look too eager at the prospect of seeing Jisten’s legs.

The cut extended from the calf to the back of Jisten’s knee. When he couldn’t  rol  his  pants  up  far  enough,  his  expression  turned  wry.  “Wel, fair’s fair.” He undid his pants and kicked them off.

“Looks like you took a ground cut,” said Rak. “I have had my share of those. Not-quite-dead combatants do love to hack at legs.”

“My  fault  for  not  paying  attention,”  Jisten  said.  He  stretched  his  long legs and the muscles flexed as he winced.

“Hard  to  see  beyond  the  immediate  in  the  heat  of  combat. And  this combat was in the dark, not something you Koilathans are used to.” Rak washed  the  wound  as  he  spoke.  “This  wil  need  suturing.  Do  you  need morphea?”

“Wil  I  look  like  a  weakling  if  I  take  it?”  Jisten  asked,  watching  Rak closely.  Of  course  the  man  would  say  no,  but  his  expression  might  give him away.

“Ix, not at al. Suturing hurts, Captain. It takes a certain sick mentality to seek out pain for the enjoyment of it.” Rak neatly managed to make it sound as though if Jisten refused the morphea, it was because he was a pain-seeking lunatic. He found the morphea vial in the bundle of supplies, measured Jisten with a glance, and then added drops of the potent liquid to a mug of juice.

Jisten slugged down the dose once Rak handed him the mug. “Thank you, S’Rak.”

“I  hope  that  we  wil  prevail  in  the  civil  war  that  wil  folow  Jethain’s ascension,” said Rak, returning to the original topic.

“How  much  help  can  you  bring,  if  the  other  dark  servants  refuse  to participate?”

“I am high priest of the Thezi. I can cal out my own sect, and al my alies—thansymi,  which  you  cal  death  hounds,  vranyxia,  the  demon horses of the outlaw hunt, pyrxaiti, which your legends cal firemanes, and also  the  mastigi,  basilisk,  wyverns,  and  dragons.  They  are  an  army  in themselves,  and  my  people  know  how  to  use  each  beast  to  the  best advantage.”  Rak  ran  his  hands  down  Jisten’s  leg  as  if  he  were  a  horse, reveling in the feel of the steel muscles underneath the soft skin. Then he started stitching.

“I  wouldn’t  understand  if  I  hadn’t  seen  it,”  said  Jisten.  He  flinched  a little at the bite of each needle thrust, but held himself commendably stil.

“That was just a tiny fraction of the forces I can command.” Rak smiled wryly and continued to place his tiny, precise stitches. His skil shone in both the quality of his work and his speed. It wasn’t long before he was wrapping  Jisten’s  leg  in  the  same  nubby  bandage  material.  When  he finished, he poured more wine and added a few more drops of morphea.

Jisten leaned back and grinned loopily. “Then I guess we’ve nothin’ ta worry ‘bout!”

Rak stood up and stretched. His wings filed the smal room, brushing the yelow tiles on both sides. Jisten stared happily at the sight, no longer peeking. “So beautiful,” he sighed, and didn’t even blush this time. There was a spot just below the second spar of the right wing where the color was  off,  a  greyish  patch  of  flakes  over  it.  “Wha’s  that  patch?”  Jisten asked. “Didja get hurt?”

“Just a dry spot,” said Rak after he tilted the wing to look. “Needs oil.”

“I  brough’  healing  oil,”  Jisten  said.  He  leaned  over  and  rummaged through  his  pants.  “Helps  wi’  wounds.  Why  caled  healing  oil.”  He chuckled at his own joke.

Rak  liked  watching  the  captain  move.  Stil  mostly  naked,  Jisten  was making no effort to dress. Rak considered stripping down himself, but it would be hard to explain should anyone walk in. Jisten fumbled with the vial,  which  roled  across  the  floor.  Bending  over,  he  chased  it  until  he caught it, then dropped to his hands and knees in laughter. Rak grinned at him. “You are a tease.”

Jisten roled onto his back and stared up at Rak’s wings. “The sky is ful of wings!” Rak waved a wing over Jisten, who grabbed for it vainly.

“Stop movin’! How’m I gonna put oil onnit if movin’?” Rak let him catch it, but a certain tension born of years of slavery set in.

“Thas’  better.”  Jisten  grinned  up  at  him  and  peered  at  the  wing.

“Where’s spot? Where?” He struggled to a sitting position and examined the  wing  bit  by  bit,  his  nose  a  bare  finger  width  from  the  colorful membrane, until he saw the spot. “Bad spot!” He fumbled with the oil vial.

“Do you need me to open it?” asked Rak, mildly concerned.

“Okay!” Jisten handed it over happily. His giddiness was more than just infectious—it  swept  through  Rak  as  if  it  was  his  own.  Impulsively,  Rak leaned over and kissed him. Jisten deepened the kiss as a wave of desire and  lust  swept  over  them  both.  When  the  kiss  ended,  Jisten  said,  “I’m yours. Your Valer.”

Rak caught his breath and brought his lust to heel. “Pardon? You are mine?”  His  thumb  and  index  finger  finished  working  the  cork  out  of  the vial, which he held out like an offering.

Jisten grinned. He took the vial and upended it on his fingers, spiling it gratuitously.  “Yours  for  takin’!”  He  began  to  spread  the  oil,  not  quite hitting the flaky spot. “Valer, see? You Loftoni,  me  Valer!”  He  laughed again.

“I  appreciate  the  offer,  but  I  cannot  do  as  you  ask.”  Rak  stared  at Jisten with a great deal of interest and barely controled desire. “Perhaps you could take me, instead?” There was a hint of a plea in his voice.

“Whas’  difference?”  Jisten  asked,  and  Rak  knew  that  the  man  was completely  clueless.  Stoned  on  morphea  and  clueless.  Jisten  hit  the  dry spot and made a noise of triumph.

Rak  kissed  him  again.  A  smal  part  of  him  wondered  if  this  would qualify as rape, but that voice was drowned out by the immediate need of the  moment.  Jisten  dropped  the  oil  vial,  put  his  arms  around  Rak,  and kissed back. When the kiss broke off, Jisten traced the edges of Rak’s wings  and  babbled.  “Could  be  your  Valer.  Makes  sense. You’re  in  th’

palace.  I’m  in  th’  palace. You’re  military.  I’m  military.”  He  stroked  his fingers gently down Rak’s wing spars.

Rak  studied  the  captain,  enjoying  the  sensation  of  his  hands  on  his wings. The man was talking too much, so he kissed him again. The return kiss  was  shy,  inexperienced,  but  the  hands  continued  stroking  his  wing.

“My back itches,” Rak murmured.

One  of  Jisten’s  large  calused  hands  moved  to  Rak’s  back  and scratched  the  wing  bases.  The  other  continued  to  explore  his  sails  and spars.  Rak  moaned  in  pleasure  and  pressed  against  Jisten,  inhaling  the man’s odor deeply, compounded of maleness, sweat, dried blood, dust, horse, leather, steel, and oil. He found it irresistible.

Jisten shifted, apparently surprised at Rak’s reaction to the scratching.

He ran his fingers the length of the right wing to the tip. He repeated this procedure  on  the  left  wing,  and  Rak’s  back  arched,  pushing  his  wings more firmly into Jisten’s hands.

Rak kissed his way down Jisten’s chest and bely, hands sliding over the firm swels of Jisten's backside, taking the thin shorts down with them.

“But you’re my better,” Jisten murmured.

Rak  nuzzled  Jisten’s  package  in  answer.  He  set  his  lips  to  the  soft, warm  skin  and  kissed  it  softly.  Then  he  licked  it,  tasting  Jisten’s  salty maleness. Jisten’s manhood was rapidly engorging under Rak’s attention, and he covered it with little kisses and licked it thoroughly until it was fuly erect.  Rak’s  dream  hadn’t  lied.  Jisten  was  enormous.  Rak’s  wings wrapped about him as his mouth enveloped the head of Jisten’s shaft.



   


Heady with wine, morphea, and wings, Jisten moaned. He gave his hands free rein with the wings now as pleasure surged through him. He looked down,  stunned  by  the  indescribable  sensations  he  was  experiencing  as Rak alternated between bobbing his head up and down the long pole and sucking  while  massaging  the  meat  with  his  tongue.  Both  techniques  felt incredible.  He  stroked  Rak’s  short,  soft  hair  with  one  hand  and  those marvelous wings with the other.


   



Rak was focused on the massive cock in his mouth. He couldn’t recal the last  time  he’d  had  such  a  mouthful.  He  yearned  for  the  man  to  take control, as his lovers so often did, to grip him by the hair and pound away.

No  such  thing  happened,  but  Jisten  stiffened  much  sooner  than  Rak expected. He wasn’t ready for the massive shot of seed that pumped into his mouth, and for several long moments al Rak could do was swalow and suck in a desperate effort to keep ahead of the flood.

Rak  suckled  Jisten’s  cock  until  it  ran  dry.  Jisten’s  seed  had  a  clean taste  to  it  that  he  enjoyed  imbibing  almost  as  much  as  he’d  enjoyed invoking it. With gratitude, Rak puled off the softening member, but only to  wash  the  sweat  off  the  man’s  bals.  Jisten  moaned  softly  in appreciation, so Rak opened his mouth wide and sucked at the captain’s sac. He massaged the two stones with his tongue as he held a gentle seal with his lips.

He could see Jisten’s erection returning, and to encourage it, he puled away  gently  from  the  scrotum  and  ducked  lower  to  let  his  tongue  flick against Jisten’s rear opening. He hoped the captain would be able to get it off twice, or he’d be in a world of hurt. To his surprise, the man jerked away.

“Sa’sa,”  Rak  murmured.  “I  only  meant  to  give  you  pleasure.”  The captain  puled  him  up  and  gathered  him  close.  When  their  erections rubbed  together,  Rak  locked  his  arms  around  the  captain,  preventing himself from being puled further up. He liked the feel of Jisten’s massive cock  pushing  his  much  smaler  tool  out  of  the  way.  Rak  kissed  Jisten’s colarbones and pressed against the muscular body. “I want you in me so much,” he whispered, remembering the dream and how it felt to be filed with manhood that large.

“Danger ‘n that,” the captain whispered. “Not see you colared.” But the  man’s  hips  were  roling,  rubbing  the  shaft  against  Rak,  sending delightful shivers of anticipation through the Loftoni’s body.

Rak stroked Jisten’s back. “Nobody need know. Sweet night, you are gorgeous,  and  you  said  you  are  my  Valer.”  He  sucked  on  Jisten’s  left nipple for a moment, tonguing it into a hard little nub. “I want my Valer in me,  using  me,  pleasuring  me.”  He  repeated  his  procedure  on  the  right nipple. “I want my Valer to want me.”

“Your  Valer?”  Jisten’s  hands  wandered  south,  stroking  Rak’s  ass briefly  before  gripping  the  man’s  hips.  “Choosin’  me?”  His  hips  ground forward, causing his cock to push the smaler pole aside and plough into the smaler man’s sac.

“Oh,  yes.  Of  course  you  are.”  Rak  spread  his  legs  wider  as  Jisten humped his package. He wondered who was choosing whom here. New sex slaves were often subjected to their masters rubbing their cocks over their faces or sex organs in an ancient slave-claiming ritual.

Jisten puled away, causing Rak to groan in frustration, but only to take the  goblet  of  doctored  wine.  He  drank  deeply  and  offered  it  to  Rak,  a trifled  abashed  that  he  had  drank  first.  Rak  took  a  long  drink  before running his fingers down Jisten lightly, exploring the man’s body by feel.

Jisten kissed Rak, this time with more confidence, gained from the wine and morphea. “Tel your Valer what’cha want.”

“I want you in me,” said Rak, stroking what he wanted with one hand and roling the sac with the other. “I want to feel every bit of this inside me.  I  want  to  dance  on  it,”  he  added,  remembering  the  dream  again.

Jisten’s low laugh rumbled through Rak. Rak snuck some of Jisten’s oil and rubbed it on the man. He almost started sucking again. His piece was that delicious.

Jisten  picked  Rak  up  and  whirled  him  around  just  to  see  his  wings flutter.  The  wings  curved  into  the  spin,  adding  to  the  mental  image  for Jisten. Then he lay Rak face down on the cot. He eased himself over the smaler man, supporting his weight on his forearms and knees.

Rak’s wings encircled him, and before Jisten could figure out what to do  next,  Rak  pushed  himself  onto  the  massive  shaft.  Rak  winced—his anal ring was tight, tight, tight, but he didn’t care. There was enough oil that he wouldn’t tear.

Jisten blinked at Rak’s impatience, but he leaned down and kissed his neck, enjoying the novel feeling of being inside someone. “Now what?” he whispered.

“Thrust,”  moaned  Rak.  “Until  you’re  al  the  way  inside  me.”  He  had only gotten the head in thus far. There was a lot of Jisten left to go.

Jisten moved, slowly at first, savoring the sensation. Rak pushed back every time he thrust forward, sliding Jisten in a tiny bit deeper, increasing Jisten’s pleasure a tiny bit more. Jisten’s confidence increased with each thrust until he reached out and stroked a wing in time with his pumping.

Rak shivered with pleasure beneath him, and both wings folded back to brush  against  Jisten’s  sides  and  back.  Jisten  inexorably  increased  in speed.  Rak  moaned  in  pleasure  in  response,  his  own  counteraction growing more forceful.

When Jisten shuddered to a climax, he clasped Rak to him, murmuring in his ear. Rak muffled his own cry, very much aware that they were in the Sun Temple. He’d even made sure one of the washrags they’d used was there to catch his discharge.

“Love  you,”  Jisten  said.  “Oh!  Sorry!”  He  roled  off  Rak,  puling  out abruptly. He grabbed a towel and dabbed Rak’s rear.

Rak  folowed  him.  “Sa’sa,”  he  murmured,  and  stroked  Jisten’s  face.

“Easy,”  he  repeated,  in  Koilathan  this  time.  “Relax,  you  did  nothing wrong.”

Jisten  looked  at  him,  his  grey  eyes  uneasy.  “You  deserve  better.

Sorry.” He leaned forward and kissed him before downing the rest of the goblet.

Rak  stroked  his  hair  and  eased  the  shorts  back  up  the  long  runner’s legs. “I enjoyed it greatly. Thank you. You can have me anytime you want me.”

Jisten took a few deep breaths and then sat on the edge of the cot. He took Rak in his lap. Rak fitted himself against Jisten perfectly. He rested his head on Jisten’s shoulder and tried to conceal a yawn. “Les' sleep, you ‘n  me,”  Jisten  said.  “Keep  you  warm  ‘n  safe  from  th’  Sun  Temple.

Worship  th’  sunset  after  al.”  Rak  murmured  in  agreement  and  pushed Jisten down onto the cot. He snuggled up against the man and draped a wing  over  them  both.  For  the  moment,  life  was  good,  and  Rak  wasn’t about to tempt the Gods by asking for more.
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