
        
            
                
            
        

    


Free wil being sacred, no man nor woman nor inteligent being shal be bound unwiling.

High  priest  S’Rak  has  more  than  earned  the  trust  and  friendship  of Prince Jethain, and the love and acceptance of the reticent Captain Jisten.

Mindful  of  the  harsh  price  of  the  Koilathan  decency  laws,  S’Rak  and Jisten have taken care to keep their love private. But when the prince is attacked  by  chaos  magic,  the  pair  must  reveal  the  depths  of  their relationship in order to save him.

The  jealous  prince  is  certain  that  S’Rak  seduced  his  only  friend because of the nickname, and that nothing good wil come of their affair.

Wil Jethain come to accept the pair’s love for each other, or wil he try to steal the captain, his oldest, dearest, and only real friend, for himself?

While Jethain wrestles with his dilemma, the Lord of Night has no such difficulties.  He  is  infuriated  by  the  very  nature  of  the  relationship  S’Rak and Jisten share, for it violates His most sacred Law, that of free wil. Can Jisten convince Zotien that his love for S’Rak is true, and that he freely accepted the bond joining them at a soul-deep level? Or wil the Outlaw Hunt  ride  down  and  destroy  S’Rak  for  his  crimes,  and  thereby  destroy the very prophecy S’Rak was sent to preserve?
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Chapter One: Morning Antics

Sunday, the 1st of Revmon

Jisten had never been so comfortable in his life. He was warm, lying on a bed that was the right mix of softness and support, and his muscles were totaly  relaxed.  His  memory  of  the  night  before  was  muddled.  He remembered  a  long,  hot  bath  and  chanting.  The  two  didn’t  seem  to  go together.  He  didn’t  want  to  move,  but  he  opened  his  eyes  to  figure  out where he was.

Al he saw was a red sheet patterned with purple and blue diamonds.

Light shone through the thin membrane, revealing the internal network of blood vessels. Jisten spent a long time admiring the fragile complexity of Rak’s right wing. He knew it was the right wing, even without feeling Rak pressed against his left side. The right wing had a long scar on the second sail panel, and Jisten knew the location and shape of every scar on Rak’s wings.

In the end, the cal of nature won. Jisten gently stroked the wing to the sleeping  man’s  back  and  slid  to  the  edge  of  the  bed.  He  was  in  Rak’s bedchamber,  in  the  guest  suite  assigned  to  the  dark  servant.  He  had expected to be in the tavern, which was the only place he’d ever spent the night in bed with Rak.

Jisten stood up carefuly, trying not to disturb the slumbering priest. The sheet  slid  away  and  he  flushed  as  he  realized  he  was  nude.  He  always wore sleeping clothes to bed, and to find that he wasn’t wearing anything was  disconcerting.  His  gaze  roamed  the  room,  but  none  of  his  clothes were in evidence. He was grateful that the bathing chamber was attached to the bedroom, for it meant he didn’t have to traverse any public spaces.

Jisten exited the bathroom a few minutes later, having determined that the plumbing worked and that his clothes had not been left in there. Rak was  awake,  stretching  on  the  bed.  Jisten  wondered  if  Rak  realized  just how sexy he looked while doing that. Rak smiled at him with heart-melting warmth.

“You’re a bold one, bringing me to your bed in your suite,” Jisten said, casualy covering himself with a hand. “Did I pass out?”

“You  were  exhausted  and  fel  asleep  after  mass,”  said  Rak.  “Scorth helped me get you in bed.”

“Don’t  you  realize  the  danger  to  us  both  should  someone  override Tebber and enter?”

“You are not in danger. Do you realy think someone could get in here, past al my hounds, if I did not wish it? Even if some brave soul managed that feat, my past as a sex slave is clear to those who can read brands, and  male  sex  slaves  cannot  top.  I  would  reveal  myself  should  anyone attempt to colar you.”

“S’Rak! You mustn’t! A Loftoni doesn’t sacrifice himself for his Valer.

It’s the other way around.” Jisten sat down on the bed, stil attempting to cover himself.

“That is sily on many levels, Jisten. I wil defend you as I please.” Rak noticed  Jisten’s  shy  posturing.  “Are  you  okay?”  Concern  colored  his voice.

“I’m fine,” Jisten said, reminding himself that he’d been as intimate as was possible to be with this man. He scooted close to Rak and felt the beginnings  of  lust.  He  was  sure  some  was  his,  and  hoped  some  was Rak’s.

Rak admired the view openly and Jisten knew  that surge of lust came from  the  outside.  When  Jisten  scooted  even  closer,  Rak  responded  by pressing against him. “Did you sleep wel?”

“The  best  in  my  life,”  Jisten  said.  “Guests  apparently  have  the  best beds. I can’t imagine the prince’s or king’s being better.” He reached out and lazily stroked a wing.

“I am sure that this bed would vanish were I to say anything about it, so it is now a secret we can share.” Rak winked at him.

Encouraged,  Jisten  stroked  Rak’s  back  while  the  Loftoni’s  hands caressed Jisten’s warm skin, apparently just to feel the silky texture of it.

Rak even played with the dark hair on the Jisten’s chest. Jisten held Rak close and scratched his wingbases.

Rak melted against him. “That feels  good,”  he said, as if Jisten didn’t know  how  much  he  liked  that.  Jisten  twined  a  long  leg  with  Rak’s  and drew him closer as they kissed deeply.

“How about a bath with healing salts?” Jisten asked when they came up for air. “They feel and smel good.”

Rak whispered in his ear, “How about you make passionate love to me instead?”

“It  wil  be  love,  but  easy  on  the  passion,”  Jisten  said.  He  cast  a significant glance up and down Rak’s battered body.

Rak stroked Jisten’s chest with his fingertips. “I would not mind it, but I wil accede to your wishes. Slow and gentle, then?”

Jisten  answered  with  a  kiss  that  was  the  same.  Rak’s  fingers  traced their  way  down  Jisten’s  bely  to  the  target  and  caressed  it  sensuously.

Jisten moaned through the kiss.

When  the  kiss  ended,  Rak  folowed  his  fingers  down  and  added tongue.  Jisten  permitted  it,  but  refused  to  alow  Rak  to  bring  him  to climax. Rak made a noise of protest when Jisten puled him away.

Jisten roled Rak over and pushed him down on the bed. Jisten kissed the back of his neck. Rak’s wings spread out across the bed to make it easier for Jisten to press against him. Jisten sighed happily and eased into Rak.

Rak pushed back, but slowly. Jisten stabilized himself with one hand, but  with  the  other,  he  stroked  an  outstretched  wing.  He  kissed  down Rak’s neck and shoulders.

Rak’s  hips  roled  as  he  set  a  steady  rhythm  and  his  wings  lifted  to stroke Jisten’s sides.

Jisten  climaxed  early,  given  Rak’s  oral  service.  “Once  for  need,”  he whispered  into  Rak’s  ear.  “Now  for  love.”  He  folded  one  wing  against Rak’s back and roled them so that they were spooned side by side. He managed to stay inside Rak.

Jisten  sensed  that  Rak  was  stil  in  the  throes  of  orgasm  when  Jisten started  again.  Rak  moaned  deeply  and  pushed  back.  Jisten  leisurely pumped in and out as he traced the diamond pattern on Rak’s top wing with  his  fingers.  Rak’s  body  moved  with  him  in  counterpoint,  and  the fingers  of  his  lower  hand  twined  with  Jisten’s.  Jisten  kept  his  mouth occupied, kissing whatever part of Rak he could reach.

Jisten let his climax build slowly, and the fact that he had just orgasmed helped him hold off. Rak worked him with increasing tension as his own need for release built and built, something Jisten could sense, somehow. It was a peculiar pleasure-pain that Jisten found himself enjoying.

Rak moaned, pushing back against Jisten just a little harder and faster.

Jisten responded by lengthening and deepening his stroke, but he resisted the  increase  in  tempo.  Within  a  few  powerful  thrusts,  Rak  had  settled, accepting  Jisten’s  dominance.  Rak’s  tension  continued  to  build,  feeding into Jisten, until Jisten moaned, “Are you ready?”

“Oh, yes, please,” Rak whispered, pushing back in a peculiar way.

Jisten clasped him close, thrust in hard and fast, and orgasmed deeply inside his partner. Rak’s dependent climax, coming atop his own, joined to his own, made it easily the most powerful orgasm Jisten had ever felt.

He  covered  the  smaler  man’s  cock  carefuly.  Rak  cried  out,  and  Jisten knew the smaler man was experiencing the same intense waves of ecstasy as  he  was.  Rak’s  hand  stroked  Jisten’s  arm,  and  his  foot  slid  down Jisten’s calf. Jisten held him close, his softening cock stil sheathed in Rak, as they relaxed together.



   


The  king  walked  out  of  the  parlor  where  he  always  ate  breakfast.

Normaly,  Captain  Jisten  would  be  waiting  for  him,  ready  to  report  on anything Owain needed to know. But today, Lieutenant Kordri was there instead, and half his face was discolored by a very impressive black eye.

“Lieutenant,  where  is  Captain  Jisten?”  Owain  asked.  “And  what happened to your face?”

Kordri saluted. “Off duty, Sire. And it’s nothing, Sire.”

Owain’s eyebrows shot up. “He goes off-duty? I’ve never seen him do that.”

“Long overdue, Sire,” Kordri said.

“Very wel, then, I suppose you’l manage.” Owain looked at Kordri expectantly.

“I hope to do more than manage, Sire.” Kordri saluted again.

“You’l  see  to  it?  Good,  good.”  Owain  turned  and  headed  for  the Throne Room, trailed by two of the Palace Guard’s finest, two of the six assigned as the king’s bodyguards.



   


“Jisten took a day off?” Jethain fretted. “His mother is dying, I just know it. Just like him to not tel me she’s sick!” He started to pace. “I’m caling Forael to heal her. I don’t care  what mother says.”

“His mother’s sick?” Gil’s eyes were little saucers. He looked ready to cry.

“Has to be more than sick,” Jethain said absently.

Gil’s  lower  lip  trembled  and  the  threatened  tears  spiled.  “Gramma Despina is  dead?” 

“Maybe,” Jethain said grimly. “I’m going to the Valer quarter. Don’t tel anyone where I’ve gone, you’l get in trouble. Too many people here, like the Queen, blame the bearer of bad tidings.”

Gil  ran  out,  choking  back  sobs.  Jethain  put  on  his  riding  boots  and strode to the stable, a man on a mission. None of the courtiers dared stop him.




Chapter Two: Dragon on the Roof

“Wil my brother give you the day off?”

“I haven’t taken a day off in fifteen years,” Jisten said, and Rak could see that he wasn’t joking.

Rak caught the serious tone. “Wil you need help dressing?”

“Which means,” Jisten said, nuzzling Rak’s neck. “I have a lot of time coming to me.”

Rak relaxed al at once. “You had me there.”

Jisten started kissing down Rak’s neck. “You have me.”

Rak  stroked  Jisten’s  sides.  “Indeed  I  do.  And  having  had  you,  I declare that it is time for breakfast. You need to eat so that you wil have the strength to have me again.”

“Food and café?” Jisten sat up in bed.

“Café  and  food,”  agreed  Rak.  He  stood  and  puled  a  dark  grey  silk robe out of the wardrobe. There were no slits for wings on the back, and it was too large for him. He offered it to Jisten. “For you.”

“Me?” Jisten looked astonished. He felt the fine fabric, and it snagged on the caluses on his hands. “Blast, I need to oil your wings more.”

Rak put his own black robe on. “A useful side effect of your favorite chore.”

“No chore at al,” Jisten countered. He shrugged on the robe. “Too fine for the likes of me. Is it your spare? It fits me wel, so it would be large for you. Is it Scorth’s? Wait, no wingslits.”

“I think it suits you perfectly,” said Rak. “Please keep it.”

“Oh, uhm, I’l keep it here,” Jisten said. “I couldn’t take the mockery if anyone saw it in my room.”

“Mockery?” Rak permitted his eyes to narrow a trifle to show that he had no intentions of alowing his mate to be mocked. “Who would dare to mock you?”

“Just  guards  fooling  around,”  Jisten  said.  “Large  group  of  men?

Inevitable. I’m there to make sure it stays fooling around.” He ended with steel in his voice.

“You are a good captain,” said Rak, not bothered by Jisten’s firmness.

He dismissed his visions of rending Jisten’s mocking foes limb from limb.

“That is why your men are devoted to you. And why you should be able to  wear  a  robe  like  this  without  being  mocked.”  He  couldn’t  resist  the tease.

“The  men  I  have  now  are,”  Jisten  said.  “Surviving  my  first  year  of captaincy was a chalenge.”

Rak  led  Jisten  out  into  the  parlor  where  Tebber  had  left  the  café waiting. “Tel me about it,” he said as he poured two mugs and added the precisely  correct  amount  of  cream  and  sugar  to  the  mug  he  set  before Jisten.

“Jethain  was  alowed  to  appoint  me.  Owain  was  humoring  him.  I strongly  suspect  the  king  didn’t  think  I  would  make  it,”  Jisten  said.  He picked up his mug of café and inhaled the aroma. “Many nobles shared that suspicion, and then tried to make it come true when I refused their bribes. One wanted me to assassinate Jethain! Imagine!”

“How bold! I hope you accused him of treason!” Rak sipped his café, taking a moment to savor the flavor and warmth.

“I did, but he was shielded by Lord Virien before we could take action.

Most  of  that  year  was  a  battle  of  maneuvering  as  wel  as  outright strength,” Jisten said.

Rak  stretched,  wincing  as  his  uncountable  bruises,  cuts,  and  muscle strains  made  themselves  known.  His  face  throbbed  where  Kordri  had punched him, and he could barely open that eye. He had a feeling that the black eye was looking pretty spectacular by now. He hadn’t the slightest urge to go find a mirror just to check how bad he looked. Instead, he sat beside Jisten and sipped at his café, slowly. “Did the other guards protest your appointment?”

“Some  did,  but  I  had  Sedrael  on  my  side,  watching  my  back.

Eventualy the worst offenders left. Most have joined as personal guards for  various  nobles.”  Jisten’s  stormy  gaze  wandered  over  Rak,  as  if counting  Rak’s  injuries.  “You  need  to  use  nightflames  on  yourself,”  he said, half reproving and half entreating.

“In time.” Remembering Jisten’s trickery the last time he’d been hurt, Rak was hesitant to admit that Murson had forbidden him to heal himself again.  Nightflames  weren’t  controlable  enough  to  heal  only  the  hurts caused by the guards.

Tebber pushed in one of the wheeled carts used to deliver food to the private suites. Their breakfast was on the top rack, and a basket of folded laundry filed the bottom.

As  Tebber  set  out  the  food,  he  said,  “Captain,  there’s  a  ridiculous rumor flying around the palace that your mother has died.”

Jisten jumped up and spiled hot café over his new robe.  “Ow!  I have to go!”

Tebber handed Jisten a towel and he dabbed the worst of it off.

Rak  paused,  mug  halfway  to  his  lips.  I,  not  we.   That  put  their relationship into perspective. “Of course,” he said.

Tebber retrieved Jisten’s uniform from the laundry basket and handed the  freshly  starched  and  pressed  stack  over.  Jisten  dashed  into  the bedroom, returned fuly dressed in his uniform in a remarkably short time, and dashed out the door. Rak took another slug of café as he watched Jisten leave.



   


“His Majesty wants to know why it hasn’t been dealt with.”

“What?”  asked  Kordri,  caught  flat-footed.  The  messenger  repeated himself word for word. Kordri was in the unhappy situation of having to ask  the  king  what  needed  to  be  dealt  with.  He  went  to  the  audience chamber.

Owain frowned and humphed, but he said, “As  I  told  you  before—I did tel you, didn’t I?”

“No, Sire, I’m sorry.” Kordri ran a hand down his spectacular shiner.

“It’s realy very simple,” said Owain, beaming. “I need you to go up to the  palace  roof,  not  the  tower,  mind  you,  but  the  roof,  and  remove  the dragon sitting on it.”

“Remove  the  dragon?”  Kordri  knocked  his  head  a  little.  It  hurt  and Owain was stil there.

“The servants are complaining. They fear that the dragon means to eat them. Nonsense, of course.”

A  witty  courtier  asked,  “How  many  servants  does  it  take  to  fil  up  a dragon?”

“Do  you  wish  to  keep  it  alive,  Your  Majesty?”  Kordri  ran  through remote  methods  of  removal.  Mainly  arrows  and  lances.  “Isn’t  that  the dark one’s pet?”

“Yes, it belongs to my son. I know the dragon likes to sit on the roof, and it’s never been a problem until today. But now it’s apparently a crisis.

Some sily snit of a slave girl has gone missing, and al the lower servants are convinced that the dragon ate her. Captain Jisten was able to remove it from the gardens without any violence or difficulty. I expect the same of you.”

“Yes, Sire. At once. ” Kordri walked out, stroking his sore face. He motioned to one of the guards loitering by the duty room, and Largo fel in beside him. He explained the problem as they walked.

There  was,  in  fact,  a  large,  black  dragon  sitting  on  the  palace roof—S’Rak’s dragon, now a familiar sight. The dragon wasn’t menacing anyone, wasn’t roaring or breathing fire. It was just sitting there, watching the comings and goings. Handsome beast, too. The iridescent black scales cast  a  rainbow  sheen  over  the  deep-chested,  slender  frame  and  starkly contrasted the bone white horns, ridges, and talons.

Kordri  went  off  to  the  palace  herdsman.  Soon,  two  fat  oxen  were driven  past  the  dragon’s  perch.  The  dragon  continued  to  sit  there.  It managed to look amused when the oxen panicked at its scent.

“Wel, it isn’t hungry,” Kordri said.

The dragon’s head turned and it looked at him with one, dinner-plate sized, blazing yelow eye.

“What do you want, dragon?”

“Lieutenant Kordri?” Largo asked.

“At worst, I’l look stupid. No, at worst, I’l be eaten. At best, it might respond positively.”

The dragon literaly gave him the cold shoulder. It turned its head back to the courtyard and  ignored him. With a sigh, Kordri went back inside.

“Lieutenant Kordri, shal we ask the high priest?”

“I’m not about to provoke a dragon who is minding its own business at the moment. The last person on Ydron I want to ask a favor of is the dark one, and  everyone knows that the dragon belongs to him. I have an idea.”

Kordri  returned  to  Owain’s  side  and  reported,  “Your  Majesty,  your son’s dragon is not hungry. It seems it just wants to bask in the sun, and the  roof  is  certainly  a  better  place  for  it  to  do  that  than  say,  the  formal gardens.”

Owain  glanced  at  the  expressions  of  the  courtiers  and  smiled.  They looked appropriately awed by the reminder that the dragon belonged to his son. “I agree that the roof is a better place to park one’s dragon, but it realy must be moved. The Queen and her ladies are throwing a histrionic fit,  claiming  that  they  can’t  brave  the  gardens  because  the  dragon  wil swoop down upon them.”

Kordri saluted. “Yes, Sire.” He marched off, setting his shoulders in a resolute line as he faced the fact that he would  have to speak to the dark priest.



   


Tebber padded into the parlor. “Sir, Lieutenant Kordri is at the door. He wishes to have a word with you.”

Rak’s hackles went up and his wings mantled reflexively. It was a good thing  Jisten  wasn’t  there  to  see  it.  He  forced  himself  to  a  semblance  of calm before he said, “Show him in.”

Tebber  went  back  to  the  reception  hal.  Rak  could  hear  him  saying, “The high priest has graciously consented to seeing you. He awaits you in the parlor. This way.”

Rak  felt  his  lips  twitching  at  Tebber’s  formal,  even  haughty,  words.

Kordri  marched  in,  stopped  several  feet  away  from  him,  and  waited  at military attention.

Rak’s left hand curled around the hilt of his sabre. He studied Kordri, taking note of a black eye that was easily as large as his own. “Since your feelings towards me are wel established, I doubt this is a social cal. What do you want, Lieutenant?”

“The king wishes your dragon off the roof of the palace. And not in the gardens  either.  While  it  responded  to  Captain  Jisten,  it  understandably does not answer to me. Wil you respect the wishes of your father and ask it to move?” The lieutenant stared straight ahead, his posture as stiff as his words.

Rak  wondered  if  the  man  had  a  sword  rammed  up  him.  To  prevent himself from asking that, he focused on a minor issue. “He. My dragon is a  he, not an it.”

Kordri nodded curtly. “Wil you ask him to move? The king wishes it.”

“The  king  wishes  many  things.  Where  would  you  suggest  I  tel  my dragon to go?” Rak realized, belatedly, that he’d just opened himself for an insult. In fact, his question was begging for an insulting response.

Kordri slid his gaze sideways to Rak. “Away from the palace to please the king. He is your father, and you want a trade treaty.”

Rak reached for Scorth.  I have been asked, surprisingly politely, to ask you to depart the roof. 

Fine.  I’ll  go  to  the  palace  gardens.  Those  screaming  women  are always amusing. 

The  king  does  not  want  you  in  his  gardens  either,  replied  Rak, mental tone resigned.  The lieutenant has reminded me that it is in our interests to stay on the king’s good side. 

Bah.  Where’s  the  fun  in  that?   Scorth  replied.  If  it  will  make  you happy, I guess I’ll return to the library. 

Excellent,  thank  you,  Scorth.  I  will  ask  Jisten  to  help  with  your wings  again.  Rak  turned  his  attention  back  to  Kordri.  “My  dragon  is leaving the roof as we speak, and he wil not disturb the gardens, either.”

Kordri gave another curt nod. “By your leave.”

“Please do,” said Rak flatly. He didn’t offer a blessing like he normaly would.  Kordri  wouldn’t  accept  it,  and  he  wasn’t  feeling  charitable towards the man. His hand remained on his sabre until the lieutenant had left, then he turned his attention to Tebber. “Seeing as the captain is not here, and it is daytime, I am going back to bed.”

“An  excelent  idea,  sir,”  said  Tebber.  “I’m  going  to  the  lower  hal  to hear the gossip, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course I do not mind. If you hear anything about Jisten’s mother, let me know.” Rak headed back to bed.




Chapter Three: Murson Takes His Due

Murson  strode  through  the  palace,  hiding  his  rage  behind  a  mask  of civility. Jethain was not in his quarters, and in fact, was out in the city. That the  prince  was  well enough to be out and about infuriated him, and had only one cause. The dark priest. How dare that subhuman sex slave defy the wil of his betters!

Three  nights  running  Murson  had  come  to  the  prince’s  quarters  at midnight,  only  to  find  the  prince  gone.  So  he’d  gone  to  see  the  prince once  the  dawn  rites  in  the  Palace  Sun  Chapel  were  concluded.  He’d thought that since the dark one would be sleeping, this would be a good time to continue weakening the prince. But the prince hadn’t been there.

Murson  swept  into  Rak’s  suite.  Cats  streaked  every  which  way, seeking  cover,  but  he  ignored  them,  focusing  on  the  dark  priest’s  ever-present hounds. He blasted the beasts, knocking them unconscious before they could warn their master. He entered the bedroom where Rak slept, hauled back the covers, and let fly with his golden whip. “Get up, slave, and attend me.”

Rak lunged at Murson with a long dagger in hand.

Murson’s  staff  knocked  the  dagger  across  the  room.  He  struck  Rak with  the  whip  again.  The  golden  whiptails  wrapped  themselves  around Rak’s wrists and Murson puled on the whip, half dragging Rak from the bed. “How dare you attack me!” Murson snarled. He pointed to the floor at his feet. “Kneel!”

The surprise on Rak’s face as he complied with the command amused Murson. “I’ve been studying this bond you gave me when I planted my seed in your freak bely. Amazing, how much control it gives me over you.

And your life is tied to mine for the duration, isn’t it, slave?” As he spoke, Murson buckled the golden leather colar on Rak’s neck, then unwrapped the whiptails from Rak’s wrists.

“Until the baby is born, then I wil kil you.”

Murson smirked. “Oh, no, that won’t do at al.” He tousled Rak’s hair and said, “You wil bear children for me for the rest of your long, long life.

So long as your life is tied to mine, I age as you age, and I know you subhumans live for centuries.”

“You cannot stop me from kiling you once this baby is born. You wil never get a chance to do this to me again.” Rak’s words were firm, but Murson could sense his fear.

“We’l  see. You’l  beg  me  for  mercy  when  I  sacrifice  your  squaling offspring to the Unmaker. Shal I make you watch? And then plant a new baby in you?”

Rak shuddered and looked away. Murson laughed aloud at the anguish he sensed. “Nothing you think is hidden from me, slave. Now. Tel me, why  are  you  protecting  the  prince?  What  is  he  to  you?  He’s  a  mule destined to die, why help him?”

“He is my brother.”

“Don’t wake him for your midnight rites,” Murson ordered. “Leave him asleep.”

Rak laughed and spat at him.

Murson slapped him. “Manners, slave!” He picked Rak up, threw him onto  the  bed,  and  puled  the  simple,  thin  robe  up  to  expose  the  man’s groin and bely. Murson stabbed at Rak’s gut with his hard fingers until the kironi opening gaped. Murson colapsed on top of Rak, pinning him to the mattress as his cock pushed into the opening. Murson thrust vigorously, enjoying  the  waves  of  shame  and  despair  that  poured  off  the  slave  in addition  to  the  exquisite  pleasure  using  this  opening  caused.  He  hadn’t been able to feel the slave’s emotions before today, and the change was proof that the magic was working, binding Rak to him ever more tightly.

His seed spurted into the slave and the subhuman shuddered in reaction.

He felt Rak hating himself for enjoying their sexual encounter.

Murson smiled, puled out, and lay on his back on the very comfortable bed. “Clean me, slave.”

Despair  radiated  from  the  slave  as  he  turned  over  and  slid  down  to address Murson’s crotch. The slave was as quick as was possible to be and stil be thorough, his tongue not lingering, or caressing, merely swiping in broad strokes. But Murson enjoyed the sensation of his slave’s tongue bathing  him,  and  his  softened  shaft  reacted,  firming  under  Rak’s ministrations.

Murson  moved  like  a  striking  snake,  grabbing  Rak  by  the  wings.  He twisted them cruely, smiling at Rak’s whimper of pain and fear. He slid out from under the slave and pushed Rak, face down, into the mattress.

“Now it’s time for you to feed me your power, slave.” He used the wings as handles as he drove into the slave’s rear opening.

Murson  didn’t  care  how  much  noise  Rak  made  as  he  held  the subhuman down and took his pleasure. He enjoyed the amount of pain he was  causing  the  slave.  What  a  source  of  power!  The  blood,  pain,  and humiliation of his slave turned into magical energy that he used to bind the subhuman more closely to him, using the kironi bond as a starting point.

The  slave  would  not  be  freed  when  the  baby  was  born,  but  eager  and ready for a new breeding. Every time Murson drew power from the slave, his control over him grew. Soon he would be able to suborn Rak’s wil entirely.

Murson laughed aloud as he orgasmed, adding additional power to his blessed seed, ensuring that the slave would feel pain, not pleasure, from this  usage,  and—even  better,  Murson  thought—the  slave’s  fires  would not be eased, which would force the slave to seek out relief and submit himself to another man, probably within the hour. Murson smirked down at his slave as he commanded, “You are forbidden to heal yourself of a single  bruise  or  marking  I  choose  to  give  you.  Attend  me  at  the  Sun Chapel two hours after the dawn rites.” It pleased Murson to make Rak come to him. After al, the dark priest was the slave here.

Rak  whispered,  “Yes,  master.”  Murson  sensed  his  resignation  and despair. Perfect. Murson puled out, making sure that the pain, for Rak, was as intense as his entry had been. Rak gasped, but managed not to cry out this time. That didn’t please Murson, but he knew that his slave would feel like he’d been filed with molten gold. That was what Murson wanted.

His slave should take no pleasure from serving him.

“Go and grow my baby, slave,” Murson said. He straightened his robes and left, his last glance back at Rak providing a lingering image of the dark one’s total defeat.



   


Zala’s  cloven  hooves  thundered  down  the  road,  but  the  sound  differed from  that  of  a  horse.  She  also  galoped  much  faster,  and  avoided obstacles  with  a  nimble  turn  of  hoof  that  Jisten  reveled  in  even  as  he adjusted his balance to aid her efforts. They raced through Valer Square and down the narrow street to his mother’s house.

Saber, rein-tied to the hedge in Despina’s smal yard, snorted in alarm, but  calmed  as  he  recognized  the  captain.  Jisten  flung  himself  out  of  the saddle  and  pelted  inside.  Despina  was  serving  pastina  to  a  sheepish-looking Jethain. She fixed her gaze on Jisten. “Where high priest?”

“Mother!  I  heard  you  were  dying!”  Jisten  ignored  her  question  as  he embraced the shorter woman.

“I not dying!” She hugged her son.

Jisten kissed her cheeks before asking, “Prince Jethain? What are you doing here?”

Jethain was looking anywhere but at Jisten. “Wel, uhm, you took the day off. You never take a day off. So I thought…”

“You thought my mother was   dying?” Jisten alowed his astonishment to show.

“That’s  al  I  could  think  that  would  make  you  take  a  day  off,”  the prince admitted, his expression rueful. “I’m sorry.”

“Take more days off!” Despina said stoutly. “Then I no die!”

Jethain stared at her, mouth agape. He gave a weak laugh.

“Come, eat! Skinny prince! Skinny captain! Think Koilatha desert? No food? Sit! Sit!” She shooed them towards the table with her apron. Again she asked, “Where high priest?”

“I came without him, Mother,” Jisten said.

“What? If dying, I  want high priest of Night!” Despina fussed. “Think, Jisten!”

“I’l  keep  that  in  mind,”  said  Jisten,  feeling  as  sheepish  as  Jethain looked.

“Araken? It’s almost noon, I’m sure he’s asleep by now,” said Jethain.

“True,  Jethain,”  Jisten  said  with  a  straight  face.  He  hoped  that  his expression would remind Despina to stay quiet about his relationship with the Loftoni.

“Now, good wine, good food,” Despina said. The table groaned under the load of plates. “Little snack now.”

“Yes, an early lunch wouldn’t go amiss,” agreed Jethain with a bland expression. “And we know I can’t insult my hostess’s hospitality.”

Despina’s face shone with happiness.



   


Rak strode through the palace, his expressionless mien masking both pain and  shame.  He  avoided  meeting  anyone’s  gaze  as  he  walked,  which wasn’t difficult since few people cared to get in his way.

Scorth exited the library and fel in step with him. By silent agreement, they  headed  for  the  roof.  There  were  never  any  guards  there,  so  once they closed the roof door, it was safe for Scorth to transform. As soon as he was a dragon once more, he ducked a shoulder and extended the leg to ease his rider’s climb. Rak gave him a pat, but was oddly silent until he settled between Scorth’s shoulder blades. Then he said, “Fly.”

Where to?  asked Scorth gently.

“I do not care. Away from  here.”

The dragon leapt into the sky. As he climbed, the watchtower nearest the  palace  rang  their  bels  in  the  new  dragon-flying  sequence.  They passed over the city, and each tower in turn rang their bels, adding the direction of the dragon’s flight to the basic alarm. Scorth soon landed in Valer square and the bels rang the location code, then fel silent.  You said you didn’t care where we went. And I choose here. 

This is not what I had in mind.  Rak stared morosely at the gathering Valers.  Trust  a  dragon  to  follow  his  stomach,   he  added  when  a  boy offered the first of many chickens. He hunkered down between Scorth’s shoulders and wondered if he could stay unseen.

Your Valer is here,  Scorth informed Rak.  Let’s retrieve him and be on our way. 

Less than a minute after Scorth’s landing, Jisten strode into the square at just under a run, his long legs swift enough that Jethain had broken into a jog beside him.

Rak’s  stomach  twisted  with  guilt  and  shame.  Both  my  Valer   and   my brother.  Cruel,  cruel  dragon.   He  slid  down  Scorth’s  shoulder  to  the dragon’s forearm since Jisten wouldn’t fal for the  I’m-not-here game.

I didn’t know Prince Sunny would be here,  Scorth grumped.

Rak crossed his arms over his chest and waited.

“S’Rak!” Jisten leapt up to Scorth’s forearm. “Why are you here? Why aren’t  you  sleeping?  I  would  have  asked  you  along  if  I  had  known  you weren’t going to sleep.”

“Murson,” whispered Rak. He figured that one word would be enough.

The prince gaped up at them and gasped for breath at the same time.

“Araken? Jisten? What?”

“Please excuse us, Prince Jethain. S’Rak and I need to talk. Dragon?”

Jisten  looked  up  at  the  yelow  eye  and  thought  about  takeoff  loudly enough that both Scorth and Rak heard him.

“Brother, the queen is looking for you. Best you ride home before the search  fans  out.”  Rak  glanced  at  the  street  leading  to  Despina’s  smal house. “I would hate for her wrath to fal here.”

“Promise that you’l tel me what’s going on?” The blond man craned his  neck  up  at  them.  Rak  nodded  at  him.  Jethain  stepped  back,  Scorth took off, and the watchtower alarms resumed.




Chapter Four: At the Lake

Jisten clung to the harness. He didn’t fault the dragon for taking off before they could gain his back. He also wanted to be gone as soon as possible.

As soon as Scorth leveled out, Rak wrapped Jisten in his arms and leaped off Scorth’s leg, wings spreading. Jisten gasped in pure excitement. There was nothing better than flying. Nothing.

Scorth let them ride the wind for a few long minutes. Then he swerved under Rak, and the pair landed on his back. Jisten sensed Rak’s pain and instinctively  absorbed  as  much  of  the  landing  shock  as  he  could.  Rak’s wings furled, but Jisten’s sharp eyes noticed that the wings didn’t furl al the way.

“S’Rak!”  Jisten  twisted  and  slid  so  that  he  now  faced  the  Loftoni.

“What happened?” He cupped Rak’s face in his hands.

Rak  climbed  into  Jisten’s  lap  and  sagged  against  Jisten’s  chest.

“Murson came. He is angry that I have kept Jethain from him.”

“Sunset  take  it!”  Jisten’s  large  hands  caressed  Rak’s  back  and  then traveled down both wings, searching for wounds. He kissed Rak’s cheek and neck while his hands continued their search. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have  left  you.”  Jisten  found  the  injuries  where  the  main  wingbones attached to the shoulders—those areas were hotter than the rest.

“There  is  nothing  you  could  have  done,”  whispered  Rak.  “Murson would not hesitate to rid Koilatha of a Valer.”

Jisten shifted as something hard jabbed his leg. He stuck his hand in his pocket and came out with a vial. Stil embracing Rak, he opened the vial behind  Rak’s  back.  The  oil  was  cool  and  smeled  of  mint.  He  tipped  it onto  his  fingers  and  rubbed  the  hot  areas.  “Si’Yeni  despises  Her Opposite,” Jisten said, “Don’t think I won’t ask for Her help.”

Rak  sighed  softly.  “Are  you  certain  you  wish  to  involve  the  Dawn Lady? Last we saw Her, She wanted to replace you!”

“She wants the best for you, S’Rak,” Jisten said. “And that means She wil help.”

Rak made a pleased noise, then murmured, “I have the best already.”

“Si’Yeni’s deepest abyss is reserved for rapists like Murson. It’s said to be so hideous that it even makes the Unmaker nervous.”

“I am looking forward to kiling him.”

“Can I at least lop off a hand?” Jisten asked.

“A hand? He wil be at our mercy, and you want to lop off a hand?”

Rak’s humor could be macabre at times.

“You should lop off al the best parts,” Jisten answered. “I’l be content with a hand.”

Scorth glided into a landing on the lake’s surface and flattened out like a giant crocodile. He was so smooth that he didn’t splash his riders.

“The cold water wil feel good on your wings,” Jisten said.

Scorth  rumbled  agreement  and  submerged  beneath  them.  Rak grumbled, but Jisten sensed it was half-hearted, at best. Rak’s body was pleasantly twined around him and Jisten kicked his long legs underwater to keep them both upright.

Jisten  caressed  Rak’s  sides,  the  water  swirling  in  his  fingers’  wakes.

Rak stroked slowly to shore, his wings spreading out in the water. Jisten swept his hands underneath the wing sails so that Rak would get a double sensation—first Jisten’s fingers and then the swirling water.

“Oh, do that again,” said Rak.

Jisten  grinned  and  repeated  the  procedure,  watching  Rak’s  face closely.

“Mmm,  that  feels  realy  nice.”  Rak  swished  his  wings  around  in  the water some, but he met Jisten’s gaze levely. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure is your pleasure,” Jisten said.

Rak stroked Jisten’s face. “I love you, my Valer.”

“I’l love you even to the Sunset Hal,” Jisten said.

They reached the shalows and Rak glanced at the shoreline. “Do you want to get out?”

Jisten checked Rak’s wings. “How do they feel?”

“Better,”  said  Rak.  “Between  your  wonderful  oil  and  the  cold  water, they no longer hurt.”

“Then  we’l  dry  off  and  I’l  re-oil  it.”  Jisten  declared.  He  strode  out, shedding water. “Do you have towels in Scorth’s harness?”

Rak waded out gracefuly and shook his head. “Ix. I should, as often as Scorth dunks me.” He began to haul driftwood into a pile.

“Here, S’Rak, let me. You rest,” Jisten protested.

Rak  ignored  his  sopping  wet  tunic  and  pants,  but  he  did  remove  his boots, laying them out to dry. He smiled at Jisten. “Just stack the wood and  I  wil  light  it.” After  Jisten  made  short  work  of  the  wood  pile,  Rak reached out and said,   “Kaiså.”  The wood burst into flame.

“Was that a gift of bonding to dragons?”

“Ai,  it was. Very useful, too.” Rak tried to peel his wet silk tunic off.

“You’l  never  get  your  wings  out  of  that,”  Jisten  said.  “Let  me  help.”

His fingers nimbly unwound the wet silk from the wings.

“You  are  so  good  at  that,”  murmured  Rak.  “How  do  you  do  it?  I always end up struggling with the fabric, and you make it look so easy.”

“Better  positioning,”  Jisten  said  with  his  usual  humility.  “Easier  when you aren’t in it.” He spread the tunic out to dry.

Rak shot Jisten a grin anyhow. “And what  does  my  handsome  Valer want in reward?”

“To  watch  you  dance  your  favorite  dance,”  Jisten  said.  “As  long  as there is quite a bit of wing motion to it.”

“Realy?” Rak looked surprised.

“Only if you’d enjoy it,” Jisten said. “It’s a part of you, and every part of you interests me.”

Rak  peeled  off  his  pants  and  laid  them  beside  the  tunic.  “I  would  be delighted to dance for you. I only regret the lack of music.” He found a flat section of sand, grinned at Jisten, and swept into a dance that Jisten actualy recognized.

It  was  the  most  complex,  difficult  dance  the  Valers  did,  but  it  was  a Valer  dance.  Jisten  stood  up  and  removed  his  sopping  wet  uniform.

Wearing only his thin undershorts, Jisten joined Rak’s dance.

Rak effortlessly accommodated to dancing with a partner, and by the time it was over, they were both hot and sweaty. “Where did you learn that dance?”

“It’s a Valer dance, didn’t you know?” Jisten asked. He went to the water, scooped up a handful and laid his wet hands on Rak’s neck to cool him down.

“I  did  not  know,”  said  Rak,  but  then  he  chuckled.  “Though  I  should have, since a Valer taught it to me.”

“Varkaris?” Jisten ran his wet hands to Rak’s wrists, to cool the pulse points  there.  “He  taught  me  the  dance,  too.  He  winters  here  in  Karpos City.  I  can’t  imagine  that  there  is  more  than  one  dance  master  by  that name.”

“You know him?” Rak appeared stunned. “He lives? He made it out of Zoth?  How?” 

“He showed up in Kydeno Vale with a half dozen Loftoni girls. It’s a legendary tale now.”

“He rescued the girls? I thought they had  al  died…this  is  astonishing news, and more than welcome.”

“The Valers in al the other clans nearly ate their livers out with jealousy when  al  of  the  girls  chose  Valer  husbands.  Seems  they  weren’t  too interested in going to Loftos. Odd, that.”

“Not  realy  odd  at  al.”  Rak  must  have  seen  the  question  in  Jisten’s eyes,  because  he  said,  “The  Loftons  are  not  welcoming  of  strangers.

Particularly  not  ex-slave  strangers.  Most  of  the  girls  were  in  love  with papa Varkaris, even though he would not touch any of us that way. So, given a choice of being snubbed by the Loftons, or treasured by a people who look like papa…is it any wonder they chose the Vales?”

Jisten gave Rak a wry smile. “Sooo, is that why you love me?”

Rak laughed.   “Ix.  My dear, Varkaris is my  papa,  not my lover.”

Jisten  puled  Rak  over  to  the  water’s  edge.  Then  he  sat  down  and puled Rak onto his lap. Now he could access the water without walking.

He poured handful after handful of the cool liquid over Rak’s chest, arms and legs. Jisten kissed a shoulder. The shoulder was cool now, thanks to the water.

“Varkaris  teaches  the  youngsters  our  dances  in  the  winter  and  then  I teach them wrestling in the summer, when he travels, visiting al his girls.”

“So  Varkaris  taught  you  the  same  dance  he  taught  me?”  Laughter bubbled in Rak’s voice.

“I’l never be in your class of dancing,” Jisten said. “I wasn’t his best pupil, or his worst.”

“I liked your dancing just fine. Papa can be relentless in his quest for perfection. Which clan is papa in? I never realy thought about it. Do the Valers recognize adoption?”

“Varkaris is in my clan, Kydem, and absolutely,” Jisten said. “Si’Yeni adores adoption. Restores a family, see?”

“Even adoption of a half-breed slave by a man?”

“Valers adore Loftoni,” Jisten said. “Nothing half-breed about it. As for slavery, that  happens to a person. It’s not what a person is.”

“I  am  a  half-breed,”  said  Rak  calmly.  “I  am  only  half  Loftoni,  see.

Luckily, I took after my mother. So, because papa adopted me, does that not make me Valer, too?”

“The Valers would say that the Loftoni blood takes precedence,” Jisten said. “They would be quite taken aback by you claiming to be Valer. As if a prince caled himself a servant’s child.”

Rak  sniffed.  “Sily  Valers.  They  are  just  as  worthy  a  people  as  any other. I certainly would rather spend my time with the Valers than with the Loftons.”

“I  don’t  know.  There’s  a  Loftoni  I  would  rather  spend  time  with,”

Jisten  said.  Rak  abruptly  turned  around  and  kissed  him.  Jisten  gathered Rak  to  him  as  he  deepened  the  kiss,  thrusting  his  tongue  into  Rak’s mouth.  Rak  yielded  to  him,  his  lithe  body  pressing  against  Jisten’s  most appealingly. Jisten stood with Rak in his arms and carried the smaler man back over to the fire.

Jisten set Rak down and turned his attention to making a nest for the two of them. Rak quickly moved to help, clearing a section of beach of sticks and rocks, then spreading out the grasses Jisten gathered to form a bed.  Jisten  took  their  cloaks,  now  merely  damp,  and  spread  them  over the  grass.  Rak  puled  off  his  wrap,  dropped  it  beside  the  rest  of  his clothes, then spread himself on top of the cloaks in clear invitation.

After glancing around to make certain that they realy were alone, Jisten knelt  between  Rak’s  legs  and  stroked  the  firm  buttocks  and  muscular dancer’s legs spread out before him. One of his fingers slipped into Rak, tugging at the anal ring, and Rak gasped, then lifted himself towards Jisten in  silent  appeal,  pushing  himself  into  an  al-fours  position.  Jisten  added another  finger,  stretching  his  lover’s  opening  further.  His  other  hand reached forward to fondle Rak’s dangling jewels.

“So,  you  knew  the  girls  that  Varkaris  escaped  with?”  Jisten  gently squeezed Rak’s bals, enjoying the way the ultra-soft skin of the sac felt against his palm.

“Ai,  of  course  I  knew  them.”  Rak  looked  back  over  his  shoulder  at Jisten. He looked adorable like that, glancing over shis shoulder, his wings spreading to either side, and his legs spread as widely as possible to give Jisten access. “They were also dancers. The King of Zoth was a notable colector of dancers.”

Jisten added a third finger and pumped his hand. He squeezed Rak’s bals again. “I wish I could have seen it. I’l bet your dance was something special, awesome to behold.”

“I would be honored to dance for you again,” Rak managed between his gasps of pleasure. “Anytime you wish it.”

Jisten withdrew his hands and came off his heels. He pressed the head of his cock against Rak’s opening. Rak pushed back, enveloping the large head with a grunt of effort. Jisten smiled down at Rak, then set his hands on Rak’s hips and held the smaler man stil as he rocked himself to ful penetration. He paused when his bals slapped against Rak and shifted his position to get better leverage.

Rak’s wings flared about Jisten as he resumed, setting a strong rhythm with  a  medium  tempo  and  moderately  deep  thrusts.  It  was  the  sort  of rhythm that Jisten could maintain for as long as he wished.

Jisten was in no hurry, for he greatly enjoyed giving Rak pleasure and feeling  Rak’s  responsive  body  around  him.  He  knew  how  much  Rak reveled in the usage, and took pride in the amount of pleasure he knew he caused Rak to feel, because Rak’s body shared that pleasure with him.

Jisten also knew that the more he pleased Rak, the more those marvelous wings would beat, or caress him, or enfold him, which was his favorite of al,  because  he  loved  being  surrounded  by  the  wings  and  feeling  their softness brushing against his bare skin.

Rak’s  internal  muscles  felt  good  as  they  massaged  the  length  of  his cock, and the action of the smaler man’s body served to increase Jisten’s pleasure by increasing the depth of Jisten’s thrust, accentuating his efforts.

Rak  was  a  fuly  cooperative  partner  in  his  taking,  a  fact  that  Jisten  was starting  to  understand  and  appreciate.  Releasing  Rak’s  hips,  Jisten stroked  Rak’s  thighs  briefly  before  he  switched  to  the  wings.  Jisten’s widely spread hands swept down the sail membranes from leading edge to trailing edge. Jisten hoped this would send deep waves of pleasurable sensation  coursing  through  Rak  on  top  of  what  he  was  already  causing Rak to feel from the sexual activity.

Rak’s  cries  of  pleasure  reached  new  heights  of  loudness,  and  Jisten chuckled  indulgently.  He  liked  Rak’s  noise.  It  told  him  he  was  doing  a good  job  for  his  partner.  He  returned  his  hands  to  the  leading  edge  of Rak’s wings, just past the wrist-joint where the spar-bones split off. Rak shuddered beneath him and Jisten felt the increase in the strength of Rak’s efforts  to  please,  though  he  noticed  that  Rak  didn’t  try  to  increase  the pace.  Jisten  stroked  down  the  wings  again,  and  this  time,  he  felt  Rak orgasm from the stimulation.

It was enough to tip Jisten over the edge, and he slammed into Rak one last  time  before  releasing  his  seed  with  a  wild  cry  he  couldn’t  contain.

Rak’s cry of ecstasy overpowered his as the dependent orgasm slammed into  them  both,  half  a  heartbeat  after  Jisten’s  had.  Jisten  gripped  Rak close  as  they  rode  the  wave  of  the  triple  climax.  The  world,  filed  with bright colors and stars, spun about them in a dazzling display as the two fel stil in a comfortable tangle of limbs.

Sometime later, Jisten opened his eyes. The shadows were al slanted the wrong way. That couldn’t be right. They couldn’t have been out here for that long. Rak was stil beneath him, he realized suddenly, and he was stil  inside  Rak.  He  shifted,  wondering  if  he  should  withdraw,  but  his motion, slight as it had been, was enough to arouse Rak, and in more than one way. Rak’s internal muscles worked on Jisten’s shaft, and Jisten felt himself  responding.  Well, why not? S’Rak’s mine.  He pumped his hips, and  Rak  moaned  softly  in  response.  Jisten  didn’t  question  his  sudden possessiveness, he just enjoyed Rak’s body as it yielded to him yet again.

Thrusting slowly, but deeply, Jisten turned to his side and cradled Rak in  his  arms  as  he  took  the  smaler  man  in  the  spooning  position.  Rak’s upper  wing  draped  over  him,  and  Jisten  was  careful  not  to  foul  the wingbase as he reached down to fondle Rak’s cock and bals again. He started by stroking the cock in time to his action, but inevitably his hand shifted to play with Rak’s bals, to feel the silky, soft texture of the hairless sac against his hard hand again. Rak’s upper leg had lifted to give Jisten better access, but slowly, his foot caressed its way down Jisten’s calf as Rak relaxed the leg.

Jisten  sped  up  as  he  felt  himself  nearing  completion,  and  he  was pleased by Rak’s immediate response. Rak deepened his own thrusts and strengthened  the  action  of  his  internal  muscles,  increasing  the  stimulation and pleasure Jisten experienced. Jisten’s orgasm was powerful, and as his hot seed spurted deeply inside his lover’s body, Rak’s dependent climax crashed into them as a second, but no less powerful, wave.

Jisten  puled  out  with  a  groan  and  flipped  onto  his  back.  “That  was fantastic,” he said, staring up at the blue sky.

“Thank you,” said Rak. “I enjoyed it, too.” Then Rak shifted position, and Jisten gasped as he felt Rak’s tongue on him.

“S’Rak, don’t, that’s so dirty,” Jisten protested.

“There  is  no  dirt  here,”  said  Rak  between  sensuous  licks.  “Only  the taste of our pleasure.”

Jisten  groaned  again,  this  time  because  he  felt  himself  stirring.

“S’Raaak, stop. It’s already after noon. We’ve been here half the day.”

“So?” Rak did stop, to Jisten’s mild, quickly supressed disappointment.

Rak looked up at the sun, briefly, then back down, nuzzling Jisten’s half-mast  erection.  “Did  you  have  somewhere  to  be?  I  thought  you  were taking the day off.”

Jisten stroked Rak’s short hair. “Yes, you’re right. It  is my day off.” He grinned. “Forget I said anything. Carry on.”

For  answer,  Rak’s  lips  and  tongue  puled  Jisten’s  sac  into  his  mouth and he sucked on it gently. Jisten moaned quietly in enjoyment, spreading his legs to give Rak space. The pul of fabric against his thighs reminded him that he was stil wearing his shorts. He thought about it, then shrugged.

Rak clearly had no trouble reaching him through the flap, and the shorts did  provide  a  thin  layer  of  security  for  his  mind.  Jisten  laced  his  fingers behind  his  head  and  gazed  up  at  the  clouds  as  he  accepted  Rak’s  oral service.

When Rak switched to Jisten’s fuly erect cock, Jisten glanced down at him, smiling gently. Rak looked so beautiful like that, with his mouth ful of cock, that Jisten wished he could capture the image forever, so he could look at it and be reminded of this exquisite pleasure whenever he wanted.

He consoled himself with the thought that he could ask Rak for another round of this pleasure whenever he wanted.

Rak  is  mine.   The  sense  of  sexual  dominance  that  filed  Jisten  was  a deep  and  powerful  sensation  that  he  fuly  welcomed.  Rak’s  utter submission  to  him,  over  and  over,  oral  and  anal,  was  proof  of  Jisten’s manliness, his strength, and his power. He gripped Rak’s head and held the  smaler  man  in  place  as  he  climaxed,  again  crying  out  with  wild abandon as he pumped his seed into Rak’s mouth and throat. He could feel Rak’s throat convulsively working to swalow his precious fluid, so he backed out, alowing Rak to breathe as he squirted a few last drops into Rak’s mouth.

When it was over, Jisten puled Rak into his embrace and said, “I love you.”

“I love you, too, my Valer,” said Rak. “And thank you.”

“Stop thanking me when I’m the one who received the gift.  I should be thanking  you, not you, me, you sily Lofton. So, thank you.”

“You are welcome, of course. But I am not a Lofton, that is, a Loftoni from Loftos, but an Okyran Loftoni, which is a very different thing.”

“What  is  different  about  Okryan  Loftoni?”  Jisten  asked,  genuinely curious.

“We  folow  Tevia  and  Torel’s  lead,”  said  Rak.  “We  welcome outsiders,  we  marry  non-Loftoni  as  we  choose,  we  do  not  exile  the wingshorn, and we al serve the Lord of Night. The Loftons include Zotien in their worship alongside Ahzevo, but they are a secular society.”

“I thought that the wingshorn left Loftos out of grief, to no longer see others’ wings. But they are exiled?” Jisten sank into shock.

Rak nodded solemnly. “Not only are the wingshorn exiled, if they had a dragon, the dragon breaks the bond and leaves. That much happens even in Okyro, for it is Ahzevo’s Law, not custom.”

Jisten  was  filed  with  horror.  “There  was  no  whisper  of  that  in  the Vales.  The  wingshorn  must  have  been  too  ashamed  to  tel  us  the  truth.

And no Valer would dare pry.”

Rak stroked Jisten’s hand. “The younger who are wingshorn are more likely to survive, particularly if they are not yet dragon bonded. The older ones usualy suicide when the dragon leaves, no matter what precautions are taken to prevent it.”

Jisten lifted Rak’s hand to his lips. Eyes closed, he kissed the palm.

Rak’s  gaze  was  on  Scorth,  splashing  out  in  the  lake.  “Perhaps  we should talk about something less painful.”

“Dinner?” Jisten opened his eyes and looked up at Rak. Rak’s stomach growled loudly. Jisten grinned. “Back to mother’s. She’l nearly colapse from not having the best of the best food ready, since Jethain probably ate it  al,  but  she’l  pul  together.  Sometimes  the  last  minute  food  tastes  the best.”

Rak  stood  and  stretched. As  usual,  this  involved  the  wings  also.  He checked his clothing. “It is dry,” he pronounced.

“Huh?” Jisten’s gaze was glued to Rak’s wings.

Rak  slid  the  tunic  over  his  head.  Jisten  leaped  to  his  feet  and  gently guided Rak’s wings through the slits. His hands lingered on the former hot spots.  There  were  visible  bruises,  slight  discolorations  of  the  vibrantly colored membane that only an expert eye could even see, but the sweling and heat hadn’t returned.

Jisten rummaged through his pants on the ground and found the vial in the pocket. His large hands applied it gently. “Nightflames?”

Rak glanced at western sky, now dominated by the sinking sun. “Soon.

If  we  hurry,  we  can  conduct  the  evening  rite  at  the  dhelion’s  before dinner. Scorth,” caled Rak. “If we fly, we wil be on time for the sunset ritual.”

Scorth  told  them  both,  I am hungry, too.  He shook himself mightily, sending wet sand in al directions.

Rak shielded them both with his wings. Then he shook his own wings out, negating the effort.

Jisten laughed and kissed Rak on the cheek. “You first, high priest.”

Rak leaped up Scorth’s side, wings beating in assistance. He dropped the  rope  for  Jisten  and  grinned  down.  Jisten  scrambled  up.  Scorth launched as soon as Jisten was over his shoulder blade. Rak scrambled to strap  Jisten  in.  “When  I  am  feeling  better,  we  wil  take  you  kiting,”  he promised. “That is gliding with a rope so that Scorth tows me, keeping me aloft like a kite.”

“Your  wings  must  be  fuly  healed,”  Jisten  said.  He  laid  his  hands  on Rak’s wings again, checking the injured areas, which were stil cool to the touch.

Rak nodded agreement. “I should not have indulged in that short glide earlier,” he said mournfuly.

Scorth snorted, altered course, and stooped. His riders ducked down to aid the dive. He dispatched a large ox with a single, wel-placed strike of his fisted forefeet, then lumbered back into the air with the kil clutched in his hind feet.

“Not enough time to marinate it,” mourned Jisten, after he’d swung out to peek below Scorth’s beating left wing, in fine disregard for the danger of faling, “but it wil be fabulous with a salt and herb rub and griled.”

“There is enough to feed your people for a couple of nights,” said Rak.

“Thank you,” Jisten said. “We can never afford oxen. At least our meat and milk goats were less affected by the drooling disease than the kasmyr goats. They were wiped out in our entire Vale. That was the main source of my clan’s income. It is said there is a curse. To this day, any kasmyr brought into Kydem from elsewhere immediately sickens and dies.”

“Interesting. I shal look into that, as time and duty permits.”




Chapter Five: Rites

Dåftåra Ligo, Traåspo Fångari

2nd day, 1st week, Traespo’s moon

Scorth dropped his burden in Valer square, landed neatly beside it, and preened  for  his  audience.  Children  were  catching  chickens  to  offer  and oohing  over  the  ox.  Rak  leapt  off  Scorth’s  back,  wings  spreading,  the slanting rays of the westering sun causing the membranes to glow. Jisten slid  down  Scorth’s  side  fast  enough  that  he  passed  Rak,  who  landed neatly  and  furled  his  wings.  Rak  met  the  astonished  gazes  of  the  Valers with  a  smal  smile.  They  al  had  the  same  entranced  look  that  Jisten displayed when his wings were spread.

Rak choked back a laugh, tucked his hand in Jisten’s elbow, and urged him  towards Asfalea’s.  “The  sun  is  about  to  set,”  he  said.  He  told  his stomach to shut up.

The sound of three voices greeted them at the door. Asfalea, Elenna, and Ritsa were al chanting. Jisten pushed the door open and led Rak over to the hearth altar where a miniature sun was setting.

Rak smoothly bowed to the Altar of Night before he paid attention to the women. Ritsa glanced at Rak with wide eyes, but to her credit, her voice  didn’t  falter.  Elenna  smiled  warmly  and  Asfalea’s  deep  set  eyes twinkled.  Rak  winked  at  Ritsa  and  enjoyed  the  chants  as  the  sun  slid below the horizon and vanished in the hearth.

As  soon  as  that  last  rim  of  sun  vanished,  leaving  behind  the  glowing sunset fires, the Fal of Night ritual began. The first hymn of night overlaid the last hymn of sunset, forming a harmony pleasing to the ear. When the sunset chant ended, the women turned to Zotien’s altar. Ritsa curtsied and tip-toed to Rak’s side.

As  Rak  chanted,  nightflames  appeared,  dancing  in  intricate  patterns.

The flames spread out, first to Rak, then to Ritsa, then to Jisten, then to everyone else present, healing bruises, scrapes, and refreshing al present.

When  Rak’s  voice  fel  silent,  Ritsa  examined  her  finger.  “My  cut  is gone.  Thank  you,  Lord  Zotien.”  She  curtsied  to  the  altar  again.  Rak grinned at her boyishly, but his stomach took the opportunity to complain again.

“Off to Despina’s!” Asfalea waved her staff. “Ox cut up now. She best cook.”

Out in the square, the Valers had been busy. The ox had been skinned, dressed, and butchered, but a large part of it had been spice-rubbed, then spitted over the large roasting pit that Scorth had helpfuly flamed into life.

Several  older  children  worked  on  the  ox  hide,  preparing  it  for  tanning.

Scorth supervised the activity, his scales glowing from al the little hands bearing oil rags. A few children were bagging feathers.

Jisten took a whiff. “Mmm, this should be good. And I know someone has run to Mother’s and warned her. Let’s go.”

Rak tucked his hand back into Jisten’s elbow and said, “I would hope so.”

Jisten pointed out the younger boys carefuly cutting up the ox tail and placing it in a jar of liquid. “Preserved for soups in the winter.”

“Do you think she wil have more of those rah-vee-oh-lis?”

“What, peasant food?” Jisten teased.

Rak grinned at the memory of Despina’s shocked reaction. “But I like them.”

“She’l have them, you’l just have to convince her again to share them,”

Jisten  said.  “The  cheese  ones  are  a  staple.  The  meat  stuffed  ones  are more grandiose.”

“I  like  the  cheese  ones,”  muttered  Rak  rebeliously.  His  stomach growled agreement. They made good time to Despina’s. Zala was in her yard, looking pleased with herself. Her long mane and tail were ful of tiny blue flowers woven into a multitude of tiny braids set there by smal hands.

Astonished to find Zala here, Rak glanced at Jisten. “She let you ride her?”

“Yes,” said Jisten, flushed with embarrassed. “I hope you don’t mind.

She was very insistent, and this wasn’t the first time, either.”

“If she wants you to ride her, I have no objection. But for now…” Rak patted her shoulder. “Back to the palace with you, before you eat every chicken  in  Karpos.  Jisten  wil  be  flying  home.”  Zala  sighed  and  looked mournful,  but  she  obeyed,  trotting  out  of  the  yard  and  down  the  street.

Rak  wondered  at  the  young  mare’s  appetite.  Probably  about  to  come into season,  his Thezi-trained mind said,   and old enough to breed this time.   Vyld is a fine match for her. 



   


Jethain stretched gingerly. He was feeling better, but his middle was stil sore.  He  glanced  at  the  elaborate  time-keeper  that  filed  an  entire bookcase by itself. It was almost midnight. He enjoyed listening to Rak’s rite a great deal. It soothed him in a place he hadn’t realized needed to be soothed.  And  the  wine  and  conversation  afterwards  was  even  more enjoyable.

It had become a nightly ritual and he no longer needed Tebber to fetch him. He dressed hurriedly and made his way down to the dark suite. No sooner  than  he  stepped  out  his  door  than  Jisten  formed  up  beside  him.

“Prince Jethain,” said the captain. “I was just coming to get you.”

“I know what time it is,” teased Jethain. It wasn’t often he got one up on his captain.

“Up and dressed for the rite,” Jisten said with approval. “You’l make a dark servant yet.”

“I wish,” snorted Jethain.

“It’s good to have wishes,” Jisten said sagely and the two men walked to the chapel.



   


Rak hadn’t thought to tel Jisten not to awaken Jethain, and he froze like a deer being stooped on by a dragon at the sight of the prince.

“What?” Jisten’s hand fel to his sabre as he scanned the area.

“Brother?” Jethain asked, tone revealing alert interest.

Rak shook himself. “It is nothing, a passing chil. Pay me no mind.”

Jethain grinned. “Don’t scare us like that.”

Jisten looked more reserved.

Rak smiled back, forcing himself to act like nothing was wrong. “It is time for mass,” he said, happy to have an excuse to avoid giving Jisten a ful  answer.  He  could  tel  the  Valer  wasn’t  at  al  fooled  by  his  act.  He celebrated the rite with his usual grace, ignoring his knotted stomach. He hadn’t  disobeyed  Murson,  but  he  was  sure  that  the  sun  priest  wouldn’t appreciate the distinction.

Jethain didn’t appear to notice any change in the rite, although it was clear that Jisten sensed Rak’s unease. The captain shifted several times, observing Rak from different angles and scanning the tiny room for non-existent intruders.

Rak’s face was a mask as he turned to let the men share in the offering.

Jisten  dared  rest  his  hand  on  Rak’s  wrist  when  he  drank  this  time.  His grey eyes gazed long on Rak’s face. Rak alowed one corner of his mouth to quirk up in reassurance. He turned back to the altar to complete the offering.

Jisten and Jethain waited patiently. Black fire roared up as the offering was  accepted,  and  shortly  after  that,  the  rite  concluded.  Jisten  flanked Rak so that the priest was between him and the prince. Rak led the way into the parlor, alertly looking around, almost expecting an attack.

Jisten  casualy  leaned  his  head  towards  Rak  ear.  “What  is  it?”  he breathed, almost inaudibly.

Rak hissed even more quietly, “Murson wil not ignore this.”

Jisten gave a curt nod.

“What  are  you  two  whispering  about?  Are  you  talking  about  me?”

Jethain teased.

“Ai,  we  were  observing  how  masculine  you  look  when  you  are  not covered  with  ruffles.”  A  cat  wound  itself  around  Rak’s  ankles.  The physical contact al that was required for the priest to contact its mind. He relaxed slightly when the cat reported no sign of Murson.

“Don’t we have to finish the wine?” Jethain asked.

Rak lifted the bottle. “Indeed we do. The real reason why you never miss mass?”

“You wound me!” Jethain put his hand over his heart dramaticaly Rak  chuckled,  poured  the  wine,  and  passed  the  goblets  out.  Jethain was first to drink. Jisten took smaler sips, sitting on the very edge of his seat, eyes constantly roving across the room, clearly expecting danger to leap out at any moment.

More cats wandered into the parlor, rubbed up against Rak, and then sauntered  back  out.  It  was  a  remarkable  little  parade.  “Your  adoring audience?” Jethain asked, idly scratching a purring cat’s back.

“Half the palace cats have tried to take up residence in here,” said Rak with an eye rol. “I can hardly sit down without running the risk of sitting on a feline.” While that was true enough, he made it sound like he minded the cat army, when in reality, they were his spies.

“Mother hates cats,” Jethain said between sips of wine.

“She would,” agreed Rak. “Their independent nature must infuriate her.

She  wants  a  lap  dog  who  wil  worship  only  her,  not  a  companion  who chooses to remain.”

“Tried that. She can’t stand the hair on her gowns,” Jethain said.

“Cats shed even more than dogs,” said Rak. “The other sects joke that you can tel Thezi robes by the chewed up hems and thick layer of fur.”

Both men smiled at Rak’s comment.




Chapter Six: Of Freedom

Seaday, the 2nd of Revmon

Kennit  stared  at  Rak  with  huge  eyes.  Huge,  not  with  the  gratitude  that Rak expected, but with utter fear. “Free? Free me?”

“Ai,” said Rak, patiently. “I have purchased you for that reason.”

“Why  do  you  hate  me?”  The  boy’s  lip  trembled.  “I  tried  so  hard  to please you, to do right.” Tears spiled from his eyes and he looked down at his feet.

“I do not hate you,” Rak replied, startled. “You have always pleased me. I am trying to help you. It is better to live free than in a colar.”

“Then, then why do you want me dead?”

“Dead? ” Rak felt pole-axed. “Kennit, lad, I want you to be free, and happy. Not dead. Not sad. Not crying under a master’s lash.”

Kennit shook his head and wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve.

“Bharis don’ ever whip me. But you  know what happens to freed slaves.”

Rak felt his brow furrow with the consternation he felt. “All slaves? Not just the ones who sleep with Jethain?”

Kennit rubbed his nose on his sleeve. “Yessir, very few get freed, but they  al  end  up  the  same.  Gone.  No  goodbyes  to  mommies,  daddies, kiddos.”

“Poor Jethain. His ego wil be crushed to learn it is not him.”

Kennit looked at Rak questioningly.

“It  is  not  a  laughing  matter,”  Rak  told  him,  forcing  himself  to  remain serious. “I swear, I wil find out what is happening to these freed slaves.”

Kennit  looked  at  his  feet  and  scuffed  the  dirt.  “Are  you  stil  going  to free me? Am I bait? Are you gonna use me to find out what happens?”

“Do you think I cannot protect you?” Then Rak wanted to slap himself.

Of  course  he  couldn’t,  not  dancing  to  Hasaviz’s  and  Murson’s  least whims.

Kennit looked up at Rak. “You can do anything.”

Rak  smiled  wanly.  Who  was  he  to  disabuse  the  boy’s  faith  in  him?

“How about this—I wil free you only once it is safe to do so.” To further protect Kennit, Rak later slipped his record of sale in with the livestock receipts.  Five  horses,  two  mules,  one  stable  boy,  a  dozen  milch  cows, nothing unusual.

Kennit’s  face  filed  with  joy  and  he  hugged  Rak’s  waist.  Rak  patted him on the head awkwardly and prayed Zotien would see this as intent to free, rather than as a violation of the first law. Although Rak could point out that the lad had argued against being freed, and was very wiling to be bound.

“You   can  do  anything,”  Kennit  whispered  as  he  hugged  Rak.  Rak could only hope that the boy knew better than to breathe a word about his change in owners. Stable boys were terrible gossips.

“You  are  a  good  lad,”  Rak  said.  “I  wil  inform  Bharis  of  our arrangement. You wish to remain with the avtappi,  ai?  Or are there other duties you would prefer?”

“I like the avtappi, sir. I like sleeping in their stals.”

“A very wise boy,” Rak chuckled. “They wil keep you safe.”

“One  day,  I  want  to  be  a  dark  servant  and  have  my  own  avtappi,”

Kennit said. He released Rak to watch his face for denial.

“I wil enrol you in the Novitiate myself.”

“Then  I’l  kil  Katzrevia.  Me  and  my  avtappi!”  Kennit  began  flailing about the stable with an imaginary sword.

Rak  gave  Kennit  pointers  and  a  wooden  wand.  He  took  the  time  to teach  Kennit  some  basics,  like  stance,  guard  position,  basic  cuts  and parries.  It  became  a  daily  event,  and  with  more  stable  boys  than  just Kennit.

Zala and Vrema hung their heads over the stal doors and encouraged Kennit. The avtappi sent him images of some of the easier monsters to kil.

And  they  encouraged  him  to  ride  them  as  they  practiced  evasive maneuvers. Rak reinforced his previous permission to give Vrema, Zala, and  Vyld  an  exercise  ride  daily.  Rak  tried  to  exercise  Vyld,  but  some days were very busy for him.

Kennit  clung  to  their  backs  like  a  little  burr,  clinging  as  the  avtappi skittered  sideways,  reared,  jumped  and  kicked,  practicing  their  battle moves.



   


“Captain, the men elected me to speak with you,” Kordri said, standing at attention before Jisten’s desk.

Jisten set the endless reports aside and stood up. He came around the desk  and  motioned  for  Kordri  to  sit.  They  occupied  the  two  wooden chairs in front of Jisten’s desk in his sparse office.

“It’s  been  a  long  time  since  the  men  felt  they  needed  to  send  a representative,” Jisten said. “I believe not since I was first made Captain.

What is it?”

Kordri  cleared  his  throat  and  smoothed  his  uniform  pants.  “Wel, Capt’n, they’re—we’re worried for you. You know there are those who would love to remove you from command, from the guard at al.” Kordri stopped and fiddled with his uniform sleeve.

“I know this,” Jisten said. “Is there a new threat? A new aliance among the nobles? Has Lord Virien found a new supporter?”

“Not  that.”  Kordri  patted  down  the  edges  of  his  lieutenant’s  insignia.

“It’s your taking up with the foreign envoy.” He cleared his throat again.

“That is none of the guards’ business, including yourself.” Jisten had his perfect command face and voice in place, but beneath, he was simmering with rage.

“Captain, look,” Kordri rubbed his palms along his pants. “This is your first time. A man’s first time, wel, he goes kinda crazy. Thinks everything is  right  with  the  world,  there’s  no  danger  in  nothing,  his  love  is  perfect.

Blinds him to reality.”

Jisten’s  expression  hardened  into  his  stony  face  as  his  rage  doubled.

His tone of voice remained level, if cold. “Thank you, but I have a mother already. And it is reassuring to know that my men think that I’m an idiot.”

Kordri blew out his breath in frustration. “Al of us have been through love before, Capt’n. Take our advice. This is a sex slave you’re dealing with. It must be incredible, but he’s  trained to give pleasure. You might think you love him, but sex slaves don’t reciprocate love. Al they know is lust.  He  needs  you,  Capt’n.  It’s  not  love. And  think  of  the  risks.  The prince needs you by his side in command, not colared like a dog!”

Jisten stood up. “This audience is over.”

   

Rak  walked  into  Jisten’s  office  after  rapping  his  knuckles  on  the  open door  once.  Jisten  always  smiled  when  he  saw  Rak,  and  always  tried  to sneak a peek at his wings. Rak smiled back, but got down to business. “I offered the stable boy Kennit his freedom.”

“Offered? You  didn’t  succeed?  Did  Bharis  stop  you?  Doesn’t  sound like him.”

“Kennit  would  not  let  me  free  him.”  Rak  cocked  his  head  up  at  the captain. “Is that not odd? That a slave refuses freedom? Jisten, he begged and pleaded with me to remain a slave. He is convinced that he wil die if he is set free.”

Jisten worrried his lower lip. “Bad news needs no messenger. Word of Jethain’s freed bedmates has flown around.”

“Kennit says that it is not just Jethain’s bedmates, but  all freed slaves.”

Jisten looked at him sharply. “Al? How does he know?”

“I  did  not  ask,  Jisten.  But  servants  hear  things  that  we  do  not. And Essina is missing, too, and she was never freed.”

“Essina  had  forged  papers,”  Jisten  reminded  him.  “Fentri  said  he looked over her papers and passed her through the gates. He would not have let her go if she was stil a slave. It is only freed slaves, S’Rak.”

“Did Essina say anything to Fentri?” Rak asked.

“Fentri  said  that  she  wanted  to  leave  before  Virien  discovered  her status. She didn’t want to be used against the prince. Did you give her a sizeable sum of money? She could have falen prey to highwaymen very quickly,” Jisten said.

Rak breathed a prayer for her. “I gave her enough to reach Okyro,” he admitted. “But in gems, rather than gold. Gems are smal, and not heavy, so they are easy to conceal.”

“Stil enough to attract the bandits, once she’d sold or exchanged any,”

Jisten  said.  “But  not  entirely  your  fault.  They  would  have  targeted  a woman on the way to Okyro anyway.”

“Slavers would be drawn to any woman traveling alone,” Rak agreed.

“I would not have alowed her to travel on her own, but she did not ask me, or tel me what she intended.”

“I’l talk to Dreggin—his  battalion  is  in  charge  of  patroling  the  roads this quarter. He wil tel me if Essina’s body was found.” At Rak’s wince, Jisten added, “Sorry. Or if he broke up an attack and she continued on her way.”

“Ai,  it would be good to know, either way. We know why Essina left, but Larin?” Rak was more concerned with the slaves who’d run without compeling reasons.

“You  didn’t  give  Larin  money,  did  you?”  Jisten  asked.  “If  it  became known  that  you  funded  freed  slaves,  word  wil  get  out  to  every  type  of bandit and cutpurse.”

“I  did  not,”  Rak  replied.  “He  received  his  freedom,  no  more.  In addition, he had a wife and children to keep his feet here in Karpos City.

They have not been freed.”

“You’re right, that is a mystery.” Jisten paced. “I’l ask my guards as wel.  Perhaps  they’ve  heard  something.  We  can  folow  from  there.  We can  ask  Tebber  or  Kennit  who  was  the  last  slave  they  knew  of  who disappeared.”

Rak  watched  Jisten  pace.  The  captain’s  long  legs  made  good  strides and his muscles rippled. Rak puled himself out of it. “Ah,  ai,  of course. I have a list of names of freed slaves from Jethain. I wil check the hal of records, and see what paperwork is there.”

“Take Sedrael with you,” said Jisten. “He’l help you with the drudgery.

I wish I had the time myself to accompany you.”




Chapter Seven: The Unhealing

Jethain was attacking the enormous pile of papers on his desk. No matter how many hours he worked on it, the pile never seemed to decrease, only increase. It fought back by multiplying when his back was turned, he was sure of it. “Who’re you?” Jethain grumpily asked the junior sun priest who entered.  “Nithios,  isn’t  it?”  He  vaguely  recaled  seeing  the  young  priest here or there.

“Nithios, yes. His grace sent me to check on you after that unfortunate incident with the woman,” replied the priest in a dul monotone.

“Oh,  that,”  Jethain  shuffled  more  papers.  “That’s  al  over  the  palace now. Perfect.”

Nithios’ slack features rearranged themselves into a parody of concern.

“I told no one.”

“Wel, I’m fine. Go away.” Jethain didn’t look up from his desk.

“I  have  to  check  that,”  said  Nithios.  “Please, Your  Highness,  I  have orders.”

“I said that I was fine. Report  that to your superior.” Jethain glared at the innocent document before savagely scribbling on it.

“But—” Nithios screwed up his face. He closed his eyes and recited, “You must see the prince. You must touch his bely where he was hurt.

Then  report  to  me.  Do  not  come  back  until  you  have  done  so.”  He opened his eyes and cast a blank, unfocused stare in Jethain’s direction.

Jethain  studied  the  stubborn  ox  that  was  Nithios.  If  he  didn’t  let  the junior touch him, then he was never going away. Ever. “Very wel, only if you promise to leave as soon as you are done.” He set aside the papers, pushed  away  from  the  desk,  and  stood  up  with  a  resigned  air.  Nithios scuttled  forward  and  laid  a  hand,  greasy  with  butter,  on  the  prince’s midsection.

“Hey!” Jethain jerked away but Nithios’ hand grabbed the fine cloth. A sickly yelow light pulsed from Nithios’ hand and Jethain colapsed to his knees. “Guards!”

Nithios chanted in a guttural voice and Jethain struggled to shout over it. “Guards! ”

Thaxor and Velpaer, clad in Virien’s livery, stroled in, which answered several  questions,  like  how  the  sun  priest  had  gotten  in,  and  why  his personal guards weren’t answering.

“Virien’s guards?” Panic filed Jethain.

They grinned at him wolfishly. “We was ordered to let this sun priest examine  you,”  explained  Thaxor.  He  pounced,  and  after  a  very  brief scuffle, he held the kneeling prince’s arms pinned behind his back.

Nithios said, “Wel, then. That’s a lot better.” He put his hands back on Jethain’s  bely  and  chanted  again.  Once  more,  the  sickly  yelow  light surrounded him. Pain blossomed in Jethain’s bely.

“ Stop! Jisten!   Jisten!“ Jethain’s voice cut off and he coughed blood.



   


Walking in the corridor, Rak and Sedrael both heard the prince’s voice caling  for  Jisten.  Rak  burst  into  the  room.  His  staff  materialized  in  his hands and crashed down on Nithios.

Thaxor and Velpaer let go of Jethain and charged Rak. One went for the torso, the other for the legs.

Light  and  darkness  exploded  where  the  staff  met  Nithios’  back,  but Rak  broke  off  to  dodge  the  two  guards.  He  had  agility  on  his  side.  He clipped Velpaer on the thigh and the man went down. Rak lashed the staff in an arc to keep Thaxor at bay.

Sedrael, on Rak’s heels, lunged forward, blocking Thaxor from Jethain.

“Always wanted th’ excuse ta kil ya.”

Nithios screamed at the top of his lungs as if he’d been struck a mortal blow, sickly yelow light flaring wildly. Rak left Thaxor to Sedrael to bash Nithios  some  more.  Velpaer  grabbed  Rak’s  ankle  and  fire  roared  in Rak’s  veins.  His  muscles  trembled  in  pain  and  his  heart  accelerated  in need.

Rak jerked his foot from Vel’s grasp, and he smacked Nithios with his staff again. More darkness and light exploded, until the junior sun priest finaly  crumpled  to  the  ground.  “Next  time  you  touch  my  brother,”  Rak told him, “I wil not stop until you are dead.”

Velpaer surged up and grabbed Rak from behind. Rak whimpered as the fires redoubled from merely intense pain to a near-blinding agony that superseded his ability to channel the fires into swordplay.

On  the  other  side  of  the  room,  Sedrael  had  successfuly  disarmed Thaxor and had the man at his mercy. Thaxor grinned at Sed. “Coward.

Jealous  I’m  feeling  up  your  princely  man?  Wait  until  I  colar  your  little archer.”

Sed drew back his sword to behead Thaxor, but the man cold cocked him  in  the  groin.  The  ex-gladiator  staggered  back  a  step,  but  his  sword swung down. Thaxor wrenched aside just in time, and dashed three paces away. He snatched up his own heavy, two-handed blade, spun in time to parry Sed’s next cut, then thrust his empty scabbard between Sed’s legs.

The  sergeant  went  down  hard,  but  stil  swinging.  Blood  spurted  from Thaxor’s thigh but the angle forced Sed to release his sword.

Vel’s free hand stroked down Rak’s front and gently squeezed. “Sex slave,” he whispered. “I’l colar you again and Jisten the Pure won’t save you.”

Nithios roled on the floor, clutching his head and moaning. Jethain was on  the  floor  also,  clutching  his  middle  and  moaning.  Sedrael  was scrambling  back  to  his  feet  and  reaching  for  his  falen  sword,  totaly exposed  and  vulnerable.  Thaxor  stepped  forward  and  prepared  to  take Sedrael’s head. Rak thought that he should prevent that, but he couldn’t find the wilpower to move, he needed so badly, and the man holding him was stroking him in such an intriguing way.

Sed. Thaxor. Head. Focus!  snapped Scorth.

It  was  enough.  Rak  lunged  forward  and  blocked  the  cut  in  the  same moment that Sedrael got his own sword up. The guard’s sword and the black staff stopped the heavy broadsword in a shower of black and green sparks, but staggered both men.

Rak fel on Sedrael and whimpered.  Of all the people to land on, why does it have to be the oh-so-handsome, and oh-so-taken, Sedrael? 

I’ll send for our Valer,  said Scorth.

Rak  surged  to  his  feet  and  assumed  a  guard  position.  “Take  this incompetent priest back to the Sun Temple before I lose my temper.”

Sed  stood  beside  him,  death  in  his  eyes  as  he  waited  for  Thaxor  to attack.

“You’l lose somethin’ al right, I guarantee it,” Thaxor sneered. Blood soaked one leg of his pants. He’d ignored the wound, other than taking out a blood amulet. He hoisted Nithios with one arm. He nudged Velpaer with  his  booted  toe.  “C’mon,  we  gotta  go.”  Velpaer  looked  like  he wanted to argue, but he folowed Thaxor out.

Rak  waited  until  they  left  before  he  dropped  to  his  knees  beside Jethain. “Sed, we need Forael. He’s at the Sun Temple. Take your fastest horse, please.”

Jethain  looked  up  at  his  half-brother.  “What  happened?”  Both  of  his hands clutched his midsection and blood stil trickled from the corner of his mouth.

“An unhealing, I believe,” Rak said. He puled up the prince’s shirt and was relieved to see the skin intact. “Whoever was controling that nitwit was not able to undo al your healing, but I suspect your gut is lacerated again.”  He  wished  he  dared  name  the  power  behind  this  attack,  but Murson had him caught fast now and he could not speak. At least he had warned Forael before Murson learned to control him.

“Help  me  to  bed,”  Jethain  said.  “I  hate  lying  on  the  floor.  I’m  weak enough as it is.” He wiped the blood from his mouth and grimaced at the sight.

“You are not weak,” Rak answered. Reluctantly, he slid his arm around his brother. The contact with the muscular body  made  him  tremble.  His brother’s very male scent filed his nostrils and further inflamed his desires.

He was panting, but not with effort, as he puled Jethain up.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jethain, mildly alarmed by Rak’s reactions and the odd expression on his face. “Am I too heavy for you?” He knew Rak was strong, but he was quite a bit taler and heavier than the lithe priest.

Rak wanted to withdraw into himself, but he was al that was keeping Jethain from sagging back to the floor. “Slave fires,” he admitted slowly as he maneuvered his brother through the study door. “I need.”

“Wasn’t  that  how  Murson…”  Jethain  left  the  rest  of  the  question hanging.

“Ai,” said Rak shortly, trying not to pant with lust. “That, and the colar he  threw  around  my  neck,  blocking  me  from  my  power.”  They  slowly crossed Jethain’s study.

“Oh, uhm. Wel, I won’t force you to do anything,” Jethain said with false brightness.

“I am sorry,” said Rak, although he was tempted to be totaly honest and  admit  that  he  wouldn’t  object  to  a  little  force  at  the  moment.  His brother was every inch a prince, wel used to commanding men, and even injured, he exuded confidence and power. Rak reminded himself that the man was his  brother. It didn’t help much. He fumbled for the door latch into the bedroom.

“If  what  I  have  heard  is  true,  then  no  need  to  apologize.”  Jethain managed to open the bedroom door and the pair staggered into the room.

“There  is. You  are  my  brother.”  Rak  steered  them  towards  the  bed.

They barely made it before Jethain’s knees gave out and Rak ended up under Jethain as the prince colapsed onto the bed. Rak choked back a moan  of  desire  and  extracted  himself  from  Jethain’s  unintentional embrace. “I should not desire you, but that makes no difference when the fires burn.”

“Desire? Desire  how? ” Jethain clutched his wounded bely and edged away from Rak. “You wouldn’t take me against my wil, would you?”

“Ix, never. I could not, even if I wanted to. Even if you were wiling.”

“I  hope  you  don’t  want  me  to  do  anything  to  you,  because  I’m  not wiling to do that either!”

“I wil not force you,” said Rak.

Jethain’s foot fouled in the bed covers as he tried to cover himself. “Do you want me to cal a female slave?”

“A  woman?  Sweet  night,  ix.  Using  a  woman  is  the  same  as  using  a man.  I  can  do  neither.”  Rak  leaned  against  the  headboard  and  tried  to focus past the terrible need that clouded his thoughts.

“Uhm, then just who do I cal then?” Jethain wiped the sweat from his brow. “There are male slaves, body slaves. It’s frowned on, but they get used, too,” he said hastily. “I could summon one for you.” He reached for the sheet to pul over himself, but couldn’t reach it.

“No  slaves.  Ever.  Do not insult me. They must be wiling,” Rak said.

He took in the length of his brother, and desired what he saw in spite of his efforts otherwise. He reached down and puled the sheet up to where Jethain could reach it, but the way Jethain shrank back hurt him.

“I could free them after,” Jethain offered.

Rak shook his head. “There is not enough time. I wil stay with you as long as I can. Or until Forael comes.”

“Then what?” Jethain asked. “You’re not going to Murson are you?”

“Ix. Assuming I live, Hasaviz, perhaps.”

“Live? Hasaviz? Al the palace slaves hate him!”

“He is better than Murson.”

Jethain’s blue eyes roled. “Oh, yeah, sure he is. Besides, Hasaviz isn't here, he left a few days ago for his annual purchasing trip to Chloi. Please Araken, let me cal a slave and free him. Freedom wil make a man wiling to do things. Realy. And it’s not like we’d be asking him to be used. The opposite, in fact.”

“Not until Forael is here.” Rak fuly expected the fires to kil him before then.




Chapter Eight: Jisten Exposed

“Prince Jethain?” Jisten caled out as he opened the door to Jethain’s office.

“In the bedroom,” Rak’s voice answered, muffled by the wals.

“What  happened?”  Jisten  asked  as  he  entered  the  bedroom.  Jethain was in bed, looking pale and clutching his midsection. Rak was equaly as pale, but clutching the bedpost for support rather than his middle. Jisten hardly  knew  which  one  to  tend  to  first.  To  buy  himself  a  moment  to consider the situation, he said, “Gil retrieved me from Virien’s office by throwing a hysterical fit. Unfortunately, it was real fit and he couldn’t tel me much, other than he heard Prince Jethain caling my name.”

“A nitwit happened,” Jethain said.

“Nithios  attacked  my  brother,  but  he  appeared  to  be  under  magical coercion,” Rak said, sagging to sit on the edge of the bed. “Thaxor and Velpaer were his accomplices. I have sent for Forael. There is some time, it is not hemorrhaging.”

Jethain scooted away from Rak, coming up against the wal at the far edge of the bed.

“Those  two!”  Jisten  spat.  “I’m  on  a  personal  mission  to  kil  Velpaer.

Where are they?”

“Last I saw, Velpaer was helping Thaxor walk out of Jethain’s office. If there is any justice in the world, Thaxor wil lose that leg.” Sweat tricked down Rak’s face.

Jisten  looked  at  the  injured  prince. As  much  as  he  wanted  to  pursue Virien’s  rogue  guards,  he  couldn’t  risk  leaving  Jethain  undefended, especialy with Rak clearly not feeling wel. “We can’t leave Jethain,” he mused aloud.

“Why, thank you,” the prince said wryly, sheets clutched up to his chin.

Rak  looked  up  at  Jisten,  and  now  the  captain  could  see  that  he  was trembling, too. Jisten sat next to him. “S’Rak…you’re looking even worse than Jethain is.” Jisten touched Rak’s arm and the fires slammed into him.

Rak looked at Jisten with despair in his eyes. “I burn,” he whispered.

“Forael must hurry.”

“Excuse  us,  my  prince,”  Jisten  said.  He  gripped  Rak’s  elbow  and puled him up. “We’l be in the spare room.”

“But—” protested Rak. “We cannot leave Jethain undefended. And…

are you sure you want to do this?”

Jisten touched his forehead to the smaler man’s. “Never more so.” He didn’t  want  Rak  to  suffer  one  second  more  than  necessary,  and  hiding their relationship from the prince wasn’t cause enough for that. “Bring in your animal alies, as many as wil fit. We’l be next door.”

Death hounds poured into the room from the void. They settled around the room, and the crooked-tail male jumped onto the bed itself and curled up beside the prince.

“What are you doing, Jisten?” Jethain looked lost. His fingers dug into the fur of his favorite hound, who licked his face.

“We  can  talk  later,  my  prince.”  Jisten  swept  Rak  into  his  arms  and walked out.



   


Jethain  stared  at  the  firmly  closed  door  of  the  spare  room  and  stewed.

Right under my nose, and neither one told me anything! Fifteen years we’ve been friends, and not a whisper? No confidence? 

Jisten hadn’t so much as looked at Jethain as he’d left, which made the prince feel worse. Jethain cautiously rubbed his bely, trying to soothe it.

Jisten  hadn’t  even  checked  it.  What  if  he  was  bleeding?  Externaly  or internaly?

He continued his self-induced simmering . My own brother didn’t say anything,  either!  And  of  course  he  picked  my  only  friend!  My  only supporter! Why? Why? It’s that damn nickname. Has to be. Everyone goes  after  Jisten  the  Pure ,  male  and  female.  I’m  bleeding  to  death while those two frolic in bed. 

   

Jisten  had  barely  set  Rak  down  when  the  smaler  man’s  fingers  blurred into  action,  struggling  with  his  green  sash  and  pant  laces.  “For  night’s sake,  why  are  my  clothes  so  hard  to  remove?”  Rak  pushed  his  pants down, puled the wrap off, and pressed against Jisten urgently.

Each  of  Jisten’s  hands  could  easily  hold  one  of  Rak’s  buttocks.  He massaged them, wanting them to relax, and enjoying the smooth softness of them. His thumbs inadvertently brushed against Rak’s opening over and over.

Rak  clutched  at  Jisten,  his  fingers  digging  into  Jisten’s  shoulders.

“Please,” he gasped. “I need you.”

There was that  need word, but Jisten fumbled with his pants. He was appaled when Rak simply opened them and pressed against what sprang out. He wasn’t a user! He wanted to be fuly nude, he wanted hours of foreplay, reassuring Rak with love and a whole bottle of oil.

But Rak’s burning need was searing through him as wel. Jisten couldn’t stand the filtered version of the fires. He couldn’t imagine what Rak was feeling. He could feel Rak’s heart hammering in his chest, so fast, too fast, and he remembered what the priest had said about the fires lethality. Now he believed it, and sensed the danger his lover was in.

Rak  was  almost  sobbing  as  he  verbaly  encouraged  the  captain  to hurry,  to  skimp  on  the  foreplay  and  start  the  main  course.  Jisten  oiled himself hastily and pushed Rak against the wal. He thrust in, the burning need forcing him past what he wanted.

Rak  cried  out  as  he  was  penetrated.  Pleasure?  Pain?  Both?  Jisten couldn’t  tel.  But  Rak  pushed  back  against  him  lustily,  preventing  Jisten from puling out. Rak’s cries turned into moans as he worked himself on the impaling pole, and his wings stroked Jisten. Reassured, Jisten relaxed, centered  himself,  and  set  a  strong  rhythm,  calming  Rak  with  his dominance.

Rak leaned back into Jisten’s chest, his body fuly involved in the action now,  accepting  Jisten’s  dominant  action,  his  internal  muscles  massaging Jisten’s cock. Rak was calm once more, and seemed as eager to please as he ever was. The harder, and faster, and deeper Jisten pounded him, the harder Rak worked in counterpoint, and the greater the pleasure that was shared back to Jisten.

Jisten wrapped one arm around Rak, but kept the other free to stroke Rak’s wings, trace down the spars, scratch the wingbases, and then trace the spars back to the apex of the wing and start over. Jisten had shown Rak that having his wings fondled during sex increased the pleasure. Jisten bent to kiss Rak’s neck, his stroke speeding bit by bit.

Rak pushed back against Jisten in that peculiar way of his, the way that said  now. Jisten felt it meant he was doing things right, that Rak realy and truly  wanted  him.  He  thrust  deeply  into  Rak,  climaxing  as  Rak’s  wings enclosed him. Rak couldn’t contain his cries of pleasure as their climaxes hit.  Jisten’s  hand  covered  Rak’s  cock,  catching  the  seed,  honoring  him with gentle consideration.



   


Jethain cringed at the sounds coming from the next room.  I’m bleeding to death and they’re rubbing my nose in their perverted lusts! 

He muttered to himself that Araken didn’t love Jisten. The captain was handsome  and  available.  What  was  his  brother  playing  at?  Did  he purposefuly pick the thirty year old virgin for variety? He remembered al the  ladies,  and  some  lords,  who  had  tried  to  use  his  friend  Jisten  as  a sexual  pawn  in  their  games.  It  had  been  sun-scorched  difficult  to  shield Jisten from the powerful, deadly courtiers, but Jethain had done it.

Now  his  half-brother,  the  crown  prince  according  to  his  father,  had swooped in with a pair of wings and taken Jisten. Did Araken not care that Jisten could be colared? That neither of them could save the captain from the law, and that the king wouldn’t save even his own son from a legal colar? Did Araken know or even care how shy Jisten was? That he would die in a colar in more ways than one?

The  prince  put  his  fingers  in  his  ears.  Did  they  have  to  be  so  damn noisy? It was so monumentaly unfair of them! What were they doing in there?  Jethain  shifted  uncomfortably  as  he  remembered  the  exquisite pleasure of Rak’s mouth servicing his manhood at Murson’s command. It had  been  so  wrong,  and  yet…  it  had  felt  so  good.  Did  Rak  do  that  to Jisten?  Was  he  doing  that  now?  Or  was  Rak  yielding  himself  to  the captain  the  way  he  had  yielded  to  Murson?  Jethain  had  been  helpless, forced  to  watch  as  Murson  had  screwed  Rak.  His  brother’s  obvious enjoyment  of  the  act  had  horrified  him  almost  as  much  as  his  strange desire to be in Murson’s place.

His  stiffened  cock  caused  him  to  realize  that  he  stil  wanted  that.  He wanted  to  feel  Rak’s  mouth  there  again.  He  wanted  to  sample  the pleasures that Murson, and now Jisten, clearly enjoyed. And that horrified him most of al. With a strangled sob, he tried to concentrate on the patrol schedules for next week, but the continued noises made that impossible.

Then he realized that while it was wrong to desire his brother, it wasn’t wrong  to  desire  Jisten.  His  friend,  his  confidant  of  fifteen  years.  He thought of the long nights that they had shared over ales by the fireplace, discussing strategy, dreaming of when he would ascend and the changes they would make.

Rak  cried  out  again,  obviously  from  joy  with  Jisten,  and  it  pierced Jethain to the core. What if Jisten had kept himself pure for fifteen years waiting  for  him,  while  he’d  screwed  every  slave  girl  shoved  in  his  bed?

Shy Jisten had waited al those long years, had finaly given up when his brother appeared, and now it was too late for Jethain. Jethain curled into a tighter bal with pain and regret.



   


Rak took some deep breaths to colect himself.  “Thank  you. You  were magnificent.” Jisten nuzzled him and enfolded him in both arms now. Rak leaned  into  the  embrace,  but  guilt  forced  him  to  say,  “We  should  not linger.”

“Not what you deserve,” Jisten said with regret in his voice. “This was only  once,  for  your  need. You  deserve  another  time,  for  our  love. You deserve hours of love and wing-oiling. And sleep. Lots of sleep.”

“And leave Jethain unattended, and possibly bleeding?”

“You think he’s bleeding?” A moment later, Jisten had his pants up and fastened and was out of the door like an arrow. Rak puled his own pants up and folowed.

“Wel, look who decided to visit,” Jethain gasped. “Don’t mind me. I’m just the prince of the prophecy, dying, while you two frolic in bed.”

“I  sent  the  messenger  to  Forael  first.  The  round  trip,  palace  to  Sun Temple and back, takes over half an hour, assuming a fast horse and no delays.”  Rak  puled  down  on  the  sheets,  up  on  Jethain’s  shirt,  and palpated. “It  is getting larger, but slowly.”

“Oh, what do you care?” Jethain pushed away his hand. “Go off with my captain and friend. He’s my only one, so you had to steal him. Thanks, brother.”

“Prince Jethain!” Jisten said.

“I am your friend as wel, you know, though you are constantly denying that.” Rak pushed back at Jethain’s hands. “I care more than you know, and I have not stolen him from you.”

“Oh, sure!” Jethain retorted before a sound of pain took his breath for a moment. “You just wanted him because of the nickname.”

“If you weren’t hurt, I’d cal you out,  Your Highness,”  Jisten said.

“I wanted him for himself,” snapped Rak. “Not because of some stupid nickname.”

“You don’t even know him! I’ve known him fifteen years!” Jethain cut across Rak’s words.

“Did you have claim on him? Was he your lover? Did I poach?” Rak looked at the whites of Jethain’s eyes and they were just that, white, not pale blue.

“He was  not!”  Jisten almost shouted. “We’ve been through this!”

Rak paused. “I know him. I do not know how I know him, but I know him. I know when he is happy, or sad, or worried.”

“Or horny?” Jethain said nastily. “Or was that just your feelings?”

“Prince Jethain!”  Jisten said in a strangled voice.

“I am sure it was al me. I am the one with slave fires, after al.” Rak couldn’t stop the bitterness from creeping into his voice.

“S’Rak!” Jisten protested.

“Fifteen  years  he  hasn’t  looked  at  a  soul,  male  or  female!  Then  here you come and swoop down on him,” Jethain said.

“Perhaps  you  should  be  happy  for  him  instead  of  being  angry  at  me.

That is what friends do, is it not? They support each other, and encourage each other?”

“I am hardly a helpless maiden!” Jisten said. “You’d better be dying to be speaking to S’Rak that way!”

“No, you’re a naïve virgin who just left your friend of fifteen years to bleed  to  death  while  you  frolicked  in  bed  with  my  brother!”  Jethain clutched his abdomen harder.

“What would you have him do, Jethain?” Rak  asked.  “I  already  sent for Forael. Did you want him to slit his wrists so you could die together?

Would you have preferred that I let the fires kil me while we waited?”

“I’m the one who’s dying,” Jethain mumbled.

“I am sorry to dash your hopes, Jethain, but I wil not  let you die.”

Jisten sat on the bed.

Rak surmised that Jisten’s worry had overcome his anger at his friend.

“Jethain, please,” said Jisten, “don’t strain yourself.”

“Fifteen years, Jisten, and I never knew.”

“I didn’t know myself,” Jisten answered. “I’m surprised, too.”

“Why my brother? Why now? Why never before?” Jethain’s voice was ful of pain, physical and otherwise.

Rak sensed Jisten’s sudden panic, but not the cause. He turned a look of  concern  at  Jisten,  hoping  he  would  give  him  some  clue  as  to  the problem, and in response, Jisten looked at Jethain significantly.

“Is it so offensive to you that we are together? Do you wish it was you, not me, that Jisten wanted?” Rak asked the questions gently.

“Prince,  are  you  saying  what  I  think  you  are  saying?”  Jisten  asked, clearly emboldened by Rak’s support.

“No! It’s just, oh, I don’t know,” Jethain moaned.

“You would rather Jisten remain alone his entire life than love another man?” Rak thought that was a fair question, since this was Koilatha. Anti-slavery did not mean pro-pervert.

“I don’t want him hurt,” Jethain mumbled. “Is that wrong?”

“Life is pain. How can you prevent hurt? It is inevitable.”

“Some hurts are preventable.”

“Do you think I want to hurt him? Do you think that is my intent?”

“You  don’t  think  with  your  brain  al  the  time, Araken,”  Jethain  said stubbornly.

“I wil grant you that one,” said Rak dryly. “You should thank the Gods that you have never experienced anything like the slave fires. But I did not force Jisten.”

“You seduced him,” Jethain accused, “while he was drugged.”

“I’m  sitting  right  here,”   Jisten  said.  “Do  I  realy  seem  like  such  a brainless idiot?”

“I  have  heard  many  tales  of  Jisten’s  skil  at  resisting  the  wiles  of  this court. For fifteen years, he has done so. But I seduced him in less than two weeks? That seems implausible.”

“You’re  unique,”  Jethain  countered.  “The  only  winged  soul  in  this court.”

“And  he  is  the  only  Valer,”  said  Rak.  “Perhaps  we  are  meant  to  be together?”

“You took him from me,” Jethain mumbled, his face paler and his voice lower.

“I stil serve you, Jethain,” Jisten said.

“What  do  you  want  from  me?”  Rak  al  but  wailed,  losing  his composure. “What more do you want me to give up for your sake? I have already given up my home, my family, and my sect to stay here keeping you alive. What more do you want?”

Jisten stood up and put his arms around Rak, but Rak suspected that it was for his own comfort as much as Rak’s.

“I  dunno,”  Jethain  mumbled,  “Not  to  die  alone,  don’  take  my  only friend, don’ hurt ‘im.”




Chapter Nine: The Bonding Revealed

Forael walked in without knocking, and must have heard the tail end of that.  “Who  is  hurting  whom?”  Forael  asked  in  a  way  that  brooked  no denial.

“I  am  hurting  Jisten  by  sulying  his  purity,”  said  Rak  bitterly,  choking back what he realy wanted to say.

“And  apparently  I’m  a  brainless  idiot  virgin,”  Jisten  said,  almost  as bitterly. “The prince is scaring the abyss out of me.”

“I see,” Forael said. “Quite the goings on here.”

“But  that  is  not  important.”  Rak  puled  Jethain’s  shirt  up  again.

“Hematoma.”

“Go  ‘way,”  Jethain  said,  shaking  his  pale,  sweaty  head.  “Ever’body.

Go ‘way. Leave me ‘lone. Go back t’gether, go home, jus’ go. I’l die like Father wants.”

“I cannot,” said Rak. “I wil not.”

Forael  ran  his  hands  over  Jethain’s  bely.  The  prince  smacked  the archpriest’s hands.

Rak  reached  out  and  grabbed  Jethain’s  hands.  “If  you  want  to  hurt someone,  hurt  me.  I  am  used  to  pain.”  His  smile  was  as  bitter  as  the feeling he was currently trying to choke down. “We sex slaves are even trained to like it.”

Without letting go of Rak, Jisten reached around him and laid a hand on Jethain’s arm. “My prince, it’s Forael. Let him help you. Neither S’Rak nor I are going anywhere. We’re staying with you.”

Jethain’s dimming blue eyes looked up at him. “Stayin’?”

“Staying,” said Rak and Jisten as one.

Jethain stopped fighting Forael.

“What’s  this  residue  of  power?”  Forael’s  hands  ran  over  Jethain’s bely. “Cousin? Do you recognize it?”

“It was that junior sun priest, nitwit…ah, Nithios.” Rak’s wings pressed against Jisten, the tactile contact soothing them both.

“This is no House of Day power,” Forael said, voice low and ominous.

“What did that child cal? He was forbidden to heal a hangnail, much less the prince.”

Rak  relaxed  further  as  Jisten’s  hands  moved  to  stroke  Rak’s  rustling wings. “I wish I could help,” said Rak, worried. He could assess just fine.

His brother was about to die.

Forael  was  looking  from  Rak  to  Jisten,  brow  furrowed  in concentration. “The two of you are bonded.”

“We  are?”  Surprised,  Rak  glanced  up  at  Jisten.  “Is  that  why…”  he trailed off, chewing on his lower lip as he considered the implications.

“I don’t deserve that honor!” Jisten said. “Oh, S’Rak, are you sure?”

Jisten’s stroking of Rak’s wings sped up.

Now Rak realy felt confused. “What?”

Forael cleared his throat. “The two of you can discuss that later. Right now, we can use that bond. S’Rak, you can channel your power through Jisten. Then I can use it use it to heal the prince.”

Jisten inclined his head, “Yes, Ylion. Do I sing the healing chant?”

“That would be perfect. This requires more power than I have. I must not only heal Jethain, but crush out the power that is continuing to unheal him.”

“Is it chaos power? I can banish chaos power, and leave the healing to you.” Rak studied Jethain again, this time, searching for the faint hints of chaos that he might have missed earlier.

“It is and it isn’t,” said Forael. “I have never heard of anything like this —sun power and chaos power al twisted together. Cousin, I don’t think you can safely touch this, but I can…with your help. Please?”

“Very wel,” said Rak, after his own senses confirmed what Forael was saying. Nithios was a sun priest, and sun power had been at the front of what  he’d  done,  but  the  chaos  magic  had  been  there,  too—subtly,  and yes, twisted into the sun magic.

“Jisten, put your hands on Jethain. Rak and I wil put a hand on you and channel our power through you.”

“Wil this harm Jisten?” Rak balked anew.

Forael’s guarded expression told both Rak and Jisten the answer. Rak was proud, but saddened, that Jisten didn’t even hesitate. Jisten’s hands rested on Jethain’s stomach as he started the song, his baritone clear and strong, perfect for the mid-range folk tune.

Rak  reminded  himself  that  this  was  for  the  sake  of  the  Victory Prophecy. No price was too high to pay for the sake of victory over the Unmaker.  His  happiness,  a  Valer’s  life,  those  were  less  than  nothing  in comparison. Al that mattered was that he save the prince, and thus the Dark Army, and thus the lands of the sun. He reminded himself that the captain had already sworn to give his life for his prince and country.

Grieving, Rak put his hands on Jisten and caled his power. Darkness filed  half  the  room,  laced  with  green  sparks  and  streamers.  Forael  was golden, but the border between him and Rak was a lovely sunset violet melding into deep purple on the night side. Jisten’s feet shone like polished brass,  but  the  color  muted  up  his  body  until  his  jet  black  hair  became spangled with stars.

Rak  could  sense  Forael’s  guidance  in  a  dim  way,  through  the  sunset bridge of Jisten. He channeled his power into the Valer, and Forael was able to draw that power out, combine it with his own, and use it to heal Jethain.  Rak  stared  at  the  stars  in  Jisten’s  hair,  entranced.  Some  smal voice in his head said that Jisten was screaming in pain, but he could hear the Valer’s steady voice, stil singing that lovely melody.



   


Jethain  stirred  under  the  power.  He  blinked  up  at  the  three  men.  The energies  being  used  were  so  great  that  Jethain  could  see  them  flowing from Rak and Forael into Jisten, and then into himself. His wounds healed completely,  fuly,  entirely,  as  if  he  had  never  been  injured  it  al.  Jethain didn’t even feel tired. He sat up and patted his bely experimentaly.

The last of the power wisped away. Rak and Forael looked a lot alike in that moment—utterly drained. They both crumpled to the floor as the energies  faded  out,  leaving  a  room  that  appeared  flat  and  dul  in  the aftermath of divine magic.



   


“We  wouldn’t  abandon  you,  my  prince,”  Jisten  said  when  his  song finished. He winced, rubbed his eyes, then stooped and reached for Rak.

Somehow  there  were  two  of  them  on  the  floor,  and  the  second  one  he grabbed proved real. He cradled the priest to his chest and felt the smal man’s pulse, stroked his forehead, and smoothed his wings.

Jisten did glance up when Jethain swung his legs over the edge of the bed. The prince knelt down over the exhausted archpriest. He summoned a servant by puling a bel rope. When the manservant appeared, Jethain asked for honey and juice to be brought. The servant ran out to see to it.

Jisten stood with Rak in his arms. He carefuly placed Rak on Jethain’s bed, after he made sure it was the real bed, not the displaced, floating bed right  beside  it.  He  fussed  over  his  Loftoni,  making  sure  he  was comfortably positioned, smoothing the wings into proper folds. Rak was breathing, but he was limp, and Jisten sighed, admiring his lover’s almost delicate features. “Help me with Archpriest Forael,” Jethain snapped.

Jisten broke from his reverie with an effort and went to one knee at the sun priest’s side, seeking and finding him with a hand. Forael was just as out of it as Rak was. “To the couch? On three, my prince?”

Jethain  nodded.  “One,  two,  three.”  They  lifted  the  archpriest  and carried  him  to  the  couch.  Jisten  carefuly  folowed  the  prince’s  lead  to avoid his double vision betraying him.

The  servant  returned  with  a  laden  tray.  “Juices,  fresh  fruits,  honey, freshly baked bread with butter,” the man announced.

With the slightest of fumbles, Jisten claimed one of the smal bowls of honey  and  some  bread,  and  sat  down  beside  Rak. After  a  moment  of thought, Jisten carefuly puled his lover into his lap, cradling the limp figure with  Rak’s  head  in  the  crook  of  one  arm.  He  smeared  honey  on  his lover’s lips, and Rak licked them a moment later.

“I am  not doing that,” Jethain said in a surly voice.

“I’l help with the Ylion,” said the servant who had brought the tray. He supported  the  elderly  priest’s  head  and  tipped  the  glass  of  sweetened juice so that the liquid just touched the lips.

Rak was licking up every drip of honey Jisten was feeding him. Jisten loaded  his  finger  with  honey,  and  then  gently  laid  it  on  Rak’s  lips.  Rak sucked Jisten’s finger into his mouth. His eyes opened to slits, and Jisten could see the laughter there. Jisten smiled a secretive smile. When he felt that al the honey was gone, he reclaimed his finger, only to drench it with honey again. His vision was coalescing back into unity bit by bit.

“Not  doing  that either,” Jethain groused. Jisten glanced over and saw that Forael was drinking the juice that the servant offered.

“Your  brother  saved  you,  my  prince,  and  I’m  not  abandoning  you,”

Jisten said. He felt stronger, safer, saying that, now that Rak had claimed him for his own.

Rak’s  eyes  were  open,  and  he  was  watching  Jisten  with  a  contented expression.  Jisten  offered  another  finger  ful  of  honey.  Rak  licked  it  off sensuously.

“Indeed he did,” agreed Forael between sips. “I could not have kept you  from  dying,  much  less  healed  you  entirely,  without  your  brother’s power.”

“He probably felt guilty,” Jethain said.

Forael peered at Jethain. “You object to their bonding? My cousin was surprised by it, but your captain wasn’t.”

“Bonding?   Now  it’s  bonding? ”  Jethain  asked.  “What  is  that? 

Jisten?”

Jisten  didn’t  turn  to  face  Jethain,  but  spoke  over  his  shoulder.  “An honor, my prince, one almost lost in myth to my people now.”

“Tel me about this bond,” Rak whispered.

“Ha!  He’s  awake!”  said  Jethain,  having  heard  the  whisper,  if  not  the exact words.

Jisten gazed down at Rak, feeling dazed and more than slightly giddy.

“Wel, the dragon mythology didn’t turn out so wel, so I can’t vouch for its veracity.”

Rak’s eyes crinkled with laughter. “Would anyone know for certain?”

“Once,  Loftoni  could  chose  a  Valer  for  themselves,  if  they  wished.

Same  sex  or  opposite  sex,  it  didn’t  matter.  Spouse  or  friend,  that  was decided  by  the  Loftoni.  Huge  honor  for  the  Valer,  whose  clan  then celebrated with a huge feast.”

“He  did steal you!” Jethain said.

“My  Valer,”  Rak  whispered.  “The  Sun  Temple…is  that  what happened?”

Jisten nodded. He stroked Rak’s face with his non-sticky hand.

“But…I…you…did you agree to this bond?”

Confusion flitted across Jisten’s mind. “What?”

“Is  there  anyone  here  who  can  explain  this  bond?”  asked  Rak, expression worried. He sat up, clutching Jisten’s hands in his.

“The  Mai’eras  is  our  best  hope,”  Jisten  said.  “She  lived  in  the  Vales most of her life.”

“I think we need to see her, then,” said Rak. “In the morning, once I am sure that my brother is not going to hurt himself further.”

Jethain plopped next to Forael on the couch, slightly squishing the old priest. “Perfect. Just perfect. And I feel fine, thank you very much.”

Rak looked at Jethain. “You are welcome,” he said with a straight face.

Forael managed not to snicker, but Jisten saw his lips twitch.

“So what hocus-pocus did you do with my captain?” Jethain asked. “If he is stil my captain.”

Rak shook his head. “I did nothing. I did not know about this bond, nor do I know what this bond entails, but I intend to find out.”

Jisten turned in alarm at Jethain’s statement. “Am I dismissed?”

“Do  you  want  to  be  dismissed?”  Jethain  shot  back.  “You  tried  to resign once this week already.”

Terror flooded into Jisten. “Prince Jethain—”

Forael cleared his throat and said, diplomaticaly, “I would point out, Your Highness, that Jisten did not have to agree to become a channel for day  and night power. That could have kiled him.”

Jethain’s  sulen  expression  changed  in  an  instant.  “It  could  have?

Jisten!”

“It was worth the risk,” Jisten replied. “And I’d do it again, even if you dismissed me.”

Rak stood up and stalked over to glare at Jethain. “He did it for  you.

Because he cares about you.”

“No,  he  cares  about  you  because  you  did  some  magical  bonding  to him!” Jethain said.

“You  are  an  ungrateful,  stuck-up  curmudgeon,”  snapped  Rak.  “The Ylion and I have exhausted ourselves to save you. Jisten risked his life to save  you,  but  al  you  can  see  is  that  Jisten  and  I  did  something  your narrow little Koilathan views do not approve of?” He flicked his fingers at Jethain.  “I  regret  the  price  that  I  have  been  forced  to  pay  to  keep  you alive.” He stalked out.

“Selfish brat!” Jethain caled after him. “You deliberately went after my only friend because he had the nickname of Jisten the  Pure!” 

Rak slammed the door shut.

“Because  there  is  no  other  reason  he  would  want  me,”  Jisten  said, alowing  his  considerable  bitterness  to  show.  “Please  excuse  me.  I’l check  back  in  the  morning  to  see  if  I  stil  have  a  position.  I’l  set  both Largo and Sedrael as your guards, the best of the best.” He stalked out after Rak, but very pointedly did not slam the door.



   


“That  could  have  gone  better,”  Forael  told  the  very  quiet,  wide-eyed servant.

“Thank you for healing me,” Jethain told the archpriest, somewhat more polite.  “Now  if  you’l  excuse  me,  I  have  wagonloads  of  paperwork  to catch up on.”

“You  are  most  welcome,  Your  Highness,  and  I  wil  check  on  you tomorrow.  During  the  day,  for  a  change.”  Forael’s  eyes  stil  twinkled.

“Come, my son,” he continued to the servant, “help an old man back to his temple.”

Jethain  humphed  and  he  helped  Forael  as  far  as  his  office  before  he turned  the  archpriest  back  over  to  the  servant.  He  stalked  over  to  his desk and slammed books and ledgers around. But he no longer hurt. A purple and red patterned mastigi whizzed into the room and perched on the mantle. The death hound with the crooked tail translated into the room and  curled  up  by  the  fireplace.  Jethain  knew  that  his  brother  was  stil watching out for him.




Chapter Ten: Four Wings

Tritåra Ligo, Traåspo Fångari

3rd day, 1st week, Traespo’s moon

Jisten  caught  up  with  Rak  easily,  since  he  was  loitering  in  the  corridor, hoping that Jisten would join him. Rak glanced up at Jisten and smiled a little. “Something tels me that this was not the first time Jethain and I have caled each other names.”

Jisten’s lips twitched into an answering smile. “The king would know, but I’m loathe to ask him. Only now you are squabbling over me, rather than a toy.”

Forael  walked  out  of  Jethain’s  suite  with  the  aid  of  the  servant,  but when he saw Rak waiting for him, he dismissed the man, assuring him that he  felt  fine.  He  waited  for  the  servant  to  be  out  of  earshot  before  he turned  to  Rak  with  a  mirthful  mien.  “Cousin,  was  your  first  time  as interesting as mine?”

“Were you strapped down, too?” wondered Rak.

Jisten stared at Rak.

Forael coughed. “Forgive my weak sense of humor. I have read about using bridges for melding power, but never used one.”

“Oh!  My  apologies,  and  ai,  that  was  my  first  time  also.  I  wanted  to speak  to  you  about  Nithios.  This  was  not  his  doing.  He  was  under  a coercion spel. I suspect the one we spoke of previously was behind it.”

“I believe you. I doubt Nithios has the creativity to unheal the prince.

That residue of power on Jethain was very strange.”

“Chaos magic and sun magic,” said Rak. “It was similar to the chaos magic used by the assassins, in that it came from some place other than the  wielder.  Forgive  me,  but  that  nitwit  acolyte  of  yours  is  no  more capable of magic like that than I am capable of playing the lute. Also, the way  the  chaos  was  twisted  into  his  sun  magic…the  chaos  came  from outside him.”

“Nithios might be a nitwit, but he’s a very orderly nitwit with nary of hint of chaos in his makeup.” Forael took a hissing breath. “I wil keep a closer eye on Murson.”

Rak looked at Jisten as he thought. The captain reached out to stroke Rak’s  wing  and  missed.  Expression  embarrassed,  Jisten  drew  his  hand back quickly.

“Are you okay?” Rak dropped the matter of chaos magic for the more important topic of Jisten’s health.

“Captain, how many fingers am I holding up?” Forael asked.

Jisten  looked  back  and  forth  between  Rak  and  Forael.  Rak  reached out and put a steadying hand on Jisten’s arm when the captain swayed.

“How many fingers?” Rak repeated.

“Uhm, four?”

Rak glanced at Forael’s two fingers and winced.

“Folow my fingers with just your eyes, Captain.”

When Jisten looked to Rak for reassurance, Rak nodded. “Please.”

Jisten did as Forael asked. His eyes twitched uncontrolably when he gazed to the right. He staggered and reached out for support.

Rak steadied him and said, “I am only an animal healer, but that cannot be a good sign.”

“Overload  of  one  of  the  good  captain’s  brain  processing  centers,  I believe,” Forael said.

“But temporary, right?” Jisten asked, his fear clear to see.

Rak closed his eyes and choked back guilt. It was his fault that Jisten was injured. He knew that, like most soldiers, Jisten feared becoming a cripple far more than he feared death. It was a fear Rak shared with his Valer—death  was  one  thing,  but  living  as  a  cripple  was  an  entirely different proposition.

Forael’s  expression  grew  mournful.  “Let  us  hope  that  the  effects  are temporary. I wil retrieve that old tome on bridges. We’l set things right, won’t we, cousin?”

“Absolutely. For now, the good captain needs a good rest. My cousin, we must finish this discussion later.”

“Rest  is  always  good  for  the  brain,”  Forael  declared.  “And  it’s  an express order.”

Rak bade Forael good night, then guided Jisten off for that  rest.

“I can see fine as long as I look straight ahead,” Jisten said. “That must be a good sign, right?”

“So long as there is only one of what is in front of you,” clarified Rak.

“And if you stay to my right, I’l enjoy the sight of four wings,” Jisten said, his tone light and mocking.

“And if I stay to your left, I can enjoy you touching my wings.”

Jisten grinned a smal grin. “We both win.”

“That depends on how much oil is in your pocket.”

Jisten  patted  the  vial-filed  pocket.  “I  suspect  there  wil  always  be enough, whomever I have to thank for it.”

Rak pointed to a spot on his right wing that looked just like every other spot on the wing. “Look, a patch. Whatever wil I do?”

“Stay  to  my  left,”  Jisten  ordered.  “One  patch  is  enough.  Two  would undo me.”

Rak  stayed  to  Jisten’s  left  but  had  to  stifle  a  laugh.  He  was  having  a hard time looking solemn for the spies. Once in Rak’s suite, Jisten drew out the vial and Rak’s wings spread in trained response.

“Why  don’t  you  lie  down?”  Jisten  asked.  “You  supplied  the  power.

I’m  tired  just  from  channeling  it. You  must  be  exhausted.  I’l  sit  next  to you. Again, we both win.”

Rak puled Jisten into the bedroom. “The bed is the best place to lie down,” he explained. “And it is a very comfortable bed.” He undressed as he walked to the bed. Jisten came up behind him and skilfuly guided the wings  through  their  slits.  Wearing  only  a  wrap,  Rak  relaxed  on  the  bed and waved his wings.

Jisten  sat  down  so  that  Rak  was  on  his  left.  Jisten  tipped  oil  into  his palms  and  while  he  warmed  it,  Rak  stroked  Jisten  with  his  near  wing.

Jisten  sighed  and  leaned  into  it.  Rak’s  wings  continued  to  stroke  Jisten, enjoying the changes in texture as sensed by the sensitive membranes.

Jisten’s long black hair, unbound, spiled over the wings. This time, it was  Rak  who  sighed  contentedly.  Jisten  massaged  Rak’s  back  muscles with his oiled hands. Rak waved his wings under the silken fal of hair over and  over,  until  Jisten  kissed  the  back  of  his  neck,  signaling  that  the muscles were relaxed enough.

“Are you up for this?” Rak asked drowsily. “No headache?”

“Fading. It only flares when I look right,” Jisten admitted.

“Then do not look right,” suggested Rak.

“Yes, healer,” Jisten teased.

“There is just enough time for a thorough oiling and sex before we have to get ready for rites.”

“Wil  we  ever  have  time  to  spend  loitering  in  bed  al  day  and  night?

Nothing to rush us?”

“Al night? Forgive me, but,   ix,  never. I wil always have the midnight mass to celebrate. Do not begrudge my God his hour, the rest of them are yours.”

“Realy?” Jisten sounded like a wistful smal child.

Rak  turned  his  head  so  he  could  smile  at  Jisten.  “In  a  perfect  world.

We  both  have  duties  that  eat  time,  I  fear,  and  we  cannot  forsake  the prince, but otherwise…”

Jisten kissed him. Rak roled to his side and undid Jisten’s pants while the kiss lingered.

“Al of it, S’Rak,” Jisten whispered. “Take it al off.”

Rak muttered about the delay as he undid Jisten’s shirt buttons. Jisten’s pleasant mid-range chuckle rumbled through Rak before Jisten helped to unbutton his shirt. Rak eased the shirt over Jisten’s broad shoulders, but couldn’t resist tonguing a nipple.

“Now that’s a pleasant delay,” Jisten whispered into Rak’s ear.

“Mmm,” said Rak in agreement. He pushed Jisten down onto the bed and  he  tongued  and  sucked  on  both  of  the  rosy  nubs.  Jisten  arched  his back as Rak tugged on his nipples.

Rak’s wings stroked Jisten’s sides and his hands returned to the pants.

Jisten  lifted  his  hips  and  Rak  slid  the  pants  and  the  shorts  down.  Rak’s hands and mouth quickly moved south. He sensuously licked and kissed Jisten’s bals until the growing erection demanded his attention.

Rak’s  tongue  encircled  Jisten’s  cock  around  the  base,  and  then  he tugged up, puling the sensitive organ through his tongue. Rak kissed the head of it and flicked the slit with his tongue before pushing it between his parted  lips.  Rak  sucked  gently  and  massaged  the  underside  with  his tongue, and roled Jisten’s bals with his hands.

Jisten’s  gentle  hands  massaged  his  scalp,  and  it  couldn’t  be  more different  from  that  of  the  users  who  played  with  his  hair.  Rak’s  tongue played on the shaft that filed his mouth as he did his level best to engulf it to  the  base.  His  head  bobbed  up  and  down  as  he  alternated  between breathing  and  deep  throating  the  massive  member.  Rak  put  a  lot  more love  and  passion  into  the  blow  job  he  gave  Jisten  than  he  gave  to  his users.

“You’re  not  in  much  need?”  Jisten  asked,  holding  back  his  climax somehow, though Rak could feel the tension in him. Rak knew this was not  an  easy  thing  to  do  with  the  incredibly  intense  sensations  Rak  was subjecting him to.

For  answer,  Rak  stroked  Jisten  with  his  wings  and  hummed  as  he swalowed  Jisten’s  cock  to  the  base,  vibrating  the  shaft  in  addition  to sucking on it.

Jisten  sagged  back  onto  the  bed  with  a  groan  of  pleasure,  and  Rak puled  back  rapidly  so  that  only  the  head  of  the  cock  was  in  his  mouth before Jisten’s body clenched in orgasm. Rak’s wings draped over Jisten, surrounding him in color as Rak swalowed every drop. Jisten puled him up into an embrace when he finished. Rak’s wings lifted up until he was settled  with  his  head  pilowed  on  Jisten’s  shoulder.  Then  the  wings gracefuly draped across the bed once more.

Rak  turned  Jisten’s  head  and  kissed  him  deeply.  His  hand  fondled Jisten.  He  expertly  stroked  the  cock  and  bals  while  Jisten’s  fingers stroked  his  wings.  As  his  shaft  firmed  in  Rak’s  hand,  Jisten’s  stroked down to Rak’s rear and massaged his buttocks to limpness, and the rest of Rak to trembling eagerness. Then Jisten positioned his feet under Rak’s pelvic bones. “Ready?” he asked impishly. He put his large hands under Rak’s shoulders. “Brace yourself!” He flung Rak straight up.

Rak’s  wings  spread  and  flapped  immediately,  instinctively  trying  to break  the  fal.  Jisten  roled  to  the  side  so  that  Rak  floated  down  to  the bed, then he pounced on Rak’s back. Rak’s wings folded back against Jisten, almost trapping him within the membranes and spars. Jisten thrust into Rak with a wild cry. Rak pushed back eagerly, his own cry an echo.

Wel lubricated, the powerful thrust and Rak’s aiding push sheathed Jisten most of the way in Rak’s body.

It only took one more thrust before Jisten bottomed out, and Rak felt Jisten’s sac swing forward and strike him. Rak clenched his tunnel around Jisten’s shaft, trapping him in the embrace for a long moment. Then Rak relaxed,  and  permitted  the  rhythmic  contractions  to  rol  down  Jisten’s length, from base to head.

Jisten had given Rak speed earlier, in Jethain’s suite. Rak noticed this time  he  was  trying  something  different.  Jisten  puled  out  until  Rak protested  and  clenched  again  to  keep  him  inside.  Jisten  drove  back  in hard, aided by Rak’s counterpoint push. Rak cried out in pleasure at the force of the thrust, the feel of the cock ramming into him so swiftly and powerfuly, filing him so utterly, the weight of Jisten’s bals slapping into him again, marking him as taken, used, enjoyed.

Jisten drew back again, and this time Rak  didn’t  clench,  but  humped himself eagerly on the retreating shaft for as long as he could. Rak relaxed, shifting ever so slightly to accommodate Jisten’s thrust. Again Rak cried out  in  pleasure  as  Jisten’s  rod  pistoned  into  him,  as  powerful  and unstoppable  as  a  steam  engine.  Rak  pushed  back  at  exactly  the  right moment  to  accentuate  Jisten’s  efforts  and  deepen  their  pleasure.  Jisten paused as his bals slapped Rak, his hands caressing Rak’s buttocks as Rak’s hips continued to pump, and his tunnel to massage Jisten’s cock.

Jisten  drew  back  again  and  Rak  moaned  in  anticipation  even  as  he braced his body for the impact. Jisten slammed into Rak a third time, and this time there was pain mingled with the pleasure. Rak buzzed with the intensity of it, pressing his chest more deeply into the sheets, shifting his widely  spread  knees.  Rak  pushed  his  rear  opening  up  at  Jisten  even harder, blatant in his submission and using his body to beg for more of the same. Part of Rak rejoiced in having found a lover who could bring him to total submission in just three thrusts of his cock.

As if accepting Rak’s signals of submission, Jisten gripped Rak’s hips and set a rhythm of hard, deep thrusts. Rak worked to enhance Jisten’s efforts despite his grip on Rak’s hips.

Since  Jisten  had  just  climaxed,  he  lasted  a  long  time,  even  with  the powerful  rhythm  he  was  setting.  Rak  worked  in  counterpoint  blissfuly, losing himself in sensation and in submission. Each vigorous thrust sent a wave  of  pure  pleasure  through  him,  pleasure  he  shared  with  his  lover, pleasure that caused him to cry out from the intensity of it. As the waves of  pleasure  roled  in  unceasingly,  one  after  the  other,  Rak’s  submissive state deepened. He hadn’t felt so thoroughly dominated, or so wel used, since leaving Okyro.

Jisten gave a last hard thrust and stopped, a wild cry wresting from his throat as he orgasmed, pumping his seed into Rak’s tunnel. Jisten’s hand reached down in time to cover Rak’s cock as Rak’s dependent climax hit.

Rak’s ecstatic shout was much louder than Jisten’s, but no less heartfelt.

Shuddering in the aftermath, Rak set a hand atop Jisten’s.

Jisten kissed his neck. “I won’t hurt you.”

“I know,” murmured Rak. “Your hand feels good there. I like it when you touch me.”

Boldly,  Jisten  gave  a  gentle  squeeze.  “Are  you  sure  I’m  not  crushing you?”  He  eased  some  of  his  weight  onto  his  elbows,  but  his  length  lay atop Rak’s body. “I love to feel you.” Jisten’s hand shifted down to Rak’s bals again, fondling and gently squeezing the sac.

Rak’s  back  muscles  roled  beneath  Jisten  and  his  wings  brushed Jisten’s sides. “Comfortable. I love to feel you on me, in me.”

Jisten roled them both, careful to keep Rak’s hips pressed against him, until  they  were  both  in  a  far  safer  spooning  position.  Then  Jisten  kissed whatever  he  could  reach—neck,  ears,  shoulders,  as  they  lay  there.

Although he did decrease in size, Jisten never slid out.

Rak drifted off to sleep with Jisten stil filing him. There wasn’t a trace of slave fires within.




Chapter Eleven: Midnight Mass

When midnight approached, Jisten deftly assisted Rak to get dressed in the embroidered robes. “You realy should rest,” Rak said once his sash was tied.

“I want to stay up for the rites. Please?”

“You are always welcome,” said Rak, expression pleased.

“I hope so. I feel a bit homeless at the moment. The guard has been my entire adult life.”

Rak turned and stroked Jisten’s cheek with the back of his hand. “My Valer, you are stil a guard. You are stil the prince’s man, even if he is too upset to see it yet. I would never force you to leave his service.”

Jisten  caught  Rak’s  hand  and  pressed  it  to  his  cheek  briefly  before kissing the palm. Rak smiled at him, but there was a hint of worry lurking in  those  yelow-green  eyes.  Jisten  had  his  own  worries  gnawing  at  him, about  duty  to  the  prince,  and  the  prince’s  territorial  reaction.  He  had never  thought  about  Jethain  as  anything  other  than  his  prince,  and  was praying with every fiber that the prince didn’t want more. He wondered if the drug Jethain had been given had any permanent effects. Rak said he’d been cured, but stil, Jethain was oddly jealous.

Two worried men walked into the chapel and found that Jethain was already there, waiting. His sulky expression and posture warned Jisten off, and  Rak  did  not  have  time  for  anything  but  the  ceremony.  The  rite progressed  normaly  until  the  offering.  Then  darkness  and  lightning  filed the chapel, concentrated on Rak.

Jisten went stock stil as glowing dark eyes gazed into him. A sense of power, pure power, rose up and crashed over them like a wave.



   


 Jethain  flew  into  a  swirling  dance  of  stars,  the  pattern  of  creation laid bare to his eyes. He soared along glowing roads of stars until he was  near  to  weeping  from  the  beauty  of  it  all.  Then  he  plummeted into an especially lovely blue, green, and white orb, but quickly the view  became  less  entrancing.  He  saw  A’filozenoi,  and  Polemo,  and the forts strung like beads on a string between the two lands. 

Closer  yet,  soaring  once  more,  Jethain  watched  a  battle  in progress.  The  two  sides  appeared  evenly  matched,  yet  the  Army  of Night was falling back before the onslaught of the Unmaker, pressed back against the walls of their forts. One by one, the forts fell, and Jethain screamed in frustration and rage. 

The world trembled around the prince. The two armies vanished, only  to  reappear  in  different  places.  Now  Jethain  saw  himself,  and Jisten, and even Rak. The army of the Unmaker fell under the bright swords  of  a  dozen  different  banners,  led  by  the  golden  gryphon  of Koilatha.  Victory  after  victory  was  theirs,  until  the  Army  of  Night threw down the last remaining chaos temple. 



   


 Jisten  wandered  through  mist,  shadow,  and  starlight.  Vranyxia danced  on  black  grass  before  a  black  columned  hall  that  Jisten somehow  knew  was  the  eternal  Hall  of  Night.  Zotien  strode  out armored  in  pure  power.  Jisten  found  himself  astride  a  vranyxia beside  the  Storm  Lord,  riding  hard  through  rough  country.  Smoke hounds  led  the  way,  while  death  hounds  bayed  and  night  hounds leaped, keeping pace amongst the hunters, and Jisten trembled. 

It was said by his people that only the quarry ever saw the Outlaw Hunt as plainly as Jisten could see it now. But his people never spoke of  mortals  riding  with  the  Hunt,  and  he  knew  intellectually  that humans  couldn’t  ride  vranyxia  because  of  the  bone  spikes  on  their backs. But here he was, riding the unridable at Zotien’s side. 

The  God’s  voice  thundered  in  his  ears.  Free Wil being sacred, no man nor woman nor inteligent beast shal be bound unwiling. It does not matter if the binding is physical, like chains, or magical, like a soul bond.

Those who break My Laws must pay the price.

Jisten saw the quarry now. It was Rak. 

Jisten  sat  bolt  upright  in  bed,  screaming  a  denial,  then  he  blinked  in confusion. He was in his own bunk, fuly dressed, and an odor of ozone filed his nostrils. He felt energized and couldn’t quite remember what had happened,  but  some  strange  dream  about  riding  a  vranyxia  on  a  wild, overland race lingered in his mind.



   


 Rak fell in profound darkness, eyes uselessly searching in the depths that were blacker than black, a place utterly without light, without warmth, without life. The chill struck bone deep, a cold so intense it burned. Rak screamed—he was certain he screamed—but no sound emerged to shatter the absolute silence of the abyss. 

Instinctively he spread his wings to break his fall, only to feel them ice over and shatter, spreading out in a million ephemeral motes of color.  Again  Rak  silently  screamed,  in  pain  and  despair,  in  grief  at the  loss  of  himself,  then  he  stopped,  head  bowed  in  humility  as  he accepted the anger of his God. He prayed then, for forgiveness, for love, for hope, and begged for a chance to make things right. 

Light  blossomed  in  the  darkness,  an  arcing  finger  of  green-gold fire  that  pulled  Rak  in.  He  slid  down  the  curved  slope,  his  restored wings  spread  for  balance.  Lesser  roads  branched  off  the  main  arc now,  swiftly  flashing  in  the  corners  of  his  vision.  Ahead  the  arc forked,  and  Rak  strained  his  senses  to  determine  which  of  the  two paths to follow, but before he could decide, he was there, and instead of taking either, he felt something catapult him off the road. 

His spread wings held him aloft, effortlessly flying, the two paths below  lit  by  the  effervescent  green-gold  glow.  One  path  showed Jisten  at  his  side.  Through  trial  and  tribulation,  Jisten  was  always there. Crisis after crisis, Jisten was there. But there was no love, no hope,  and  no  victory  here.  Jisten  was  an  empty  shell,  without  will and  bound  tightly  to  the  Loftoni  who  forced  his  service.  Bloody battles led to even bloodier defeats, and the Army of Night fell before the Unmaker, and Rak knew with absolute, cold certainty that it was his fault. He could have prevented this, if only…what? 

Rak turned his attention to the other path, seeking answers. Here, he also found Jisten. But this Jisten was free. Still at Rak’s side, but by choice, the only bonds those of love and respect. Wedding bands flashed  on  their  fingers  and  now  the  bloody  battles  led  to  victory, and the Unmaker was cast down. 

Rak landed in the void between the paths, knelt, and paid homage to  his  God.  He  understood  the  message,  and  thanked  Zotien  for granting him a chance to correct the great wrong he had done. 




Chapter Twelve: Petition

Winday, the 3rd of Revmon

Si’Yeni was coloring the eastern sky in a glorious display of rose and gold when  Rak  walked  into  the  barracks,  looking  for  Jisten.  He  ignored  the dagger glares, muttered curses and insults of the palace guard and went straight into Jisten’s office. The captain was already  up  and  dressed  for the day, and he looked a lot better than he had last night.

Rak, by contrast, was wel aware that he looked like he’d visited the both the depths of night’s abyss and the hel-fires of the sun. He’d glanced in a mirror this morning, and knew that he was paler than usual, and there had been dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. If his hair were any longer it would be a tangled mess, but it wasn’t, so it just looked rumpled.

“S’Rak!” Jisten held out his hands, palm up. “Did Murson—?”

Rak shook his head. “Ix. We need to speak to your Mai’eras. I have wronged you, greatly.”

“What?” Jisten’s hands fel to his sides. “Did Jethain dismiss me? Have you come from his suite?”

“I have not seen Jethain yet today,” said Rak. He met Jisten’s gaze for a second before he looked down. “My Lord is displeased with me. We must speak with the dhelion.”

“Oh, no. Let’s ride to Valer Square, then.”

Rak was relieved that Jisten didn’t argue further. They rode in silence to the barrio. Zala had once again barred the way to Jughead’s stal and insisted  that  Jisten  ride  her.  Rak  had  brought  out  her  saddle  and hackamore without comment.

Jisten kept peeking at Rak as they rode, but Rak could see he was too unnerved  to  speak  first.  At  last,  Rak  took  pity  on  Jisten’s  worried expression.  “I  misused  my  powers,”  Rak  said  quietly.  “And  I  violated your free wil to do so.”

“I distinctly remember agreeing to it,” Jisten said. “I wasn’t about to let Jethain die any more than you were.”

“Zotien felt otherwise,” replied Rak, with a wince at the memory.

“He  disapproves  of  me,”  Jisten  said.  “Not  a  proper  Valer.  Not  a proper guard. Not a proper anything.”

“I got the impression that He liked you,” Rak countered. “I am the one He is angry with, not you. You do not need to fear Him.”

“Then I fear for  you,” Jisten said. He reached out a hand, palm up.

Rak touched Jisten’s hand with his. “I am sorry,” he whispered. “For the wrong I have done you.”

Jisten shook his head. He took back his hand when several pedestrians entered the street from an aley. “No wrong. I’l smooth things over with Jethain.”

“I hope things are that simple.”

The usual ensemble of dark-haired, light-eyed children in Valer Square dropped  their  games  to  watch  them.  Rak  looked  back  with  equal solemnity.  They  dismounted  in  silence,  turning  the  two  avtappi  loose  to hunt chickens.

Jisten led Rak to the now familiar door and scratched on it. Rak waited at Jisten’s side, hands tucked into his sash. The door seemed to open by itself, but they both knew to look down to see the opener. The wizened lady was much smaler than even Rak.

“Eh?  Who  wants  old  grandmother?”  The  lady  peered  at  them  with bright sea-green button eyes deep-set in wrinkles.

“It’s  Jisten,  Mai’eras.  I  brought  S’Rak  because  he  had  some questions.”

“Night’s blessing upon you and yours,” said Rak by way of greeting, “for this night, and every night to come.”

“Cheeky  high  priest!”  Asfalea  opened  the  door  and  shooed  them inside, then stumped into her living room. “Sit!”

Rak found a stool and sat on it, alowing his wings to relax from their tight-fisted fold that held them pressed to his back. The wingtips brushed the floor in this looser, more comfortable position.

“What questions for old grandmother?” Asfalea demanded. She sat in an  elaborately  carved  chair  with  a  new  embroidered  cushion,  like  a dowager queen on a wooden throne.

“The Ylion told me that Jisten and I are bonded,” said Rak quietly. “He used that bond to heal the prince. What do you know of this?”

“I  bonded  once,” Asfalea  said.  “Husband  chose  me.  Me! Amazing!

Wonderful! Love upon love!” Her bright eyes dimmed with memory.

“Tel me about the bond,” Rak urged. “How did it form? When? Why did I not know?”

“Form  when  Loftoni  choose.  See  Valer,  want  Valer,  choose  Valer.

Simple, see? Valer honored. Loftoni choose type. Friendship deeper than al other? Spouse?”

Rak’s brow furrowed. “I do not understand. Are  you  saying  that  the Valer  has  no  choice  in  the  matter? A  Loftoni  can  pick  one  out,  like  a buyer at a stock auction?” He managed a last second substitution of  stock for the word he’d originaly intended,  slave. 

“What stock? Sheep no honored! Goat no honored! Sily Loftoni, odd as Jisten! Maybe why choose, eh?” The old lady winked a bright button eye at Rak.

Rak  rubbed  his  aching  head,  messing  up  his  short  hair  even  further.

“This  is  not  a  joke,  dhelion.  I  violated  his  free  wil.  I  soul-bound  him?

That is a rape worse than any I have suffered.”

“Rape? What rape? Jisten?” Asfalea peered at Jisten, who raised his hands helplessly. “You feel okay in head?” Asfalea asked Rak gently, no hint of teasing.

Rak  just  shook  the  appendage  in  question.  “My  Lord  was  right,”  he moaned.

“Valer-Loftoni bond is deep bond. Deeper than brothers, deeper than friends, deeper than spouse. But slavers come. Loftoni retreat when Valer no  defeat.” Asfalea  reached  out  and  put  Rak’s  hand  in  Jisten’s.  “You choose! You pick Valer. Valer blessed. Jisten blessed. He do right thing.

He Despina’s boy. He good boy.”

Rak turned his gaze to Jisten. “I am so sorry. This is not fair to you.”

“It’s not,” Jisten said, stil grasping Rak’s hand. “I’m blessed.”

Rak looked down when Jisten agreed that it wasn’t fair. But he didn’t reclaim his hand.

“See? He good boy! You no want? Bond only permanent with sex. No sex, you dismiss Valer.”

Rak’s face was a study of consternation. He’d had sex with the man before either of them had any idea of what was going on. Zotien was right.

He had violated Jisten’s free wil, and the poor captain had been drugged, just to compound Rak’s guilt. Rak wondered that Zotien hadn’t already set the Outlaw Hunt on him in penalty for that rape.

“S’Rak, you regret this?” Jisten asked in a low tone.

“I regret the wrong I have done you,” said Rak. “I wil make amends, I swear.” He turned to the hearth and started a fire, caling on Ahzevo. As a Loftoni,  he  knew  the  prayers  to  petition  the  elemental  Lord  of  Fire.

Flames roared in the hearth, hotter than dragon’s fire.

Ask your question, petitioner,  hissed the fire.

Rak knew the rules for this. Ahzevo was not a patient being and He did not want to hear long winded explanations or justifications. If Rak didn’t state  his  desire  quickly,  Ahzevo  would  leave.  “I  ask  that  the  bond between  the  Valer,  Jisten,  and  myself  be  broken.  This  is  Zotien’s  wil also.”

Jisten  sat,  stunned,  on  the  couch.  Rak  could  sense  his  anguish,  but knew it was only the bond that forced him to feel this way. Once the bond was broken, Jisten would be free, no longer forced to care for Rak.

The fire flared and the heat forced Rak back a step.   Denied,  crackled the  flames.  Do  not  insult  Me.  The  bond  cannot  be  broken  once  it  is sealed with sex. 

“But my Lord—”

I will not break My laws for Zotien any more than He breaks His laws for Me. You didn’t  have  to have sex with the man! 

The flames blew themselves out, leaving Rak standing in the middle of a smoke-filed room. He stared at the cold embers. He took his pendant off and  stared  at  it  for  a  moment.  He  then  puled  his  ring  of  office  off  his finger. He turned and pressed both into Jisten’s  hand.  “Keep  them,”  he said flatly. “To remember me by. I pray that someday, you wil find it in you to forgive me, also.”

Jisten  slipped  the  pendant  over  his  neck  and  put  the  ring  on  his  little finger. “Signs of an outcast in Koilatha. I wil wear them, because I love you.”

Rak wondered if Jisten would stil profess love once the bond no longer clouded his mind. He doubted it. The man had been a thirty year old virgin before  he’d  swooped  in,  to  quote  Jethain,  and  raped  not  only  Jisten’s body, but his soul. “I regret my actions. If I had known it would bind you to me, I would never have seduced you.” He trudged out of smal cottage, back into the painfuly bright sunlight flooding Valer Square. He wondered if Zotien would agree to break the bond, or if Zotien even  could break the bond. Gods often had trouble undoing what another deity had done.

Asfalea stumped after Rak. When he opened the door, she stepped out ahead of Rak, using magic as before. Jisten belatedly caught up to them.

Asfalea  held  her  staff  in  front  of  her  and  then  turned  it  upside  down.

Shaking her head, she stepped aside to let Rak and Jisten through.



   



Al  the  Valers  whose  houses  faced  the  square  were  standing  in  their doorways. They looked at Jisten with a mixture of pity and sorrow. To a person, they turned their backs on him. Jisten’s step faltered, but then his stride lengthened and he was halfway across the square before Zala could intercept him.

“I’m sorry, girl. You need to go back with S’Rak. He doesn’t…he’s changed his mind. I’m sorry.”

Zala  shook  her  head,  mane  whipping  back  and  forth.  She  snorted imperiously at him and puled him towards her saddle.

“I do need a ride home, sweetheart. Thank you,” Jisten said humbly.

He mounted and stroked her silky neck, memorizing the color and feel of it.

Zala accelerated to a smooth canter, al the while flooding his mind with images  of  the  two  of  them  riding  together,  fighting  together,  camping together. She headed for the tavern without being asked. She knew what he needed better than he did.

Jisten’s spirits sank lower at the images of what he could never have.

“Good girl, fierce girl,” he repeated as he stroked her. In the span of one of Si’Yeni’s passages, from sunset to sunset, he had lost his people, his first and only love, and his captaincy. He brooded that it would have been worth  it  if  S’Rak  had  accepted  him,  consciously  chosen  him,  instead  of being duped into the bond, and fighting to break it.

   

Rak watched them go, his face expressionless. Without turning around, he told Asfalea,  “The  First  Law  has  been  violated.  Tonight,  al  shal  be  set right.” He stroked Vyld’s long face before mounting and heading back to the palace.

Rak detoured through the markets, stopping at a merchant with bins of second-hand  clothes.  He  rummaged  through  the  piles.  He  finaly  found what he was looking for towards the bottom of the last bin. White was not a common color for clothing, due to the association with Pehroz. Even the Valers avoided it, preferring to use honey golden  brown  to  contrast  the black wool of their weavings.

The material was thin and rough. It might have been funeral clothing for a poor man, but it wasn’t too big, so perhaps a teen had died. There were stains,  but  they  were  minor  and  faint,  and  the  clothes  had  at  least  been laundered before being offered for sale.




Chapter Thirteen: Jisten the Crazy

Jisten figured that he would be safe in the tavern. He figured that no one would be there just a couple hours after dawn. No one would bother him because everyone would be busy at their duties. But he’d forgotten that it was Sed and Kal’s rare day off, and they’d even told him they planned to spend the day at the tavern. It also didn’t occur to him that many of the night  guards  stopped  by  for  their  dinner  and  an  ale  to  help  them  sleep during the day.

Sedrael saw Jisten’s hangdog expression the moment he walked inside and caled out, “Cap’n, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,”  Jisten  said.  He  tried  to  assume  his  stony  face,  but  didn’t have  enough  heart  to  pul  it  off.  He  yanked  at  his  braid  and  viciously puled it to pieces. Rak’s nightstone clattered to the ground.

“Nothin’, huh?” Sed guided Jisten into their group, sat him down, and got him an ale. “Tel us ‘bout this nothin’.”

“What happened with S’Rak?” asked Kal. “Saw you leaving with him earlier.”

Jisten accepted the ale and downed an impressive amount in one pul.

“My  nickname  is  back!”  He  waved  the  mug  around.  “Next  round’s  on me!”

“Back?” asked Orste. “Where did it go?”

“Short vacation,” Jisten said before downing the rest of the mug. “Back to stay.”

Kal scowled. “S’Rak left you?”

Jisten  waved  impatiently  at  the  barman  and  nearly  snatched  the  mug from his hand. After downing half of it he said, “Yep. Had enough! Never wants me again! I’m done!”

“I  wonder  if  he’l  want  Sed  to  help  him  again.”  Kal’s  expression alternated between anger and anxiety.

“I’ve  half  a  mind  to  teach  that  dark  bastard  some  more  manners,”

Largo said.

“Don’t  touch  him,”  Jisten  growled,  then  modulated  his  tone.  “Could dice al of ya into pieces. And if I was up against Sed, I was a loser ‘fore I started. To Sed!” Jisten waved his mug.

Sed caught Jisten’s arm. “Easy there, Cap’n. Weren’t no competition.”

He refiled Jisten’s mug. “S’Rak’s wrong ta reject ya. Yer a good man.”

“Consider the source,” said Largo. “To be rejected by a priest of the evil Lord of Night is something of a compliment.”

“Not  evil,”  Jisten  muttered,  “Just  has  good  taste.”  He  downed  more ale. “Wel, I can die in battle now, right?”

Largo looked at Jisten carefuly. “You have feelings for the dark one?

Everyone knows he was just using you. We al sent Kordri to warn you not to mistake lust for love.”

“Largo,  beggin’  yer  pardon,  but  shut  up,”   said  Sedrael.  He  kept Jisten’s mug ful.

“Ah, who cares,” Jisten said. He noticed that his mug never seemed to empty.  “Never  belonged  nowhere  anyway.  Not  a  proper  Valer,  not  a proper Koilathan, not a proper nothin’.”

“You’re a right proper captain,” Kal said, trying to sound upbeat. “And if you want this dark priest…” he glanced around for support, “none of us wil touch him.”

Murmurs of agreement filed the air.

“Naw, I don’ wanna be leftovers, only thing for a desperate man. Gotta have  some  pride.”  Jisten  drained  the  mug,  set  it  down  and  watched  it suspiciously for the magical refiling.

Orste  made  an  exasperated  noise,  drawing  Jisten’s  gaze.  “Let  me knock some sense into the man.”

Sed refiled the mug when Jisten looked at Orste.

“Don’ touch ‘im!” Jisten warned. “No blamin’ th’ man for good taste.

An’ he can wipe th’ floor wit’ ya.”

“If  he  had  any  taste  at  al,”  sniffed  Kal,  “He  wouldn’t  have  rejected you.”

“I hurt ‘im,” Jisten turned into a mournful drunk. This time he polished off the mug before setting it down. “Hurt ‘im bad. He shoulda just kiled me. More dignified.”

“Don’ believe that,” said Sed as he refiled the mug. “Ya would’na hurt anyone ya cared about.”

Jisten’s hand wavered as it lifted the mug. “Telin’ tha truth! Made ‘im bleed. Ask Forael. He knows.”

“Let’s get ya inna bed,” Sed said a little more loudly.

“We’l take him back with us,” said Orste. “Enjoy yer off-day.”

“Alone!”  Jisten  caled  out  as  he  was  hauled  to  his  feet  by  Orste.

“Alone,  alone,  alone  in  bed.  F’rev’r!”  He  sang  the  words  to  a  drinking ditty.

Largo took Jisten’s other side and they walked him out of the tavern and back to his bed.



   



Rak  was  washing  Vyld  in  the  stable  yard  when  Orste  and  Largo marched by with the drunk, singing Jisten. Rak melded into a shadow to watch them pass. Largo scowled at Rak, clearly not fooled by the priest’s attempt at oneness with the shadow. It was a very angry scowl.


   


Jisten  awoke  with  the  pounding  head,  dry  mouth,  and  the  total  body fatigue of a hangover. The first order of business was a cal of nature. This was folowed by a dunking of his head under a stream of cold water, and then  a  long  drink  of  more  water.  Once  he  was  feeling  human  again,  he checked  the  clock.  Good,  he  hadn’t  overslept.  He  was  stil  wearing  his uniform, so he merely straightened it and made his way towards the king’s study and the meeting scheduled for this afternoon. He was glad that his men  hadn’t  taken  the  liberty  of  undressing  him.  They  knew  him  wel enough to not try.

“Pretty boy looks upset,” Thaxor commented loudly. “Sex slave musta turned him down.”

“He refused to learn how to handle the sex slave,” Velpaer said. “He was doomed.”

Jisten  stopped  and  pointed  at  them.  “Thaxor,  sparring  with  me.  Pot steel. Sale. Now. Or be caled a eunuch forever. Velpaer, you, I’l kil.”

Jisten  resumed  his  furious  stride,  not  waiting  to  see  if  his  chalenge  was accepted. He passed Kordri, whose hands were ful of reports.

“Take  my  place  at  the  meeting,”  Jisten  ordered,  never  slowing  a  jot.

Kordri turned to watch his captain a moment, then changed direction and headed toward the king’s study. After a brief, furious discussion, Velpaer folowed Kordri towards the study.

Jisten  had  stripped  off  his  jacket  and  was  waiting  impatiently  by  the time Thaxor made it to the sale. Sedrael and Kal, who had returned to the palace to check on their captain, were on their heels. There was no sign of Hyal. Jisten picked up the pot steel sparring swords, meant to be used with armor. He tossed one to Thaxor. Sed made a noise of protest and Kal gasped.

“Let’s go, Thaxor,” Jisten ordered. He stalked to the middle of the ring and waited.

Thaxor  entered  the  ring  and  Sedrael  whispered  to  Kal,  “The  prince.

Kordri if you can’t reach him.” The slender archer dashed out and Sed took position to supervise.

“Begin,” Jisten said. The last sylable hadn’t left his mouth when Thaxor struck. Jisten parried. The pot steel sent reverberating clangs through the sale.  Jisten  thrust  and  Thaxor  slapped  down  the  practice  blade.  Jisten started  to  pul  back  when  Thaxor’s  fist  struck.  Jisten  turned  his  face  so that the blow missed his nose, but would leave an impressive bruise on his cheek.

“Hey!” Sedrael shouted.

“Leave it,” Jisten ordered and backed up a step. “Begi—”

An overhand swing suddenly turned into a side swipe that Jisten barely parried.  Thaxor  kicked  Jisten’s  shin  and  when  the  captain  bent,  Thaxor kneed him in the stomach.

“No!” Sedrael took a step over the ring marker.

“I  said  leave  it,  sergeant.”  Jisten  once  again  backed  away.  He straightened and waited.



   


Jethain nodded briefly to the two guards at the study door and entered.

Kordri was standing near the king and Virien had his newest thug lounging behind him. Jethain said, “Father, I don’t think  it’s  appropriate  to  alow uncle’s hired thugs in our meetings.”

“The Chancelor is entitled to an assistant,” said Owain without looking up from his plate ful of delicate iced pastries. “Do try to trust your uncle, he has the kingdom’s best interests at heart, just as I do.”

Virien smiled in the way that had put Jethain on his guard since he was a child.

“Lieutenant Kordri, where’s Captain Jisten?” Jethain ignored his uncle.

Virien’s smile settled into smug lines and Jethain’s heart quickened.

“I don’t know, my prince. He ordered me to this meeting and walked off.”

“Jethain,  must  you  have  your  Valer  dog  at  your  heels,  or  can  we proceed?” Virien sounded bored.

Jethain hoped the sound of his grinding teeth wasn’t audible. “Yes, of course.”

Kal dashed into the king’s study, his gaze sweeping the assembled men before focusing on Jethain. “Prince Jethain, please come with me, sir,” Kal said.

“Yes…Kal, isn’t it?” Jethain walked over. “What’s wrong?”

“Sergeant Sedrael sent me for you. Captain Jisten—”

“Tel me as we walk,” Jethain said and ushered the archer out. Now he knew why his uncle had been smiling.

Jethain‘s pace quickened as the sounds of clashing pot steel grew more frequent  and  louder.  At  Sedrael’s  shout,  Jethain  broke  into  a  run  and threw open the sale door. He saw the practice sword’s arc, Sed’s lunge at  Thaxor,  and  the  angle  of  the  deadly  swing  at  Jisten’s  neck  altering slightly. In seeming slow motion, he saw the spray of blood and watched Jisten clap his hand to his throat and fal. Sed pummeled Thaxor over and over, until the man stopped moving.

Jethain sidestepped the pair to reach his falen captain. He dropped to his knees and reached for the wounded man. “Jisten, I order you to not leave me. Do you hear me? I’l charge you with dereliction of duty!”

“It’s  not  mortal,  Jethain,”  Jisten  said.  He  gingerly  removed  his  hand.

Blood gushed, but not with the force of a severed artery.

Jethain  pressed  a  clean  square  of  linen  to  the  wound  then  shoved Jisten’s hand back in place. “What kind of a moron are you? What idiot spars with pot steel without armor? And with a brutal thug like that one?”

“I needed a new nickname,” Jisten said morosely. “Jisten the Idiot? It has a certain ring. I was thinking of Jisten the Gulible, personaly.”

“What? Let’s get you to the Sun Temple and healed, and then I’l give you a whole string of new nicknames!” Jethain stood and helped Jisten to his  feet.  Jethain  wanted  to  stalk  to  the  carriage  stand,  but  Jisten’s  steps first slowed, then became stumbles.

“Up ya go.” Sedrael hoisted Jisten into his arms.

The  captain  mumbled  a  protest,  but  the  sergeant  strode  resolutely  to the waiting carriage. The driver hastily opened the door and Sed climbed in with his burden. Jethain folowed after teling the driver to make his best speed to the Sun Temple.

“What was that idiot thinking? If he wasn’t dying, I’d kil him!” Jethain fumed  as  he  clamped  additional  pressure  to  the  captain’s  neck.  The handkerchief was now thoroughly soaked with blood. Jethain hoped that it would clot off, but the carriage kept jarring the wound.

“Yer  Highness,”  said  Sedrael,  tone  pained.  He  placed  blood  amulets on the prince and captain. “S’Rak left ‘im this mornin’. Don’ wanna see ‘im no more.”




Chapter Fourteen: At the Sun Temple

As  they  puled  up  before  the  Sun  Temple,  Sedrael  glanced  out  the carriage  window  and  saw  Berly,  a  very  junior  sun  priest,  bolt  into  the temple.  Avontos  bustled  up  to  the  entrance  before  the  carriage  door opened.  He  stood  to  one  side  of  the  door  like  he  was  supposed  to  be there. Sed opened the door.

“What can we do for you?” Avontos asked earnestly, as if he couldn’t see that Jisten was half-covered in blood.

Jethain said, “We need the Ylion, now.”

“Oh, he’s sick, real sick,” Berly said, coming back outside.  “We’re in charge!” He puffed out his chest.

“You?  Surely  you  jest!”  Jethain’s  impatience  colored  his  voice.  “Get me the senior in charge,  now!” 

Avontos roled his eyes and said, “We are in charge of the healing clinic today. Please folow me.”

“Senior priest Murson is on duty,” Berly said, then he dashed off again.

Sed  thought  Jethain’s  stubbornness  was  one  of  his  most  endearing traits. Jethain puled Jisten into the nave of the temple, shouting, “I need a healer here!”

Murson stalked out, expression ful of righteous anger. “Stop belowing in these sacred hals!” Nithios folowed at his heels looking like a whipped puppy.

The group hustled down to the infirmary. Sed visualy swept the room before he moved aside for the prince to enter. The long narrow room was ful of beds, but empty of people.

“Prepare the patient,” Murson snapped. “What in the name of the sun happened?”

“A training accident,” said the prince. “Pot steel, but stil…”

Sedrael  turned  to  Jisten.  First  he  unbuttoned  the  uniform  shirt,  then eased the fabric off the man’s broad shoulders. Once he had the shirt off, he helped the the captain lie back on a cot.

“Training? With pot steel? Moron deserves to die,” Murson said. “And if it was a duel, then he’s supposed to die.”

“He’s not alowed to die and it was not a duel. There were witnesses.

It was training,” said Jethain.

Sedrael  set  Jisten’s  shirt  on  the  shelf  intended  for  personal  items  and stood back, positioning himself to guard both his captain and his prince.

He didn’t trust Murson any further than he could throw the man.

Nithios  unfastened  Jisten’s  pants  and  shorts  with  inhuman  speed  and yanked both down. He stared at the bared groin.

Jethain  hauled  Nithios  away  from  the  captain.  “And  this  miserable excuse for a junior priest is not to touch him for any reason.”

“Hey! I have training!” Nithios said, jerking himself free of the prince’s grasp.

“Seems  the  Valer  dog  of  the  prince  is  alowed  special  treatment,”

Murson said and pushed aside the two acolytes staring at Jisten.

“That’s right,” snapped Jethain.

Murson reached out and tried to pul away the blood soaked rag. He snatched his hand back with a scream of pain. “Get those evil  things  off him!”

Sedrael  stepped  forward,  hand  on  his  sword,  as  the  two  acolytes franticaly searched for the source of the problem. He pointedly covered Jisten’s lower half with the light blanket.

Avontos  grabbed  Jisten’s  hand,  puling  it  away  from  the  wound.  He yanked  off  the  nightstone  ring  and  howled  in  pain.  He  threw  the  ring across the room.

Nithios grabbed the pendant and puled, snapping the fine chain. The chain  cut  across  Jisten’s  wound  and  the  blood  spurted,  now  arterial.

Nithios shrieked and danced around, clutching his burned hand just like Avontos  was  doing,  but  was  too  stupid  to  drop  the  pendant  that  was burning him.

“Heal  him!”  Jethain  belowed.  He  grabbed  Murson  and  shoved  the man’s face at the spurting artery like he was rubbing a puppy’s nose in a puddle.

“Gah!” Murson spat out blood. He put one hand on Jisten’s neck just to  keep  the  blood  out  of  his  face.  The  other  hand  landed  on  the  man’s groin.

“Now heal him, or I swear you’ll follow him to the fires!”  Jethain roared.

Murson muttered and a purulent yelow glow emanated from his hands.

Jisten awoke and started screaming from pain.

“You  cal  yourself  a  sun  priest?”  Jethain  whirled  on  Nithios.  “You!

Nitwit! Go! Get Dethrian now! Or you’l be a long time dying!”

Nithios raced out, stil shrieking in pain. Sedrael wondered if he’d ever come  back,  but  surprisingly,  the  young  priest  wasn’t  gone  long. A  few minutes  passed,  no  more,  before  Nithios  came  back,  but  with  Photas instead of Dethrian. The thin man blinked his bespectacled eyes, and his apple bobbed in his skinny neck, too smal for his priest’s colar.

“Get out of here,” Murson snarled at Photas.

“Photas,  thank  the  light!”  exclaimed  Jethain.  “Please,  my  captain  is dying! Help him!”

“Oh,  dear,”  Photas  said.  He  skirted  around  Murson  to  Jisten’s  other side.  Jethain  grabbed  Murson  by  the  man’s  golden  robes  and  flung  him across  the  room.  Sedrael  drew  his  sword  and  placed  himself  between Jisten  and  Murson  to  make  sure  the  man  stayed  back.  That  much,  he could do. Murson stomped out of the infirmary and everyone sighed with relief.

“How  did  he  survive  this  long  with  his  neck  artery  cut?”  Photas murmured and placed his hands on Jisten’s neck. He began to chant, and the golden light that they had seen Forael cal came sparkling down onto Jisten, who colapsed onto the bed.

Sedrael sheathed his sword while Photas worked, and now he circled around the cot. The blanket had slipped down from al the ruckus. Sed puled  Jisten’s  shorts  back  up.  He  could  feel  himself  blushing,  for  the captain  was  extrememly  wel-endowed.  He  suddenly  envied  the  dark priest, then remembered that the dark one had dumped the captain.  Idiot. 

Murson  stomped  back  in  with  a  troop  of  sun  guards  trotting  behind him. Sedrael straightened up, his hand faling to the hilt of his sword, but Jethain  shook  his  head  and  motioned  for  him  to  stand  down.  Murson looked murder at Jethain. “Get out of my temple! You are  banished!” 

The sun guards grabbed Jethain and hustled him out of there. Sedrael understood  why  Jethain  had  signaled  as  he  had.  Jethain  wanted  him  to remain with Jisten. He approved of this plan.  Someone had to guard the captain, after al.

Photas  removed  his  hands  and  patted  around  Jisten’s  neck.  Then  he felt his pulse. “Oh dear, his heartbeat is so rapid. Blood loss cannot be healed,” he was saying as Jethain was escorted out.

Sedrael  dragged  a  stool  over  and  plopped  down.  “Needs  rest?”  He glowered  at  the  acolytes,  daring  them  to  remove  him.  Avontos  and Nithios folowed Murson when the senior sun priest stomped back out.

“Rest,  and  broth.  Lots  of  broth.  Beef  broth,  and  perhaps  spinach.  I need  to  consult  my  herbarie  for  fortifiers…”  Photas  walked  out,  stil talking to himself about which herbs might help restore Jisten’s lost blood.

“Sed,”  Jisten’s  whisper  was  dry  sand.  “Do  you  see  my  ring  and pendant?”

Sed looked around methodicaly. “No, sir. Don’ see ‘em nowhere.” He remembered  them,  and  the  antics  of  the  acolytes,  but  had  lost  track  of them in the wake of Photas’ healing and Jethain’s removal.

“They were precious to me, now gone. Like S’Rak,” Jisten’s cracked voice said. “Where is Jethain?” He tried to sit up and lost what little color he had, swaying alarmingly.

Sed leapt up and eased Jisten back down. “Got inna fight with Murson an’ th’ sun guard kicked him out.” Sedrael grinned at the memory. “Sure he’l be back.”

Jisten gave Sed a wry smile. “I remember him yeling.”

“Oh, t’was a sight. Real fula royal rage.”

   

Rak  laboriously  wrote,  brow  furrowed  in  concentration  as  he  set  each carefuly constructed glyph to paper.

The door banged against the wal as Jethain flung it open and strode in.

“So  are  you  breaking  the  bond  by  killing  Jisten?  Because  that’s  what he’s planned!”

Rak’s pen skittered across the page, marring the glyphs. “What?” He looked  up  at  his  brother,  quashing  his  momentary  surge  of  annoynace.

“Ix, that is not the plan at al. I am the one who has to die.”

“Wel, don’t bother! Jisten’s in the Sun Temple with a partialy severed neck! He picked a fight with the biggest thug in Karpos City because of what you did to him!”

“I am sorry to hear that. Wil he be okay?” Rak’s worry for Jisten was real, and he hoped that Jethain could see that.

“Photas  is  working  on  him.  The  sun  guard—uh—escorted  me  out,”

Jethain muttered.

“Who  injured  him?”  Rak  got  to  his  feet.  “There  is  nothing  I  can  do about  the  wrong  I  have  done  Jisten,  but  I  can  punish  the  thug  who  laid hands on him.”

“Wel, since you’re wiling to die,” Jethain’s voice held disbelief, “It’s Virien’s personal guard, Thaxor.”

“I  wil  die,  brother.  So  I  might  as  wel  take  him  out  first.  I  warned Thaxor in your quarters. I see that he has not learned.” Rak started for the door.

“You’re serious about the dying bit? Araken!” Jethain caught up to him.

Rak looked up at Jethain. He looked up at pretty much everyone and was used to this. “I have violated the First Law. The penalty for that is death. Tonight, I die.”

“But you’re a high priest! And Jisten wants you! So much that he tried to kil himself because you rejected him! I don’t see how that violates any free  wil.  Here,  come  with  me  to  see  him  in  the  Sun  Temple.  Maybe Photas wil let you in, since I’m, uhm, on temporary banishment.”

“My  Lord  gave  me  a  day  to  set  the  violation  of  his  Law  to  rights.  I failed, the bond cannot be broken. The existence of the bond, unwilingly thrust upon Jisten, and the manner of the sealing of the bond, is a crime of the  most  serious  magnitude.  Can  you  not  see  that?  Jisten  wants  me because the bond forces him to want me. He did not choose the bond  or me.”

“Al I  see is my friend hurting because you rejected him, and you dying for some dumb law that doesn’t even apply!”

“Rejected him!” Rak glared up at Jethain. “I love him. I only tried to break the bond to give him the choice, and that on the orders of my  God.

I seduced a drugged man. How is that  not rape? And in so doing, I raped his soul as wel, bonding him to me through no choice of his own. Zotien was  right  to  insist  I  give  Jisten  his  freedom.  I  am  only  amazed  that  He waited this long!”

“There wasn’t a bond when Jisten chose to sleep with you. Araken, the man has dodged sexual advances his entire adult life! You think no one has ever drugged him before and tried to take advantage of him? I’ve lost count  of  the  men  and  women  over  the  past  fifteen  years!!  Trust  me,  he knows. If he agreed, even under morphea, he stil  chose it. I only said that because I was angry and hurt. Let’s go talk to him.”

Rak hesitated, head cocked as he considered Jethain’s words. “But I realy want to pound Thaxor into the ground. Can I beat him first?”

“Can  I  watch?  And  on  the  way,  I’l  tel  you  al  about  the  drugging episodes.  And  I’ve  lost  count  of  the  times  drunkenness  was  used  on Jisten. I tel you, the man’s a statue when it comes to sex. Or used to be. I think there was wilingness, Araken. Let Jisten appeal this death sentence.

He should have the right to do so.”

“Very wel,” said Rak. “Where is Thaxor?” He was spoiling for a good fight.

Rak  was  battered  but  much  happier  as  he  walked  towards  the  Sun Temple  doors.  Thaxor  would  live,  but  had  broken  bones  that  needed setting now. Rak doubted Thaxor would be able to have them healed as completely as the sword wound Sed had given him the day before.

Although Jethain and Rak were alowed inside the large temple doors, they hadn’t gone two feet before Murson appeared before them.

“You  have  been  banished,  Prince  Jethain,”  Murson  sniffed.  “And demons are  never welcome.”

Rak refused to meet Murson’s gaze. If the man locked eyes with him, he knew he’d be undone. The kironi magic was already twisting around his slave fires and urging him to fling himself at this man and beg for sex.

“I want to see the Ylion!” Jethain demanded.

“Your  hysterics  over  the  Valer  trash  had  you  ejected,”  Murson  said.

“Many  good  priests  have  labored  to  heal  him  and  his  wretched complications.”

“What complications!?” Jethain shouted. Murson brandished his staff at him and Jethain held his head.

Rak took a deep breath and turned aside. He wanted to escape before the chaos priest used his control to humiliate him. He also could not risk starting a war between Auranz and Zotien. He  was  already  in  disgrace, and  to  risk  it  over  an  attempt  to  see  the  very  man  he’d  wronged?  He doubted  Zotien  would  support  him  at  al.  He  touched  Jethain’s  arm.  “I must prepare a few things before tonight. If you can get through, tel Jisten I love him.”

“He  won’t  get  through.  And  you  aren’t  going  anywhere.  Strip  and kneel, slave,” Murson said in his usual imperious tone.

Rak’s glare stabbed out at the sun priest, but his hands complied.

“Just  who  are  you  talking  to?”  Jethain  asked.  Then  he  saw  Rak.

“Araken? What?”

Rak hissed at Murson, “Death wil be a mercy when I am done with you.”

“I was about to say the same thing to you,” Murson said coldly.

“Araken! Stop! Murson, explain yourself!”

Murson turned that frigid gaze on Jethain. “I do not explain myself to secular powers, much less mules destined for an ignoble death.”

Jethain drew himself up. “Let my brother go. Ylion Forael wil not take kindly  to  you  treating  anyone  this  way,  much  less  his  dark  counterpart.

And you are not his equal, in power, or honor, or even basic decency.”

Rak got his tunic off and threw it at Murson’s face with a practiced flip of his wrist. The black silk landed perfectly over Murson’s head, blinding him.

Jethain  tackled  Murson,  pushing  the  sun  priest  to  the  floor.  “Go, Araken! Check on Jisten! Tel Forael!”

Rak  sprinted  forward  when  Jethain’s  tackle  broke  Murson’s concentration, but he hadn’t gotten far when he heard Jethain’s scream as Murson blasted the prince. Rak skidded to a halt, drew his short swords, and sprinted back. Duty before love. He couldn’t risk harm to the prince.

Murson had stripped the cloth from his face. “Kneel, slave!” Rak hit his knees,  swords  stil  in  hands.  Murson  ignored  the  prince’s  unconscious form. “Folow me into my quarters. I need to replenish my power.”

Rak was blinkingly rapidly to clear the spots in his vision, but managed to  folow  Murson.  He  prayed  that  Murson  would  choke  on  a  bolus  of dark power and explode. He played this fantasy out in his head.

Murson left him with a layer of fresh bruises and welts over the older ones, and once again, forbade Rak to heal himself.




Chapter Fifteen: Preparation

Rak filed the bath with steaming water and added fragrant oils to it. He rinsed his body with cold water before kneeling beside the tub. He dipped a  long-handled  brush  into  a  bowl  of  purest  castile  soap  and  scrubbed himself. His stroke was firm and unforgiving, nor did he spare any inch of his flesh, and it wasn’t until his skin was raw and ready to bleed that he stopped. He rinsed himself with cold water again, to remove the last of the soap, before he stepped into the tub.

He knelt in the scented water and used his hands as scoops to pour the water over his head and shoulders. He continued until the water was cool and the oils had penetrated into his skin. He stepped out of the tub and walked, dripping wet and naked, through the bathroom, the bedroom, the parlor, and into the chapel. He knelt before the altar and began to pray.

A lump under his hand irritated, and he glanced down, turning his hand over to reveal his ring. Jisten must have thrown it away, completing Rak’s rejection. Rak turned over his other hand and looked at his pendant. He alowed his tears to flow as he kissed the pendant before putting it back around  his  neck.  The  ring  he  kissed  also,  but  he  placed  it  on  the  altar itself, for he no longer deserved to wear it.

When he finished his prayers, he dressed in the thin white shirt and the white drawstring pants. He wore no wrap, no shoes, nothing but the thin layer  of  white,  sacrificial  cloth.  It  was  time.  He  bowed  to  the  altar  and backed out of the chapel.



   


Sed‘s mouth gaped open as a rosy glow filed the room.  “Mamma,” he whispered, and stared in reverent awe. His mother appeared to stand before him. 

“Sed, my best,” she said, using his favorite nickname. “You have to  help  the  captain  to  the  Valer  Square.  Can  you  do  that  for Mamma?” 

“See ta it or die tryin’,” Sedrael promised. 

“Sed, my best, know that I will always love you,” said his mother as she stroked his hair. 

Sedrael thought he’d never been so happy in his life. “Thank ya, mamma, love ya…an’ so sorry about…” he trailed off, remembering how  his  father  had  shouted  him  off  the  family  farm  for  being  a pervert. 

“Your father loves you, too,” she said. “In his own way. He still grieves.” 

Sedrael  scrubbed  his  eyes.  He  wouldn’t  cry.  He  had  sworn  off tears. 

She  smiled  brilliantly.  “Your  mother  and  your  absence  show  him his love for his eldest son. Visit us one day and you will see. You will see.” 

“Think  onnit,  mamma,”  Sed  promised.  It  had  been  years  since he’d been home. 

“You  do  that.  Now,  help  the  captain.  He  must  make  it  to  Valer Square. And soon.” 

“My word, mamma.” 



   


Jisten  drowsed,  unwiling  to  succumb  fuly  to  sleep.  After  his  recent experiences, he no longer trusted the sun priests. Only the solid, lurking presence of Sedrael alowed him to close his eyes at al.

“My  Valer.”  The  voice  was  kind  and  evoked  memories  of childhood happiness.  Jisten’s eyes flew fuly open and he saw the room bathed in the colors of a sunset.  The voice continued,   “You must go to the  Valer  Square.  A  terrible  injustice  is  about  to  occur.  You  must work on the mortal plane, while I work on the heavenly.” 

Jisten sat up and his head swam.

“Ah, blood loss, so hard to correct in you mortals, for it requires new creation of substance. And new creation requires both Houses,” 

Si’Yeni said, and appeared as a woman robed in swaths of cloth ranging from pink to deepest lavender. “Stil, I wil compensate, at least for a little while.” Her rosy fingers extended and touched Jisten’s chest. Jisten felt his heart beat faster, his hands and toes grow cold, as the blood was taken from them, but his head cleared. “Your avtappi and her sister are waiting for you. Lovely beasts.”

Sedrael  got  an  arm  around  Jisten.  “C’mon  Cap’n,  we’ve  marchin’

orders. Off ta Valer square fer you n’ me.”

“Sed, do you mind riding an avtappi?”

“Should be so lucky,” Sed told him.

“We’l see,” Jisten said. He concentrated on the image of both Zala and Vrema  meeting  them  at  the  Sun  Temple  doors  and  discovered,  from Zala’s  return  images,  that  they  were  already  there.  Zala’s  stream  of images, while faint, was clear. She told him that the two avtappi had been delighted  to  answer  Si’Yeni’s  cal.  To  amuse  themselves  while  they waited, Zala was chasing the junior sun priests around the plaza, trying to lick  them,  while  Vrema  skilfuly  blocked  their  attempts  at  scampering back into the temple. Berly’s attempts at avoiding Zala were half-hearted at best and his hair stuck up on one side from her slobber.

“Zala, Vrema,” Jisten greeted them as he exited the temple, stil leaning on Sed. “Having fun?”

Vrema  squealed,  kicking  up  her  heels  in  what  appeared  to  be  sheer joy. Zala rushed up to Jisten and licked the side of his face. Jisten had a feeling that his own stray hairs there now stuck straight up, too. “Vrema,”

he  caled.  “I  have  a  favor  to  ask.  Can  you  give  Sed  a  ride  to  Valer Square?”

Sedrael’s  gaze  on  Vrema  was  simply  admiring.  “She’s  blue!  Pretty!”

Vrema flicked an ear. She sidled up to Sed, snorting with urgency.

“Introduce yourself,” Jisten said. “And ask nicely.”

Sedrael  did  so,  and  he’d  developed  a  huge  grin  by  the  time  he  was sitting in her saddle.

“Let’s go.” Jisten mounted Zala, then started to slide off the other side of her saddle, seeing stars.

Sedrael caught Jisten. “Maybe we should ride double?” Zala rammed up against Vrema and the two lock-stepped. “Wow,” Sed said, watching the hooves. “This’s amazin’! I gotta get me one’a these!”

As they rode, Jisten started to feel a little better, but he also felt a bone-deep ache. “We need to hurry. Hold onto Vrema with one hand and me with the other. The avtappi are about to take off.”

The two avtappi moved into a canter, then a galop. They accelerated smoothly to keep Jisten from faling off. They made excelent time because people avoided the fanged, unnaturaly lock-stepped, beasts.

   

The  sun  was  nearly  touching  the  western  horizon  when  Rak  rode  into Valer Square. Asfalea stumped out of her house, pounding the flagstones with her staff with each step. She frowned at Rak, but stood her ground in the  center  of  the  Valer  Square.  The  dark  spread  of  bruises  was  plainly visible  on  Rak’s  pale  skin,  some  even  showing  through  the  thin  white tunic, alongside the maroon stains of dried blood.

Al the Valers from the barrio assembled, grouped by families. Fathers, mothers, children al clung to each other. Where was the disgraced Valer?

Why was the high priest garbed so? Shouldn’t he be in his best robes and the Valer in death white garments? Who had beaten him? Whatever the high  priest  of  Zotien  planned  to  do, Asfalea  planned  on  teling  Si’Yeni instantly.



   


Rak slid off Vyld’s bare back once they were in the center of the open space.  Vyld’s  coat  had  been  brushed  until  it  shone  with  blue  highlights, and  pure  white  ribbons  had  been  braided  into  his  mane  and  tail.  Rak stroked Vyld’s long muzzle as he murmured, “You have been a true friend these many years, and a better steed surely does not exist. But one last favor must I ask of you, old boy. Watch over my brother Jethain for me.”

Vyld’s ears went back. He didn’t want to stay in this wetly green land, far  from  herd  and  home.  He  didn’t  want  to  serve  the  prince—the  man wasn’t  one  of  Zotien’s  people.  He  wanted  to  stay  with  Rak,  and  he flooded Rak’s mind with images of the two of them together.

Rak  scratched  under  Vyld’s  chin  as  he  replied,  “I  wish  I  could  stay with you, but I must pay for my mistakes. I release you, old friend. If you wil not watch over my brother, go home.”

Vyld screamed in anguish and tore at the ground with his sharp, cloven hooves. He shoved Rak with his nose, demanding attention, demanding to stay. Rak shook his head and turned his back on Vyld.

You  cannot  dismiss  me   so  easily,   said  Scorth.  The  black  dragon landed  in  the  square  and  looked  at  the  watching  Valers  with  blazing yelow eyes.

Rak turned to the dragon. “I can petition Ahzevo to release you from the bond. You should not have to pay for my error.”

Don’t  waste  your  time.  I  will  refuse  that  release  before  Ahzevo even  gets  around  to  laughing  at  you.  I  would  rather  die  with  you than live forever alone.   And Vyld feels the same way. 

“Fools, the pair of you,” said Rak. He stroked the fanged equine head that was hovering over his shoulder. “Very wel, I wil stop trying to make you two leave. Silence now, please. The sun is setting.”




Chapter Sixteen: Sacrifice

Tåtråra Ligo, Traåspo Fångari

4th day, 1st week, Traespo’s moon

Rak turned to the west and watched the sun descend. Scorth and Vyld stood at his sides. The old priestess chanted her sunset hymns, her people stock stil in mute concern. When only a few fingers of the disk remained, Rak turned to the east and began his chant, welcoming the coming night for the last time. Night had falen by the time his song was done, but the glow in the west had not departed, and in fact, had grown brighter. Rak assumed Si’Yeni had remained to watch his sentence be carried out.

He spoke aloud, in a voice that carried, “The First Law of the Lord of Night  states  that,  Free  will  being  sacred,  no  man  nor  woman  nor intelligent creature shall be bound unwilling.  The servants of the Storm Lord are sworn to obey and uphold His Laws. The penalty for a violation of the Laws is death. Therefore I cal unto You, my Lord Zotien, and beg You to carry out the sentence I have earned.”

   

The lingering sunset watched as Zala and Vrema pushed through the ranks of  the  Valer  crowd  with  ease,  the  assembled  crowd  parting  for  them immediately. Si’Yeni was pleased that Jisten had made  it  here,  but  time was short, and to that end, She lent him additional strength. Al the faces of  Her  Valers  were  grim,  eyes  solemn,  down  to  the  youngest  of  the toddlers.  Sed  dismounted  inside  the  crowd  and  stayed  to  watch unobtrusively.

“S’Rak! S’Rak!” Jisten caled, seeking his mate. Si’Yeni cleared a path for  him  directly  to  the  condemned  Loftoni.  Si’Yeni  extended  Herself, shamelessly eavesdropping on Rak’s thoughts as wel as Jisten’s.

Rak heard Jisten caling him and wondered if he was dreaming. Jisten lay dying in the Sun Temple, also his fault. Jisten made it through the last of  the  Valers,  tumbled  out  of  Zala’s  saddle,  and  held  out  his  ice  cold, blue-fingered  hands.  “S’Rak,  what  is  going  on?  Si’Yeni,  She  appeared, said a terrible injustice was about to occur!”

Rak  spared  a  glance  for  Jisten,  his  expression  one  of  deep  pain.  “I violated the First Law when I seduced you and bound you to me. I am sorry.”

Jisten  twined  his  frigid  fingers  with  Rak’s  warm  ones.  “I  was  wiling.

And I knew more than you. If anyone violated anyone’s free wil, it was me. I may not have known the bond was sealed or how to seal it, but I knew it existed.”

In  the  brief  moment  the  two  men  had  spoken,  Zotien  had  arrived, taking the form of a tornado of black flame laced with lightning. Si’Yeni knew  it  one  of  his  most  impressive  displays,  and  Zotien  could  not  be pleased by the non-reaction of the two men. She wasn’t at al surprised when  a  bolt  of  lightning  cracked  down  to  get  their  attention.  Si’Yeni appeared beside Zotien, taking the form of a column of fiery sunset.

Rak bowed to Zotien. “Forgive me, my Lord. I have erred. I am ready to accept Your judgment.”

“My Lord of the Night, My Lord of the Storm, surely You see this pair is perfect for each other. My Valer is honored,” Si’Yeni said.

“Let  him  answer  for  himself,”  said  Zotien  in  a  mild  voice  that  filed anyone who knew Him with dread. “Valer Captain, Jisten, son of Kosten, were you wiling to accept this bond?”

“I  was.  I  swear,  I  have  rejected  others  while  under  wine,  morphea,”

Jisten said.

“Willing  and  honored,”  Si’Yeni  had  to  point  out.  She  was  used  to getting the last word.

“We shal see,” Zotien said. “Goddess Si’Yeni?”

Sunset  fingers  reached  out  and  caressed  Jisten’s  face.  “The  bond  is dissolved, Storm Lord, as You required.”

Far  from  being  comforted,  Jisten  dropped  to  his  knees  with  a  cry  of denial.  He  felt  emptied,  with  nothing  to  live  for.  Duty  alone  was  a  cold bed, with al the love and laughter in his life vanished in a twinkling.

Rak moaned in anguish as the bond vanished utterly, as if it had never been.  It  was  as  if  a  sharp,  burning  blade  had  severed  a  vital  part  of himself. He suddenly felt alone, bereft of part of his heart, teetering on the brink  of  the  deepest  abyss  without  balance,  without  an  anchor,  without hope.

Scorth threw his head back and roared in dismay, his wings beating the air  as  an  expression  of  his  unhappiness,  sending  blasts  of  strong  wind across the square. His bond to the Valer had been severed as wel. Rak staggered, clutching the dragon’s foreleg in order to remain upright.

“S’Rak!  Scorth!”  Jisten  bowed  over  his  knees,  unable  to  cope.  He yearned for his Loftoni with al his heart. “Lady Si’Yeni! Please!  Please!”

“Jisten,”  Rak  was  sobbing.  “Jisten. ”  He  dared  to  put  a  hand  on  the man  he  had  violated,  hoping  it  would  bring  him  back.  The  thought  of continuing life like this, bereft of his Valer, was too painful. Even though he was married, even though he had children, even though he’d sworn his life and soul to Zotien, he knew in that moment that he would give it al up just to see Jisten’s smile one last time.

Si’Yeni  briefly  expanded  Her  attention  to  check  on  Her  people.  Her Valers, having given a colective gasp of horror, were deeply saddened by the pain of the pair. Despina wept silently as Asfalea kept an iron grip on her, preventing her from joining her son.

Jisten covered his face with his hands and stayed on his knees. He was trying to wil himself to death now, preferring the embrace of Pehroz to the aching emptiness within.

“I  am  not  displeased  with  My  Valer,”  Si’Yeni  said.  “But  to  Lord Zotien, free wil trumps duty.”

“It  is  more  accurate  to  say  that  duty  is  meaningless  unless  it  is  freely accepted.”

Si’Yeni ignored Zotien’s interjection. “He would slay His high priest for this perceived violation of His First Law. Only the dissolution of the bond would  stay  His  hand.”  Si’Yeni  spoke  only  the  partial  truth.  For  if  Jisten now rejected Rak, proving that he had been forced against his wil, then Rak’s life was forfeit. But Jisten couldn’t know that, or he might choose just to save Rak’s life.

“Jisten, My odd child, Valer who chooses his own way, that of serving the  Koilathan  military  as  no  other  Valer  has,  what  do  you  wish  now?”

Si’Yeni  longed  to  comfort  the  grieving  mortal,  but  She  wanted  Zotien satisfied that Jisten chose of his own free wil.

“I  wish  that  S’Rak  had  wanted  to  stay  with  me,  as  I  wanted  to  stay with him,” Jisten said, face stil covered, but with a faint hope stirring in his breast. “I wish that I had been worthy of him.”

“So you choose him of your own free wil?” Si’Yeni looked not at Her kneeling worshipper, but at the Storm Lord.

“He is more than my choice. He is my dearest dream, the wish of my heart.  But  he  must  want  me,  Al  Mother,”  Jisten  let  his  hands  drop, looking up at Her, his deep, aching love for Rak plain to see.

“I cannot speak for Zotien’s high priest. I only wish the Storm Lord’s ruling.”

Zotien had also been studying the two men, and Si’Yeni knew he was just as perceptive as she, when it came to matters of the human heart. “I am satisfied,” rumbled the God. “I know My servant’s heart. Does Your servant need to hear the words?”

“He is an insecure soul,” Si’Yeni said.

Zotien touched Rak with a wisp of power, drawing his priest’s attention from his grief. “Do you accept the bond to the Valer, Jisten?”

“I  do.  I  did.  I  love  him.  Please,  Lord,  forgive  me  for  hurting  him!  I never meant to violate Your Law. I beg that You restore my bond to him, even if it means I must die!”

“Shouldn’t he ask Me? Jisten is  My servant,” Si’Yeni said. She wasn’t above being petulant either, even though She liked Rak a lot.

Rak  moaned  like  a  dying  thing  and  turned  his  attention  to  Si’Yeni.

“Dawn Lady, forgive me. I love Your servant, Jisten. Please, let the bond come back! I wil accept the price, and my punishment, whatever it may be.”

She smiled and al was forgiven. Both men knew it in their hearts. “Both of you forgive each other the hurts. The bond is back, with My blessing.”

And  that  easily,  the  connection  returned,  and  this  time,  both  knew  it, both sensed it, and both celebrated it. Si’Yeni was very pleased as Jisten threw his arms around Rak and puled him close. Scorth arched his neck, gave one bugle of joy, then furled his wings and laid down.

“No violation of My law has occurred,” said Zotien. He didn’t sound upset to learn this. To Si’Yeni’s divine ear, He sounded more like a cat who’d gotten into the cream. “The two of you belong together, and have My blessing.”

Rak was already crawling into Jisten’s lap, but he felt an odd pang of regret. He would live. And that meant Murson’s evil seed would continue to grow in his bely.

“What do you regret?” Jisten whispered in Rak’s ear. He could feel the pang, but not the why.

“I wanted to die,” admitted Rak. “Death is preferable to being forced to bear  his child.”

Jisten  stroked  Rak’s  rustling  wings  to  his  back  with  enough  force  to cuddle Rak closer. “I want the baby. Wil you let me petition Si’Yeni to adopt it? Before She fades away?”

Rak  nodded  against  his  chest.  “If  you  want  him,”  he  murmured,  “I would be pleased to give him to you.” He would just as happily give Jisten his life if that’s what the Valer wanted.

“Goddess  Si’Yeni!”  Jisten  caled.  “Please,  a  petition  before  You depart!”

“My  Valer,  you  may  ask,”  Si’Yeni  said  and  Jisten  felt  an  upsurge  of love and confidence.

Even Zotien paused, if a hovering whirlwind of black flame and multi-colored electricity could be said to pause. The green sparks tended to fly to Rak and rol down his back and arms. This amused Si’Yeni because it was  only the green sparks that did this. The red, blue, purple, and orange sparks went nowhere near the Thezi high priest.

“I petition to adopt S’Rak’s baby. The sire has only hatred and disgust of S’Rak and the babe. The sire cannot love it, cannot hold any hope of a future for it. Please, I wil raise it.”

The  green  sparks  expanded  to  include  Jisten,  too,  each  one  giving  a little shot of love, comfort, and pleasure.

Rak looked up at Si’Yeni. “I am wiling. The sire of this baby took me by force. I love him not. I beg You, let my Valer have my baby.”

“You  could  just  file  the  papers,  Jisten,  son  of  Despina.  Why  do  you personaly petition Me?”

“I wish more than a paper adoption, Lady of the Sunset. I beg you to grant a heart adoption.”

The Valers gasped but the Mai’eras looked satisfied. “Good boy, good boy,” she muttered. She patted Despina’s hand.

Rak  didn’t  like  the  apprehension  of  the  Valers  or  the  sound  of  what Jisten proposed. “What have you asked?”

“Trust  me,  my  heart  is  strong,”  Jisten  replied  and  kissed  Rak.  He ignored that his heart was already burdened, beating faster to compensate for blood loss.

Si’Yeni flared with briliant lavender and deep rose colors, the outward sign of her inner rejoicing. With one hand She clutched Jisten’s chest, Her fingers  entering  his  flesh.  The  Valer  paled  further  and  his  grey  eyes dimmed. But before Rak could beg Her to stop, Si’Yeni puled Her hand out of Jisten and thrust it into Rak’s bely.

Rak  felt  a  sudden  intense  attraction  for  Jisten.  Not  only  had  the Goddess permitted the adoption, She had transferred the kironi magic to Jisten as wel. He had never heard of such a thing being possible, but then, She  was a Goddess, and families were Her domain.

“It is done,” caroled Si’Yeni in clarion tones. “The prophecy is fulfiled.

This  is  the  son  of  your  heart  now,  Jisten,  son  of  Despina.  Know  this S’Rak, son of Arevenia, and be encouraged during your pregnancy.”

“Thank  you,  Dawn  Lady,”  gasped  Rak  as  he  clutched  Jisten  even closer.

Dark  flames  caressed  Jisten’s  back,  infusing  him  with  strength  and energy  as  soothing  thunder  rumbled.  “Dancer’s  guardian,  you  have  My blessing,”  said  Zotien  in  a  voice  that  did  not  carry  past  the  immediate listeners.

“To do a favor for Zotien’s servants is always a pleasure,” Si’Yeni said with supreme satisfaction. The sunset began to sing. Rak closed his eyes and listened to the song. “Your duty is a pleasure and an honor,” Si’Yeni told Jisten. “Discharge it wel.”

“But You Day Gods must stop playing fast and loose with the Law of free wil,” Zotien grumped at Si’Yeni.

“Ah, dear Lord of the Night,” Si’Yeni soothed. “Come, let Us speak of prophecies We have received.”

“I almost had to kil My favorite servant because You made this bond of Yours automatic,” Zotien complained.

“Yes, yes, I promised to change the bonding and I wil do so. I’l have My Valers make You cannolis.” Si’Yeni trailed a lavender hand down the side of the whirlwind and started to fade. The whirlwind blasted itself out across the square, giving everyone present a strong jolt of pleasure.



   


Once  the  spiritual  smoke  had  cleared  and  only  mortals  remained  in  the square, Asfalea rapped her staff. She raised it up, turned it sideways, then back  right  side  up.  The  Valers  sighed  a  colective  sigh  of  relief.  They trickled back into their houses very slowly, casting many glances back at the pair, until the Mai’eras shooed them with her staff.

Asfalea could see that Jisten and Rak were in a world of two and two alone. Vyld, Zala, and Vrema stood guard over them. She gestured, and two  Valer  girls  took  Sed’s  hands  and  led  the  astonished  and  unusualy quiet sergeant over to a trestle and plied him with deliciously flavored and perfectly  cooked  ox. Asfalea  covered  her  eyes,  smiling  as  Scorth  took wing, celebrating his joy at being alive by playing the fickle storm winds that lingered as a side effect of Zotien’s divine presence.

Zala  licked  Vyld’s  muzzle  and  then  shoved  her  neck  under  his.  Vyld nuzzled  her,  then  offered  her  a  freshly  kiled  chicken.  The  two  avtappi frolicked  in  the  square  while  their  riders  cuddled  and  reassured  one another.



   


“My life is yours,” Rak said. “I beg you to forgive me the wrongs I have done you, and the hurts I have caused you.”

“I  believe  mutual  hurt  was  caused.”  Jisten  reached  up  under  the  thin, white tunic and stroked Rak’s tightly furled wings, delighting in the feel of them against his hands.

“You have never hurt me,” Rak corrected.

A dream rushed back into Jisten’s mind, a dream of a hunt with a God.

“I  dreamed  I  rode  with  the  Outlaw  Hunt  that  you  told  me  about. You were the quarry. You almost died because of me. I cal that hurt.”

Rak stroked Jisten’s cheek. “That was not your fault, but I forgive you it anyhow.”

Jisten’s cold hand pressed Rak’s hand against his cheek. “Never give your life for me. That is not how it works. I am here for you.”

“My Valer,” said Rak, with a new tone of contentment. “My life is mine to give where I choose. I only feared the bond had been forced upon you by me.”

“Perhaps the other way around? Would you forgive me that? I should have told you what I knew, what I thought was myth.”

“I  was  wiling,”  said  Rak  immediately  and  clearly.  “I  wanted  you  the moment I first laid eyes on you. It  had to be the uniform. I am a sucker for a man in uniform.”

“So  not  my  handsome  face  or  clear  grey  eyes  with  lashes  that  are wasted  on  a  man?”  Jisten  teased  by  reciting  what  he  had  been  told  by others.

“That might have had something to do with it,” said Rak after a moment of thought. “But I do not think your lashes are wasted on me.”

“Let’s  return  to  the  palace.  I  want  to  tel  Jethain  what’s  happened,”

Jisten said.

“Your  hands  are  so  cold,”  said  Rak,  stil  fretting.  When  they  stood, Jisten’s  knees  buckled.  Rak  caught  him.  Sedrael  leaped  to  assist  them, taking over the burden of bearing the captain’s weight.

“Si’Yeni said blood loss,” Jisten mumbled, embarrassed.

“We wil get you home and then we can worry about it.”

“I’l hold ‘im, ya mount, hand ‘im up ta ya,” said Sedrael. Rak caled Vyld and mounted easily, and Sedrael lifted Jisten into Rak’s arms. “Okay with no saddle?”

“Ai,  I wil not slip,” said Rak. “Mount up, Vrema is stil wiling to bear you.”  Jisten  smiled  up  at  Rak,  feeling  happier  in  that  moment  than  he’d ever felt in his life.




Chapter Seventeen: Bonded

Rak  gave  Vyld  his  head,  and  so  they  headed  back  to  the  palace  at  ful speed, Zala close to Jisten’s side and snorting in anxiety. Vrema and Sed pressed  almost  as  close  on  the  other  side,  and  the  three  beasts  quickly lock-stepped.

Charging avtappi always attracted attention, and when they charged to the  palace,  guards  scrambled.  Scorth  soared  overhead,  drawing  even more attention than the three avtappi. With an oddly triumphant roar, he landed on the palace roof, directly over the grand entrance.

Largo  and  Orste  opened  both  palace  doors,  just  as  the  avtappi reached the steps. Prince Jethain was running down the corridor toward the  entrance  as  Vyld  charged  up  the  steps  and  through  the  doors.  Rak glanced  back  quickly  to  see  Sedrael  pul  up  Vrema  with  a  mumbled apology and dismount. Zala stopped also, shaking her mane and blowing smoke. Rak knew that the two mares would take themselves back to the stable.

Turning  his  attention  forwards  again,  Rak  directed  Vyld  towards  the suite and the avtappi turned in the foyer, nearly bowling over Jethain. The prince disregarded the near trampling, and turned and ran in their wake.

An upper servant ran off shrieking, “Run fer yer lives! There’s demon horses  in the palace!!!”

Vyld  snorted  smoke  as  he  cantered.  Demon  horse,  indeed!  He  was not a horse!

“I  am  sure  he  meant  no  offense,”  Rak  soothed  Vyld.  “They  cal  me demon, too.”

“Fuss,” Jisten protested into Rak’s thin white shirt.

“I wil fuss over you once I have you in bed,” Rak promised Jisten.

“Hot bath,” Jisten mumbled.

“Done. And hot, spiced wine.”

“Mmmm,” Jisten’s head loled a bit more against Rak.

Their approach was very obvious, so Tebber had the doors open by the  time  the  black  steed  reached  the  suite.  Vyld  cantered  into  the reception room and pivoted to a neat stop before the parlor door, which was a little smaler than he was wiling to go through.

Jethain  was  panting  when  he  reached  the  door,  but  he  had  never stopped running.

Vyld lay down again so Rak could dismount with Jisten. Tebber was already there, helping Rak with the man’s weight as they guided Jisten into the  parlor.  “Do  not  worry,”  Rak  quipped  to  Tebber,  “Vyld  is housebroken. He wil also let himself back out.”

“Hi, Tebber,” Jisten said woozily and smiled at the young man.

“We wil need a hot bath and some hot, spiced wine,” Rak continued.

He saw Jethain and added, “Wait a little on the bath. Wine first, enough for al of us.”

Jethain  was  pale  and  his  chest  heaved.  “What  happened?  I  knew  I should have stormed that blasted Sun Temple!”

Tebber  helped  Rak  arrange  Jisten  on  the  couch  and  then  he  was  off like a shot to get the wine. Rak turned his attention to his waiting brother.

“Jisten appeared in Valer Square,” said Rak. “He said Si’Yeni caled him.

Si’Yeni  dissolved  the  bond,  and  Jisten  told  Zotien  he  was  wiling  to  be bonded  to  me.  Wiling!  Can  you  believe  it?”  He  was  stil  bubbling  with happiness at this news.

“I told you so!” Jethain gloated as only a brother could do.

Rak arranged himself around Jisten, cuddling with him on the couch to share body warmth. Jethain sat on the stuffed chair next to the couch.

“Then he colapsed,” Rak added. “I think the blood loss caught up with him. He is cold.”

“But otherwise unhurt?” Jethain asked. “I saw the spray of blood that meant the neck artery was cut and uhm, wel, didn’t get to see any more after that.”

“I  think  he  is  okay,  otherwise,”  said  Rak  slowly,  using  the  bond  to assess his lover.

“Fine,” Jisten mumbled. He shifted closer to Rak. “Not rejected. Not disgraced.”

Rak smiled down at him. “Not violated. Not unwiling.”

Jisten blinked blearily at Jethain. “Stil captain?”

Jethain laughed in relief. “Yes, until death do us part?”

Jisten  nodded.  Tebber  arrived  with  the  hot  wine,  and  sensibly,  some warmed blankets. He tucked them fussily around Rak and Jisten.

Once  Tebber  had  finished  tucking  them  in,  Rak  held  the  goblet  to Jisten’s  lips.  “Drink,  my  dear.”  Jisten  opened  his  eyes.  His  grey  gaze fastened  on  Rak  while  he  drank.  “I  promise,  it  is  not  the  emetic  wine,”

said Rak. Jisten almost choked.

Jethain grinned at the new in-joke. “Is that Okyran wine?” he asked.

“It is,” said Rak. “Tebber brought you some as wel.”

Tebber politely handed over a goblet. Rak relaxed as Jisten warmed.

Jethain sipped the wine. “You both look ecstatic. It looks like I have both my brother and friend again. So you realy saw two Gods tonight?”

“Si’Yeni  was  like  being  surrounded  by  al  your  loved  ones  at  once,”

Jisten murmured. “Zotien was more imposing.”

“Zotien was expecting an execution,” chided Rak.

Jisten  turned  his  head  toward  Jethain.  “S’Rak  was  going  to  be executed for me. For  me.”  He shook his head. “I’m hardly worth that.”

Jethain  said  gently,  “Having  someone  wiling  to  die  for  you  is  an amazing and precious thing, Jisten.”

Rak’s  free  hand  was  busy  caressing  Jisten’s  skin  under  the  blanket.

“You were wiling,” he marveled again.

Jisten looked back at Rak. “Why are you so surprised?”

“I  am  nothing  here.  People  spit  at  me  and  cal  me  demon. You  are decent,  pure,  loyal  and  dedicated,  and  you  want  me?  The  escaped  sex slave? I find it hard to believe that the bond did not force you.”

Jisten looked shocked. “You’re a high priest! You earned that position!

You had no choice about your past.”

Jethain smiled, “He’s a romantic, too.”

“That  he  is,”  agreed  Rak  with  a  smile.  “And  his  men  are  devoted  to him.”

“And his prince,” Jethain said, “In a manly, non-sexual way.”

“Good,” said Rak. “Keep it that way.”

“Oh, ho! Possessive now are we?” Jethain said. “Didn’t I have to take it on the chin for being possessive of  my  captain??”

Rak gaped him for a speechless moment of surprise, then he laughed.

“I deserved that.” It was easier to agree than to argue that the bond made everything  different.  He  was  too  tired,  and  too  joyous  at  having  Jisten back, to argue.

Jethain threw a pilow at him. “Yes, you did. More wine!”

“You are closer,” said Rak after he deflected the pilow. Between his aches and pains and Jisten’s using him as a pilow, he was loathe to move.

Rak continued to stroke Jisten’s skin, both for the comfort of the contact and to check the Valer’s condition.

Jethain  refiled  his  goblet  and  offered  the  bottle  to  Rak.  “No  more,”

Jisten demurred. “I’l get sleepy drunk.”

“What  is  wrong  with  that?”  asked  Rak.  “You  are  not  doing  anything tomorrow.”

Jisten reached up and traced Rak’s scar along his cheek. “Want to do something tonight,” he said with his customary shyness.

Rak  kissed  his  fingers.  “I  did  promise  you  a  hot  bath.  That  wil  help your blood circulation.”

“Can I stay and finish my wine?” Jethain asked, setting the bottle back on the side table. “I promise not to listen this time.”

“Stay  as  long  as  you  wish,”  said  Rak.  “You  might  consider  sleeping here  tonight,  in  the  other  bedroom.  I  cannot  promise  that  Murson  has given up.”

“Yes, about that Murson. Did no one think that I should know he was a chaos priest? And Forael is abed. Doesn’t anyone think it odd that the Ylion is il while a chaos priest rampages in the Sun Temple? What are we going to do, Araken?”

“Please, brother, I am not recovered from this current crisis enough to take on the one at the Sun Temple,” Rak said wearily and stroked Jisten’s cheek. He urged Jisten to his feet. “Tebber is drawing the bath, my dear.”

“I’l  finish  the  bottle  and  use  earplugs,”  Jethain  teased.  “Don’t  save Jisten just to kil him tonight.”

“Jethain!”  Jisten was too pale to blush.

Rak snorted. “Just so long as you do not expect him to be at his post in the morning. He is not in any condition to work. He needs rest.”

“He  may  sleep  in  an  hour,”  Jethain  said  with  exaggerated  royal snobbery and wave.

Rak’s glare was just short of murderous. “I think we can do better than that.”

Jethain laughed. “Take a day, a week.” He sobered. “Jisten deserves to be happy.”

“Thank you, my prince,” Jisten said.

Rak smiled sheepishly. He should have known Jethain was just teasing.

“Thank you, brother.” He guided Jisten out of the room, refusing to let go of his hand until they were in the bathroom.

Jisten gripped the side of the tub with blue fingers, and grinned ruefuly at Rak. “Not exactly the proud stalion, am I?”

“Proud,  ai,  that  you  are.”  Rak  tucked  a  stray  tendril  of  hair  back behind Jisten’s ear. “Too proud, at times. Do you need help undressing?”

“I like it when you undress me,” Jisten admitted and looked down.

Rak’s hands were gentle, but prone to delay matters in order to stroke Jisten’s  body,  as  the  golden  yelow  shirt  was  unbuttoned  and  eventualy eased off.

Jisten  leaned  over  occasionaly  and  kissed  Rak’s  ear,  or  nuzzled  his forehead.  Rak  always  supported  the  taler  man  when  he  did  this,  afraid that  Jisten  would  lose  his  balance.  Occasionaly  Jisten’s  weight  pressed into him, confirming his fear.

Rak  hesitated  with  a  hand  on  the  laces  of  Jisten’s  pants.  “I  should undress  now,”  he  murmured.  “It  would  not  be  proper  for  you  to  be naked, and myself clothed.”

Jisten sank onto the edge of the tub. His grey eyes took in Rak’s length with shy, but keen interest.

Rak stepped back, but kept a wary eye on Jisten, alert to any shifts in position that would warn of an impending fal. He puled off the thin white garments, now smudged here and there with dirt and smoke, and dropped them to the floor. He stretched, his wings spreading until the tips quivered with  the  effort,  then  he  relaxed  al  at  once  and  knelt  before  Jisten.  He rested his hands on Jisten’s knees, looking up at him. “I am so sorry for the hurt I caused you.”

Jisten cupped Rak’s face in his large hands and gazed down. “I caused you  more,  love.”  His  grey  eyes  were  troubled  and  his  dark  lashes accented  them  in  this  position.  Rak  found  them  beautiful.  Jisten  leaned forward and brushed his lips against Rak’s.

Rak’s  lips  parted  in  invitation  even  as  his  hands  moved  to  steady  his mate.  Jisten  puled  Rak  against  him  and  they  rocked  back  to  a  steadier position. Jisten’s tongue probed into Rak’s mouth.

Jisten withdrew and said, “Heal yourself, love.”

Rak blinked at him sheepishly, his lover’s words reminding him of the pain of the multiple layers of welts and bruises. “I can do that now,  ai?

Because you are the father. Not him.” Rak caled the nightflames, enough to cover them both. They swiftly leapt from Rak to Jisten, until both men were equaly covered with the colorful, painless flames.

The nightflames invigorated them both, but seemed to do even more for Jisten. His peripheral color improved, and his heart rate slowed. It wasn’t a total healing, but Rak suspected that Zotien had snuck in far more than He  would  normaly  be  permitted  if  Auranz  were  paying  attention,  His power adding to the lingering traces of Si’Yeni’s working.

Jisten  caught  a  handful  of  the  dancing  flames  and  examined  them closely, a smal smile on his lips. “Do you need this somewhere private, love?”

“I do,” said Rak, stifling an undignified giggle that wanted to escape.

Jisten cupped Rak’s buttocks easily and his nightflame covered finger slid  into  the  crack,  rubbing.  Rak’s  back  arched  as  he  moaned  in appreciation,  wings  half  spread.  Jisten  kissed  Rak’s  moaning  lips, mischievously sliding his tongue into Rak’s mouth.

Rak tongue wrestled with Jisten happily, but swiftly yielded his mouth to Jisten’s thrusting tongue. Rak’s hands reached for the laces of Jisten’s pants.  Jisten  slid  a  hand  into  his  pocket  and  puled  out  a  vial  of  oil.  He unstoppered it one handed and tipped it onto his fingers. Then he scooped nightflames onto those fingers. He slid them inside Rak.

Rak’s wings flared completely open as he pushed himself onto Jisten’s fingers, shuddering with pleasure that Jisten felt as fuly as if it were his. As cautious as ever, Jisten worked his fingers with maddening slowness as his other hand stroked Rak’s flaring wings.

Rak finaly got Jisten’s pants unlaced and he quickly found the flap in the  shorts.  His  head  went  down  as  he  pushed  his  rear  and  wings  more firmly  into  Jisten’s  hands.  His  tongue  encircled  Jisten’s  cock  a  moment later.

It seemed like Jisten almost forgot what to do with his fingers, then he centered  himself  and  worked  his  fingers  in  time  to  the  action  of  Rak’s mouth  on  his  cock.  Rak  clutched  Jisten’s  legs  for  balance,  his  knees turning to water and his legs trembling like jely from the intense pleasure and  stimulation  provided  by  Jisten’s  hands.  Each  successive  wave  of pleasure  generated  by  Jisten’s  pumping  fingers  crashed  over  them  both, building up as inexorably as the tide coming in. As abrupt and powerful as a storm surge wave, Jisten and Rak climaxed as one, their pleasure shared and more than doubled. Jisten removed his hand from Rak’s wings just in time to cover Rak’s cock.

Rak’s cries of pleasure were strangled by the  massive  member  in  his mouth, and for once he wasn’t able to swalow al that Jisten gave him. He did  his  best,  and  sucked  until  Jisten’s  cock  stopped  throbbing  and  lay quiscient against his tongue once more. Then Rak looked up at Jisten with a sily, seed-coated smile, his mouth stil wrapped around Jisten’s shaft.

Jisten  stroked  Rak’s  face,  then  puled  his  lover  off  him,  and  tried  to bring Rak up to him. Jisten overbalanced, and started to slip backwards into the tub. Rak grabbed him before he could hit his head, puling Jisten back upright.

“Pants off first, my Valer,” murmured Rak. “Then the bath.”

Jisten’s  baritone  chuckle  rumbled  through  Rak’s  frame.  He  wiped Rak’s mouth clean with his thumb. Rak chased the thumb and sucked the seed  off  it,  then  helped  Jisten  to  stand.  Rak  puled  Jisten’s  pants  and shorts  over  his  hips  and  tight  buttocks.  Jisten  carefuly  stepped  out  of them,  very  carefuly.  Rak’s  hands  ran  down  Jisten’s  long  legs appreciatively. Then Rak helped Jisten into the tub.

Jisten sighed happily as he sank into the warm water. “It feels so good to be warm again.”

Rak cupped water over Jisten’s shoulders and head. “You look better, too.”

“I looked like pounded dung before, didn’t I?” Jisten teased. “And you loved me anyway?”

Rak grinned. “Always and forever, my Valer.” A wet hand traced over Jisten’s fingers. “But I must admit I prefer you pink to blue.”

Jisten  poured  water  over  the  parts  of  Rak’s  wings  nearest  to  him.

“They shine when wet. But I prefer them any way I can see them.”

Rak spread his wings some more, angling them so the light would shine through them from Jisten’s perspective. “How about now?” he teased.

Jisten leaned back in the tub and openly admired them. “I love you so much, S’Rak. And al I have to offer is me. Hardly seems fair.”

“You are enough,” replied Rak seriously. “I love you,” Rak felt totaly content.  It  wasn’t  Jisten’s  looks  that  appealed  to  him,  but  what  was inside. Jisten’s kindness, his consideration, his refusal to see Rak as a sex slave. Although  it  was  admittedly  pleasant  to  look  upon  Jisten,  Narvain had  been  far  more  handsome  than  the  Valer.  Rak  fitted  himself  against Jisten, sliding onto the man’s lap and resting his head on Jisten’s shoulder.



   



“Even warmer,” said Jisten as he put his arms around Rak. One of Rak’s arms  slid  around  him  and  stroked  his  shoulder  muscles.  “I  find  myself revived,” Jisten said, only half teasing. He stroked down Rak’s body until he reached the groin.

Rak pressed closer, but at the same time, he shifted to alow that hand access. “I am happy to hear that.”

Jisten took his time to appreciate Rak’s body. His hands were gentle but firm and soon he was kissing Rak. Rak was pliant, warm, and wiling under his hands. The wings cupped around them, hampered from stroking Jisten by the sides of the tub. Jisten took a firm hold of Rak’s hips.

“In here?” Rak asked boldly. “Or on the bed?”

“Right here, where the water is warm,” Jisten said. “I like the feel of it around me.”

“I like the feel of being around you.”

Jisten chuckled again, but his hands slid to Rak’s buttocks. He gazed into Rak’s eyes. “Ready?”

Rak pushed back into Jisten’s hands. “Please,” he said. “I want you.”

Jisten picked Rak up, spread his buttocks apart, and slid Rak onto him.

He kept his hands on Rak’s hips and set the rhythm. Jisten made it clear that although he was on bottom, he was in charge.

Rak cried out at the penetration, his intense surge of pleasure shooting through them both. Then he started to work in counterpoint, meeting the controling  rhythm  and  enhancing  it.  His  internal  muscles  clenched rhythmicaly on Jisten’s cock, causing Jisten even more pleasure.

Jisten took one hand off Rak’s hips to play with Rak’s erect cock. He stroked  it  in  time  to  their  rhythm,  eliciting  gasps  as  the  intense  pleasure deepened.  Jisten  let  his  head  rest  against  the  tub  as  he  lost  himself  in sensation, delighted at the way Rak strove to give him pleasure, within the confines of his dominating rhythm.

Jisten  inhaled  sharply,  thrusting  upwards  hard  as  his  partner  pushed down, then arching his back as he pumped his load of seed into his mate.

Rak cried out loudly as Jisten’s orgasm crashed through them, folowed immediately by his own.

Jisten’s stroking hand went from encircling to gently covering, catching the smaler man’s seed. Once Rak was finished, he placed his closed hand against his lips and whispered something. Then he puled Rak close and kissed him deeply.

Rak  came  to  rest  atop  Jisten,  wings  limply  draped  over  the  tub sidewals. “Thank you,” Rak whispered when the kiss ended.

“Thank you,” Jisten replied.

“My Valer,” whispered Rak as he drifted off to sleep.
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