
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Heart’s blood on a white knife.


   


   


  The high priest’s husband is on a rampage. A skilled assassin, S’Tyll has made it his mission to take revenge on behalf of his spouse. Unfortunately, he’s starting with Jisten, S’Rak’s bonded Valer and captain of the guard. At the same time, S’Rak is in deep trouble, for his Zothian past hasn’t remained decently past but is dominating his present and trying to collar his future. Can S’Rak manage to convince his outraged spouse to accept Jisten and attack his real enemies instead?


   


  To make matters worse, the attacks on the Valers continue, this time right through S’Rak’s carefully wrought wards. With the chapel not yet sanctified, it’s as vulnerable as the Valers, and S’Rak is duty bound to defend them all. With S’Tyll under arrest, time becomes a commodity even more precious than gold or water. S’Rak will stop at nothing to secure S’Tyll’s release before the horrors of gaol drive the empath insane, but will it be enough? Or will it be too late for S’Tyll?
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  Dedication


   


   


  To those who wondered about the husband’s reaction.


  


   


  Chapter One: Narvain


   


   


  Єvmεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari


  7th day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Seaday, the 18th of Xrehnmon


   


  Rak’s body trembled in his hands, pressing into his caress in a demand for more. He indulged Rak, stroking him all over until Rak’s whole body was aquiver with need. He enjoyed the sensation of the soft skin sliding over steel muscle. He appreciated the way Rak’s body responded to his touch, even now, after all those years apart. Rak was still his, down to his very core; Rak had been designed and trained expressly to serve his pleasure.


  He had studied long and well and had carefully imbued sacred and magical herbs with power, mixing them into elixirs that then served to carry his magic into the slave’s body—and change it. Rak had received the standard potions in his youth, the slave fire potion, the gladiator potion and the male-obligate potion. He had added over a dozen potions on top of that foundation, changing Rak’s body to suit him.


  He had caused the slave’s tongue to grow both longer and prehensile. He had changed the slave’s internal muscles so that the slave’s body would massage him as he used it. He had strengthened the slave fires and had taught Rak’s body to remember its users, so that each time he used his slave, the slave’s body would know his better and please him better and share its pleasure with him better. And he had also turned Rak’s body into a vessel for the raising and storing of magical power, a reservoir he could tap at will. When he’d finished with the slave, Rak had been an exquisite work of art, purpose made for his one true Master.


  Narvain rolled onto his back and pressed Rak’s head to his crotch. It had been years since he’d felt the slave’s tongue on his cock. He sighed happily as the slave kissed his balls and cock, giving proper honor to the manhood he was about to service. As Rak’s tongue went to work on him, he learned that it had lost none of its potency, and Rak’s skills hadn’t rusted. The intense jolts of pleasure shot through him from his groin out to the tips of his extremities, causing his fingers and toes to curl. His thighs opened wider and his hands rested on Rak’s head, stroking the red and gold hair that was becoming inexcusably long.


  “You need a haircut, slave,” he said. “See to it, today.”


  “Yes, Master,” Rak replied, lifting his head to gaze at his face with an expression of adoration that warmed Narvain’s heart. Without being told to do so, Rak returned to his Master’s cock. Having licked and kissed every bit of it, he now took the head into his mouth and sucked.


  Narvain groaned in pleasure, his buttocks lifting off the sheets.


  Rak bore down, swallowing him whole, all the way to the base. He hummed, deep in his throat, and the vibration ripped through Narvain like a tsunami.


  He gripped Rak’s hair in his hands and held the slave’s head as he thrust urgently, fucking the slave’s sweet, hot, willing mouth with everything he had. He paid no attention to Rak’s need to breathe; he knew it was unnecessary. One of the potions he’d given Rak enabled the slave to breathe through his skin at need. So, while it would be uncomfortable for Rak not to be able to breathe through his nose and mouth, it wouldn’t, couldn’t do him injury.


  Narvain took his time, thrusting himself back and forth in Rak’s throat for nearly half an hour to remind the slave of his place. He was careful never to pull back far enough to allow Rak to breathe normally. The slave needed to remember what he was, a purpose-made sex toy for the raising of power. And oh, Narvain was reveling in the power Rak’s body was raising for him. He siphoned it off as quickly as the slave made it for him, storing it in crystals. He wished Rak were physically close enough that he could use his slave as a reservoir once more but consoled himself with the thought that it wouldn’t be long before he had Rak back in his possession again.


  Pleased with that thought, he relaxed back into the mattress and allowed Rak to finish him off. He stroked the slave’s shoulders and arms as Rak sucked him hard. With an exultant cry, he came in the slave’s mouth, indulging himself in the sensation of the lips sealed around his crown, the steady suction of Rak’s sweet mouth as it pulled the last drops of seed from him.


  Rak released his softened cock, kissed the slit and his balls, then said, “Thank you, Master.”


  Narvain pulled Rak up to rest on his chest. He resumed stroking the slave, occasionally turning a finger to cut into Rak with a nail, leaving a thin line of blood. He absorbed the power of the blood’s release and smiled at the pleasure he caused Rak to feel from it. His slave was well trained, crafted to take the pain and turn it to pleasure that he then shared with his master. “Good pet,” Narvain murmured. “Such a good pet.”


  He rolled Rak into the mattress, straddling the slave’s slighter form. He knew Rak could take his full weight easily, so he had no qualms about stretching out atop his slave’s body. He rubbed his semi-firm shaft along Rak’s crack. “Do you want this, pet?”


  “Yes, Master, please, Master, I beg you to permit me to experience the absolute glory of your exquisite manhood. I humbly ask that you kindly allow your slave to express his love for you.”


  “And how does a slave express his love, pet?”


  “With his body, Master, by using his body to give pleasure to you. Oh, please, Master, please, let me use my body to pleasure you.”


  “Your willing submission pleases me best of all,” Narvain murmured as he prodded Rak’s opening with the head of his hard cock.


  Rak pushed himself against the pole pressing into him, and Narvain smiled as he permitted it. The slave’s body parted for him easily, accepting the spearhead of his weapon into his hot, velvet depths with an eager, loving embrace. Rak’s muscles worked to draw Narvain’s cock in deeper. He pushed Rak’s legs further apart then drew them up into the frog position he preferred. He reached down and stroked Rak’s ringed cock, which now dangled between the slave’s body and the bed, since the position Narvain had put Rak in had lifted the slave’s pelvis up off the sheets. The slave would hold the position he’d been put in indefinitely, or he’d be punished, severely, for his failure.


  Narvain pushed his cock into Rak a few more finger widths then laid himself along Rak’s body, forcing the slave to really work to maintain the position against his full weight. He indulged in long, slow strokes, eventually bottoming out in Rak’s tunnel. He paused to feel the slave’s muscles massage his length then resumed his slow, steady action. He had all night, and Rak was a dish to be savored, not rushed. At the same time, he played with Rak’s dangling jewels, stroking, pulling and slapping the rock-hard pole, rolling, squeezing and mashing the nuts in their soft sac. Rak cries—a mixture of pleasure and pain together—pleased his ears.


  “Good, pet, working so hard to please me,” he purred. Rak’s efforts to please increased with the praise, the muscles working him tightening, the slave’s hips deepening his counterstroke, all to make Narvain’s experience more rewarding. In his hands, Rak’s cock and balls also seemed to work harder to please him, rubbing themselves against his strong fingers with willful submission, begging to be slapped and squeezed to his heart’s content. He smiled when he noticed Rak peeking back at him. “Do you love me, pet?”


  “Yes, Master. I love you, Master.” Rak’s wings were unfurling now, as they often did when the slave lost himself in sexual submission.


  Narvain tolerated their touch as they flapped over him only because he knew it was a sign of submission caused by the Loftoni’s ingrained fear of damage to his precious wings being overcome. It was proof that the slave trusted him as a master and a user. Narvain gave Rak’s cock an extra-hard tug then slapped his balls hard. “Of course you do, pet. You love any man who’ll sink his cock into you.”


  “No, Master, no. I love you for being you; I love you for being my Master.”


  Narvain pulled out and flipped Rak over. He pushed Rak’s ankles up over his shoulders until they touched the headboard. Rak’s hands came up to hold them in place. Narvain considered the position then pushed the legs out, as far as they could go and still allow Rak to grip them. “Hold here.” He knew the position was extremely uncomfortable. That was the point. He reached for Rak’s exposed groin. He caressed the ringed cock, looking Rak in the eye as he did so. “Do you like this, pet? Are you happy to have the rings back?”


  “Yes, Master, I like it when you touch me. And yes, Master, I humbly thank you for allowing me to have the rings.”


  “If anyone, anyone at all, tries to remove them, you will refuse them, pet. Yes?”


  “Yes, Master. I will refuse to allow anyone to remove them; I swear it.”


  Narvain tugged on Rak’s cock, causing the slave to cry out. “Good, pet.” He ignored the slave’s panting breath and trembling body as he continued to play with the ringed genitals. “I should add decoration to these. It’s not like you ever put it in anyone. What do you think, pet. Rubies? To match your wings? A lacing of gold chain to form a decorative fringe when you hold yourself erect for me?”


  Rak moaned, his wings flexing against the bed. “Please, Master, I need you in me. Please, Master, grant me the magnificence of your cock once more. Let my body work to please you.”


  “At least you still know how to beg.” Narvain thrust himself back into Rak’s hole, which was perfectly positioned for his use. He resumed his slow, deep strokes and now played with Rak’s package with both hands. Using wisps of the power he was raising from Rak’s body, he magically bound Rak’s wrists to his knees then forced them open even wider, ignoring Rak’s moan of pain. Another wisp of power secured the limbs in place against the bed.


  Bottoming out in Rak, Narvain held his position. He smirked as Rak ground his rear against him, pressing his tender flesh into his rough pubic hair, rubbing himself on his dangling balls. He rolled Rak’s butter-soft sac in his hand then mashed it hard against Rak’s thigh. At the same time, he grabbed Rak’s cock in a tight squeeze and pulled sharply.


  Rak cried out, his body bucking around Narvain’s shaft as he came from the pain.


  Narvain released the slave’s cock to allow the seed to spill across the very artistic dragon that now covered Rak’s lower belly.


  Narvain shifted himself, placing a hand on each of Rak’s shoulders as he began to thrust hard, deep and fast. Just the way he knew the slave liked it.


  Rak moaned his pleasure at the onslaught, his body responding to the new rhythm with great vigor.


  Narvain ducked his head down and caught one of Rak’s ringed nipples in his teeth. In moments, he had the nipple caught fast between his lips, and he sucked, hard, until the milk flowed for him.


  He took long sucks off Rak’s nipple, massaging the flesh with his tongue as he drank the sweet, flavorful milk his slave produced. That had been one of his best potions, to make the bi-gendered Loftoni able to produce milk at all times, so that it was there, waiting for him, whenever he felt like a drink. He’d even altered the flavor to suit him better. Rak moaned and writhed in pleasure beneath his relentless attentions. He’d made certain that being milked caused the slave nearly as much pleasure as being fucked did. It amused him to think that his slave was forced to enjoy something he found so very shameful about himself.


  Rak’s sweet body reached a new level of cooperation, the internal muscles nearly convulsing against his pounding cock.


  Narvain was surprised by the subtle, but extremely intense, change, and before he could adapt to it, the cagey slave pulled his orgasm from him. He let go of Rak’s nipple to roar his pleasure as the earth-shattering ecstasy crashed through him. Beneath him, Rak cried out in turn, fouling his belly a second time, this time in a real climax.


  Narvain stared into Rak’s eyes as the last of his seed was coaxed into Rak’s body. “Good, pet. Remember your instructions.” Narvain let the spell holding him in place go, his soul retreating back to Zoth and his real body. He had enjoyed his interlude with Rak. It had been a long time. The spell that enabled it was expensive in terms of power, though, so he couldn’t afford it often.


  With the last of the magic in the spell, he reached out for Neren, who had willingly allowed his possession for the festivities. Good job, son. Keep the pressure on the Valer; he will make a perfect slave handler for my pet. Work on getting my pet out of Koilatha and back to me.


  Yes, Father, it will be as you say, replied his son.


  Narvain sighed as the last of the spell dissolved. Soon, he told himself. Soon. Abruptly, he realized that with as much power as he’d harvested from his slave, he’d actually gained more energy than he’d spent. It had been a most profitable and enjoyable morning.



  Chapter Two: Neren


   


   


  Rak sat up in bed and looked down at himself. He was naked and fouled and the residual soreness told the tale. That had been no dream. How did Narvain do it? The suite was warded against magical intrusion, the altar of the Lord of Night was less than fifty paces distant, and he, as a high priest, had his own set of rather formidable defenses. Rak turned his attention outward, studying the room and the solidity of his magical warding. Nothing had breached his magical defenses.


  He stood up, wincing as his package protested the movement, and padded into the bathroom. He froze with one hand on the lintel and one foot in the air. Neren was in his bathroom, over by the sink, carefully washing a marble phallus. So, that is how Narvain got in. Through his cursed toy.


  Neren glanced over at him and smirked. “Hello, pet. Did you enjoy servicing your master?”


  “How in the blasted abyss did you get in here?” Rak put his foot down but didn’t enter the room further.


  “I come and go as I please, pet, you know that. I am your handler; you can’t deny me access…and you will keep a civil tongue in your head when you speak to me, and you will address me with the proper respect.”


  Rak inclined his head. “Forgive me, master.” He kept his roil of angry emotions locked away, presenting only the bland face of the subservient slave to Neren’s gaze.


  Neren hmphed and dried the marble phallus with a towel before setting it back in its plush velvet-lined box. He closed the box and turned his full attention on Rak. “Get back on the bed, pet. On all fours and ready for me.”


  Rak hoped his hands clenching into fists hadn’t been visible to Neren. He did obey, turning back into his bedroom and crawling onto his bed. He positioned himself on all fours at the edge of the foot of the bed, so that Neren could stand comfortably behind him. In this position, Rak’s ass was at the perfect height for a standing man to indulge himself. He was sure that was what Neren had in mind, and if he were mistaken, Neren would swiftly correct him.


  He wasn’t mistaken. Neren stepped up behind him and ran a soft, almost dainty hand, unmarred by calluses or hard work, over Rak’s bare bottom.


  Rak shivered at the tactile contact, growing interested almost in spite of himself. He’d sworn obedience to this man, agreed to acknowledge him as his handler. The man had every right to use his body. But that didn’t mean Rak was supposed to be excited by the prospect. Yet, he was. He yearned to feel Neren inside him almost as much as he’d yearned for Narvain.


  Rak simply didn’t understand his attraction to these men. He had Tyll, the love of his life, his sweet bard, best friend and husband. He had Jisten, his other love, with whom he shared a sacred soul-bond. Between those two men, he should not find himself desiring the touch of Narvain or Neren, and yet, he did.


  Rak yelped in surprise when Neren’s belt smacked his ass. He’d been so absorbed in his own thoughts, he’d stopped paying attention to the man behind him.


  “The slave needs to learn to pay attention,” Neren commented as his belt landed on Rak’s rump a second time.


  “Forgive me, master. Please, master, honor me with your wonderful cock. Permit me to give you pleasure.” Rak realized that he meant what he’d said. It had brought him to a new low, that he willingly begged this man to use him and that he looked forward to the use.


  “After I punish you for ignoring me,” said Neren calmly, lashing Rak’s ass again. “Ten strokes, pet. How many have you had?”


  “Three, master.”


  “Count them for me, slave. Carefully.” Neren drew back, positioning himself for better reach and coverage of Rak’s body. He switched implements as well, setting the belt aside and pulling out a short-tailed beaded flogger. He swung, the many tails spreading across Rak’s buttocks and thighs to deliver a multitude of stinging lashes.


  “Four, master, thank you.” Rak trembled with lust and excitement. His cock was rock hard, bobbing beneath him, and the bite of the rings added to his need. He looked back at Neren as the next blow landed. He cried out then said, “Five, master, thank you.”


  He thought back to prior days and other users. They’d all used his body and never touched his heart. But Narvain and Neren…Why can I not move them into that category? Why do I feel emotionally involved with them? Why do I love them? The fact that he did terrified him. He was free. A high priest. And yet, his owner’s chosen handler could reduce him to this? To a needy slave who wanted everything his masters gave him and loved them for it? “Six, master, thank you.”


  Rak felt the bite of the rings against the flesh of his cock. He loved it. The tight, unyielding metal gave him both pain and pleasure. It was a mark of ownership, one he accepted bone deep. The rings felt right, they belonged around his manhood, a reminder of what he was. Jisten had even claimed them, in a moment of lively dominance. But Rak knew they belonged to the man who owned him and his handler. “Seven, master, thank you.”


  “Do not come, pet, until your punishment is done.”


  “Ai, master,” Rak panted. He wondered how much longer the charade would continue. Why has my Master not called me home to Zoth? Why has my handler not put a permanent collar around my neck? The pain of the beaded lashes felt so good, he wanted to lose count. His cock was twitching with the need for release, his balls tight and hard, tingling from the tension. Neren was giving him this, was allowing him to feel this, and Rak adored him for it and hated himself for it. “Eight, master, thank you.”


  He struggled to contain himself. His need to come was undeniable. It would bring him no relief from the slave fires cascading through his body in time to his pounding heart, but his body still ached from the tension of it. This too was part of his punishment. It added to his pain and to his pleasure and forced him deeper into submission to his master, for he held back his climax by another’s command and not his own desire. “Nine, master, thank you,” he sobbed, on the ragged edge of self-control.


  Neren inserted his hand between Rak’s legs and felt the state of his cock. He laughed. “Roll over, slave.”


  Rak complied, turning and pressing his raw, abused backside into the mattress, keeping his legs spread wide so that Neren had full, easy access to him. He tried to hide the love and adoration that swelled in his heart as his gaze rested on his master.


  Neren fondled Rak’s cock with a rough hand, flipping the member about before he closed his fist around Rak’s tight balls.


  Rak cried out in pain, loving every second of it.


  Neren released his hold, and the flogger lashed down, directly atop Rak’s exposed groin, the spread of it reaching up both of his inner thighs.


  Rak somehow forced the words out, “Ten, master, thank you!” even as his body twisted and his seed shot out over his belly in an unrelenting torrent.


  Neren smiled down at him. “Good boy, pet.” He adjusted his clothing and took his erect cock in hand. “Do you want this?”


  “Ai, master, please, I want you in me. I humbly beg permission to feel your magnificent manhood filling me, taking me, using me for your pleasure. Please, master, let me please you.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak shuddered in absolute ecstasy as Neren fed his decently long, thick and pleasingly curved cock into Rak’s ass. The slave thought he was masking his expressions, but he was so transparent, it was almost funny. Neren knew exactly the degree of love and submission the slave was feeling for him. It pleased him that Rak’s retraining was going so well. It had been a rough start.


  Rak rolled his hips, pushing himself down on the impaling cock with great urgency and lust. Neren continued his steady penetration, permitting Rak to work himself in what was a sublime display of lust and submissive love. “Good boy, pet,” Neren murmured, stroking Rak’s cock, which was already hard again. “Good boy. That’s how you please your master.”


  Neren pressed inward as Rak pushed outward, and the last finger length of his cock was sucked up into the slave’s hot, velvet tunnel. He looked down, smiling at the sight of Rak’s ass stretched about his cock. The slave’s internal muscles began their pleasing massage at the same time as the slave began to hump himself on Neren’s shaft.


  Slowly, Neren started to move, rocking minutely in and out, building both speed and depth of stroke at a precise, languid rate. Rak responded beneath him, moaning and working himself, trying to encourage him to faster, harder action. Neren didn’t stop Rak’s efforts, but he ignored them. His method was calculated to drive the slave wild with need, and he was pleased at how successful it was. The slave’s cooperation at his taking was blissful, and the power raised in his body was even better. With each stroke of his cock, Rak fed him back pleasure and magical energy in equal measure, seeping into his body like water into parched ground.


  He had planned to deny Rak orgasm, to see the slave suffer and burn, curious as to how the slave would find the relief he’d so desperately need. But the siren song of Rak’s body, feeding him power and pleasure and the sight of the slave genuinely enjoying all of it was too much. With a groan of satisfaction, Neren came deep inside Rak’s body, triggering the slave’s dependent orgasm and a small tsunami rush of additional power. He was sated, in more ways than one.


  The slave then thanked him for his use. Neren smiled at Rak and permitted the slave to lick him clean. Once that was done, he tucked himself away and left. He had just enough time to get to the records hall. To not show up on time risked blowing his cover as the mousy clerk.


   


  Chapter Three: Tyll


   


   


  By midmorning, Tyll was wide awake, if stiff and sore. He swung out of bed and winced as he felt the back of his head. It amazed him that the captain hadn’t split his skull open. No doubt Rak would joke it was because he was so hardheaded. But it still hurt, almost as much as his pride hurt that a sunny had bested him. Pikara had raged at him, about him, about the kingdom of Koilatha and about the entire House of Day. The worst part had been when she’d called him old and suggested that he retire to the Movai. If he hadn’t felt her love and fear for him, he would have been insulted.


  Next, he flexed his shoulder. It hurt even more. After a considered moment, he splashed some morphea and wine into a goblet and chugged it down. Then, he did his exercises, working through the stiffness of age and the pain of injury until he felt loose and limber and a trifle lightheaded from the morphea. At least the pain was manageable.


  He picked up his lute case and headed out of his small guest room. Last night’s pre-dinner tour for visiting minstrels had included the palace music room. The smaller studio attached to it was a perfect place to practice. The tapestries on the walls muffled the lute, but the servants knew exactly where he was. Tyll was aware of the audience, and he chose pieces he thought they might like. All were strongly anti-slavery. But his sense of the servants diminished abruptly, replaced by another, stronger presence. He drank in a sample of the captain’s emotions and prepared himself for a confrontation.


  Jisten knocked on the door and politely waited.


  “It’s not locked, whoever you are,” said Tyll, maintaining the polite fiction that he had no idea who was calling on him.


  Jisten called without entering, “It’s Captain Jisten. May I enter?”


  “Come in, Captain.”


  Jisten did so but stood a respectful distance from Tyll, who peered up at him. “Captain. Have a seat.”


  Jisten sat down but still at attention and still stiff. His uniform was impeccably spotless, the fabric unwrinkled, with perfect creases exactly where regulations would call for them. His raven black hair was neatly, elegantly braided, up and out of the way. Subtle chains of mavrymis, the silver-black metal favored by the brotherhood, wound through each braid, and Tyll did not miss the tiny emeralds or nightstones dangling in key locations. Rak’s work, without any doubt, and the care the Loftoni had taken with the man’s hair spoke volumes about his feelings.


  Tyll played a martial riff on the lute. “You seem very tense.”


  “What has S’Rak told you about me?” Jisten said with a caution that Tyll guessed ruled his life, both military and personal.


  Tyll smiled a little. It was time to see how far he could push this man. “He told me that you are a good man. Kind, if a trifle shy. Brave, honorable and hung like a horse.”


  Jisten stared, speechless, expressionless except for a slight widening of the pupils that only a trained observer like Tyll would have picked up on.


  Tyll’s smile widened and played a few measures of a very bawdy song all soldiers knew.


  A muscle in Jisten’s smooth-shaven jaw twitched, the only movement in his marble face. After a minute, he asked, “Are you making fun of me?”


  “That depends, Captain. Are you replacing me?” There wasn’t a trace of amusement in Tyll as he set the lute down. If Jisten knew he was a bard, that gesture would subtly hint to the captain that he was now defenseless. People believed that the magic of bards came through their music, which was true, and that without an instrument in hand, they had no power, which was false, for the voice was an instrument as well. “He also told me that you were his Valer, the father of his baby, that he loved you and would not give you up.”


  The satisfaction that flickered across Jisten’s face enraged Tyll. How dare this prince’s dog attempt to sway Rak to his side! How dare the Valer look so pleased at the thought that Rak had feelings for him! Rak was confused, so easily swayed by the implacable needs of his body. And the Loftoni was being abused, that much was clear, which would make him even more susceptible to falling for a kind voice, a caring hand. Like this one.


  “You’re S’Rak’s spouse. I’m his Valer.”


  “His Valer,” repeated Tyll. He remembered Varkaris. If that Valer had been slightly less honorable, Rak would never have looked at him. “Rak also told me that you’re his Valer. But what does that mean, Captain?” He wanted Jisten to hang himself. “You profess to love him, perhaps? You think that he loves you?” Tyll tread a careful line. He knew with absolute certainty that Rak loved Jisten, even if the fires had been the root cause, the emotions were real. But Jisten might not know that.


  Jisten cleared his throat and fiddled with the hilt of his sword, drawing attention to it.


  Tyll recognized the sword—Rak’s sabre. What was the Valer doing with that?


  “It means...well, it means...” He took his hand off the sword, tucking the stray appendage into his leather swordbelt. “I oil S’Rak’s wings. I’m not stealing S’Rak—” Jisten stopped, expression betraying some uncertainty.


  “Certainly, and I’m the King of Rython.”


  “You’re a Duke, I heard,” Jisten said, overly polite. “Did you assassinate your king and take his place?”


  “That, my dear spousal thief, was sarcasm.” Tyll gestured to the sword at his side. “Are you sworn to serve the Lord of Night? Have you joined His Army?”


  “I’m sworn to serve S’Rak.” Jisten’s defenses went up in a flash. “He wanted to give me the nightstone sabre. I said that I would only borrow it.”


  “You wear the green and gold of Koilatha,” retorted Tyll.


  “S’Rak never said that there was a problem in serving both,” Jisten shot back.


  “You serve the Lord of Night by attacking his servants?”


  “You serve the Lord of the Night by abusing his high priest?”


  “Giving him what he needs is not abuse.”


  “The drunkard wants a drink, so the best thing to do is buy him one. The kaisin user needs a hit, so give him all the kaisin he wants, until his body wastes away to nothing from neglect.”


  “Free will means we take responsibility for our choices in life, even those choices that lead to death,” said Tyll smoothly. “It is not the place of the Gods to hold our hands and keep us from ever making poor choices or to shield us from the consequences of those poor choices. I did not do anything he did not want or ask me to do. I did not violate the First Law in any way.”


  Jisten’s face flushed red. He stood, quivering with rage. “You’re wrong about him! He doesn’t want pain! He doesn’t! He’s Thezomeh! He’s overcome his past!”


  “The rings give him pain,” replied Tyll, wondering why he was even answering this ridiculous charge. As if he’d ever harm Rak. “Enough to whet his appetite for more but not enough to satisfy him or to increase his pleasure. They’re designed that way. As long as the rings are there, to not give him what he needs is cruel.” He stood up and eased away from the chair, his lute, into the more open space but not moving closer to Jisten.


  Jisten visibly deflated and rubbed his temples. “I wanted to kill the one who put them on him. S’Rak forbad me. Said you would do it.”


  “You weren’t man enough,” Tyll suggested coldly. If he could convince the captain to attack him...that would be the most elegant solution to this problem. “You allowed them to be put on him and then ignored the needs they caused him. Coward.”


  Jisten eyes flashed with anger, his hands clenched into fists, but he had enough self-control to remain silent in the face of Tyll’s taunts.


  “Going to choke me again? Slam my head into the floor some more? Who will do your dirty work then?” Tyll assumed a posture of defenselessness, making himself appear vulnerable, hoping to lure the captain in. “Come, traitor. Let’s see you actually do something.”


  Jisten rushed Tyll, a good wrestler’s rush.


  Tyll was ready. He triggered the fast release on his forearm-sheathed dagger. The dagger dropped down into his left hand just as Jisten closed the distance between them. Tyll moved, purposefully spinning to the side to avoid the rushing man but allowing his left hand to trail, as if he couldn’t move quite fast enough. The impact of Jisten’s body against his hand and the hot splash of blood was satisfying. One less user to deal with, and he could even claim self-defense. Jisten had attacked him, after all. “Die, interloper.”


  Scorth’s roar was audible from the roof. Tyll wondered at that even as he gave Jisten a shove, sending him sprawling to the floor. It wasn’t like the dragon to interfere or even care about what went on between the wingless, as Scorth called all non-Loftoni.


  “No, don’t!” Jisten curled into a ball, gasping in shock.


  He grasped the knife handle in his gut to stabilize it, but Tyll was confident that shock and blood loss would do him in. If not, well, he’d probably cut the bowel, and that wouldn’t be survivable without healing. Tyll frowned. He’d have to keep the healers away from the man long enough to be certain of his demise. Or he could finish the job here and now. Tyll pulled out a second dagger, the white dagger, and checked its edge. It pleased him to offer the Valer’s soul to the God of Death.


  “The baby—” Jisten grabbed Tyll’s leg with a bloody hand. “Don’t let S’Rak die. Please.” His grey gaze fixed on Tyll, pleading.


  Tyll pulled his leg away. “Don’t be stupid. I would never harm S’Rak. You’re only the adoptive father, Valer. I’m not Kephi for nothing. Some wyrm chaos priest named Murson was the real father.” But now he had doubt, and he hesitated, white dagger in hand.


  Jisten continued to stare at him pleadingly. “Heart adoption, Si’Yeni—” he gasped.


  “Call on your Goddess, cuckold,” Tyll said coldly. “If She’ll have you, for breaking my family and trying to steal my spouse.” Still, he hesitated—What is a heart adoption? Am I wrong, is Jisten really the father? The implications chilled him. Have I just hurt my love?


   


  Chapter Four: Rak


   


   


  The shock of pain that slammed into Rak was not his own. Jisten! He flung himself out of bed and ran out of the suite wearing nothing but his sleeping robe, untied and flapping about his bare legs and feet.


  Hurry, urged Scorth. Before your bard kills him.


  People turned to stare at Rak as he ran through the palace in total disarray, following the inner sense that told him where Jisten was. He reached the music room without running into anyone capable of actually stopping him. He focused on the door to one of the practice rooms. There!


  Rak flung open the door and raced to Jisten, shouldering Tyll aside in the process. He took note of the white dagger in his bard’s hand as he dropped to his knees and cupped his wings around Jisten protectively. He set his hands atop Jisten’s, which were holding the dagger in his gut stable. “Tyll, how could you? You know I love him!”


  “It’s not lethal. He twisted at the last moment and I missed the artery.” Tyll sounded regretful. “But I might have cut his bowel,” was added with brightening hope.


  Rak twisted to stare up at Tyll, hands still locked over the wound. “He is my Valer. What were you thinking? He is the father of my baby! Do you want me to die? He is the captain of the palace guard! Do you want to be arrested?”


  “I won’t allow anyone to steal you, my dear,” Tyll said. “I almost died I don’t know how many times trying to smuggle you out of Zoth. And he’s only the adoptive father.”


  “Tyll! He petitioned Si’Yeni for a heart adoption! My life is linked to his through the baby now!” Rak told the horrified bard. Where is Forael? Rak demanded of Scorth.


  We are coming, Rak. All will be well, soothed the dragon.


  “Sun incinerate half-complete intelligence reports!” Tyll cursed. “He rushed me. I had to defend myself.”


  “And I am sure you did nothing to encourage his attack.” replied Rak in a voice dripping with sarcasm. “First, you read a private letter to my guards and my assistant, and then, you try to assassinate my Valer.”


  “I bear the wounds of your defenders here, Rak,” Tyll said. “Have you forgotten?’


  “I have not forgotten. I had hoped you would display more wisdom than they did and more restraint.”


  “Bastards accuse me, attack me for supposedly hurting you,” Tyll grumbled. “Sanctimonious Koilathans. Pikara is right about them.”


  “Of course I’m right.” Pikara, framed in the doorway, looked down at Jisten. “Sun’s golden shit, he’s still alive, S’Tyll.” She shook her head. “Then again, you are wounded. And only some measly herbalist to help you.”


  “My mistake,” said Tyll gravely.


  “My life is bound to his,” snarled Rak.


  The sound of Tyll’s teeth grinding was audible. “If I had known…forgive me, my dear. Since I will hang for this once word gets out, I need to work fast. Who shall I kill over your rings?”


  “Neren, in the records hall,” snapped Rak. “Beware, he is His get and a mage. And if you can kill Hasaviz, the palace slave master, as well, I would be most grateful.”


  “I’ll be quick.” Tyll ran out.


  “Let Captain Numbnuts die,” said Pikara. “Sheesh, if he wanted him dead, he shoulda let me. Greedy gut.”


  “He might have stood a fighting chance against you,” said Rak bitterly. His sweet bard had tried to assassinate his Valer.


  “Some sunny Valerite? You wound me, Thez.”


  Forael walked right in, no knock, and knelt down beside Jisten. “Ah, cousin, I will need you to remove your hands. While the good captain’s fighting abilities are an interesting topic for discussion, please allow me to heal him.”


  Rak reluctantly gave way for Forael. “Thank you, Ylion,” he said. He shot a dagger glare at Pikara, since Tyll was safely out of tongue-lashing range.


  Pikara looked innocent and shrugged insolently. “One Vavular less in the world, what’s the problem?”


  “He is the father of my baby,” snapped Rak. “One Valer less means you will have to find a new Thezomeh, and whomever he is, he might not be so permissive or understanding as I.”


  Pikara groaned. “When are you having this baby?”


  “In four moons,” said Rak absently, watching Forael with an anxious eye.


  Pikara nodded, obviously filing away the information.


  “I suggest the servants of the night shield their eyes,” Forael said. The light came down and pierced through their shielded eyes anyway.


  Rak not only covered his eyes, he ducked his head and covered it with his wings. It helped a little.


  Jisten groaned and tried to sit up. He held his stomach. “Now I know how Jethain felt.”


  “Not exactly,” Forael corrected. “He had far more damage.”


  Rak dropped his hands and knelt at Jisten’s side. “Are you okay? Do you hurt? Can I get you anything?”


  Pikara groaned at Rak’s loving hovering. “He received healing, your spouse only a herbalist!”


  Jisten reached up and stroked the agitated wings when they came within range. “I’m fine.”


  Rak’s wings spread under Jisten’s hands. “You are certain? I cannot believe that he did that. I am so very sorry.”


  “What sort of rank amateur can’t stop a simple knife in the gut?” Pikara wondered aloud.


  “I can believe it,” Jisten said. “And yes, I should have been better prepared. A jealous spouse is a serious matter, even when they aren’t battle trained.”


  “Cuckold,” Pikara said.


  Rak whirled on Pikara, a dagger appearing in his hand. “Get out!” he screamed in Okyran.


  “Whoa! Pregnant Thez is cranky!” She held up her hands and backed away.


  “He is my Valer! You will not insult him!”


  “I’ll go find your spouse,” Pikara shot back.


  “No, he is on a mission. Return to the stables and prepare for a full kit inspection.”


  “I can’t leave you alone,” Pikara muttered. “I know you. You’ll get into mischief.” She backed off and fell silent.


  Rak stuck his tongue out at her then returned his attention to Jisten, smoothly switching back to his accented Koilathan. “Give me a moment, I will call a litter.” Rak knew full well that Jisten spoke Okyran, but Pikara might not know that, so he had decided to pretend that Jisten couldn’t.


  “No litter!” Jisten said, mortified and thankfully in Koilathan.


  “You are not pulling a Jethain, are you?” Rak glowered at his Valer, recalling the recalcitrant prince’s long recuperation.


  “I am not!” Jisten said, aghast, always a sucker for verbal traps like that.


  “Then, you will allow me to call for a litter,” said Rak smugly.


  “No, I’m not the prince!” Jisten hauled himself to his feet, wincing, ignoring the Ylion’s outstretched hand. “That could have gone better.”


  Rak leapt to support him. “Ai, it could have.”


  “Only eat your mother’s food,” Forael warned. “And someone please tell me all the juicy details of what just happened. I’m a lonely old man stuck in a temple, for sun’s sake.”


  “I’ll fill you in,” said Pikara sweetly, with a gleam of anticipation in her eye.


  “Please do.” Forael gave a small bow and grinned at Rak.


  Pikara leaned close to Forael. “So first, Jisten cuckolds Thez’s spouse by, what’s the Koilathan term? Screwing him—”


  “Pikara, return to your duties.”


  “Hey! He’s a lonely old man stuck in a sun temple! I just wanted to help him!”


  “Then stick to the plain facts without embellishment, bias or added color. I need to get this imitation Jethain into a bed before he does himself further damage, just like the prince he is not.” Rak guided Jisten out of the room, certain that he was making a mistake by leaving Pikara with Forael, but he was worried about his Valer. He would give Forael the correct story later, along with a suitable gift to apologize for subjecting him to Pikara.


  “I am not! I will not!” Jisten protested uselessly. “S’Raaak, stop it. I’m not as silly as Jethain!”


  “Then why are you insisting on walking rather than letting yourself be carried in a litter?”


  “Because I’m a Valer, not a prince. I just showed my lack of intelligence and ability by allowing myself to be knifed by a jealous spouse,” Jisten said. “I need to at least show some stubborn, stupid strength.”


  “I would think that you could display superior intelligence by allowing yourself to be carried.”


  “Strength and male pride over intelligence every time,” Jisten said, still leaning on Rak. “Add that to my file.”


  “You are just like my brother,” said Rak. “Just like. And yet, you sided with me when I made Jethain act sensibly.”


  “That was him,” Jisten said. Like that made all the difference in the world. Rak led Jisten into the suite and started toward the bedroom.


  “Once you are in bed, I expect you to stay there until tomorrow,” said Rak. “I will send to Matre for food.”


  “Pastina and cannoli, please,” Jisten said. “With extra cream to smear all over you.”


  Rak chuckled and guided Jisten into the bedroom. “For you, anything, not least of which, the world’s most comfortable bed.”


  “Any bed that you are in is the best bed in the world.”


  Rak undressed Jisten for once and tucked him into bed. He mixed some morphea into a goblet of wine and held it out.


  “Are you sure?” Jisten asked before he drank. “You know what this does to me.”


  “I am counting on that,” Rak assured him.


  Jisten tossed the medicated wine back and set the goblet aside. For a short time, he relaxed, allowing the drugged wine to take effect. Then, he tossed the blankets off and grinned at Rak. “Why don’t you show me what you’re counting on?”


  Rak made short work of his clothes but stopped at the foot of the bed and stretched teasingly, spreading his wings to full extension as he arched his back. Jisten’s sigh of appreciation made him smile. He crawled onto the bed between Jisten’s legs with his wings still spread, bringing them forward to flap over Jisten’s upper body.


  His skillful tongue quickly brought Jisten erect, and Rak continued to lick the shaft for far longer than was strictly necessary. Before Jisten could interfere, Rak took the head of the cock into his mouth, pushing his mouth over the stiff member. He was coming to love the taste of Jisten’s cock, to love the feel of the massive member filling his mouth and pushing down his throat. He deep-throated Jisten, taking in all the man had, pushing himself down the long length of Jisten’s spear until his nose was buried in Jisten’s pubic hair and his chin was nestled against Jisten’s balls. He hummed to give pleasure to Jisten by vibrating his cock, unable to suck with the member rammed so deeply down his throat.


  Rak backed off, sucking in a quick gulp of air before he sealed his lips and applied suction to the meat remaining in his mouth. His hands stroked the exposed length of cock, stimulating the skin. Then, Rak went down again and buried the cock in his throat. His hands now played with Jisten’s balls, caressing and rolling them with a skillful, loving touch.


  Jisten groaned when Rak vibrated him, resting a hand on the back of Rak’s head. His hips rolled as he pumped himself in Rak’s throat, and Rak paused, shivering in delight as Jisten’s dominance came to the fore.


  Jisten’s hand tightened on his head, gripping him by his short hair for better control. Rak submitted to Jisten’s demands, expressed so plainly by the pressure of hand and cock without the need for words. Rak bobbed his head in time with the gentle roll of Jisten’s hips. He knew the man wanted to pound his throat but was prevented by his injury. So, Rak pounded himself on Jisten’s cock, as hard and fast as he sensed the Valer wanted it. Jisten’s hands on his head felt good, masterful and pleased Rak deeply.


  His throat felt stretched and sore and his breathing ragged and needful, but still, he worked himself on Jisten’s cock, giving everything he had to pleasuring his mate until finally Jisten cried out, his cock throbbing along the length of Rak’s throat, so deeply he swore he could feel it in his chest. Jisten was down his throat to the point where Rak could not swallow, but he still felt the hot splash of Jisten’s seed as it shot down to his belly. He also sensed Jisten’s orgasm as if it were his own, riding the wave of pleasure with his lover.


  Jisten sighed in soft contentment, his body falling into the limp relaxation of sleep.


  Rak pulled off his softening cock and licked it clean of his thick globs of spit and mucus. He permitted himself to bathe Jisten’s balls, savoring the taste of Jisten’s salty sweat and male musk. He took the sac into his mouth and sucked on it gently, perfectly relaxed and willing to remain thus for the rest of the day. He felt utter contentment at two times in his life—when a lover’s cock remained in his ass and when a lover’s sac filled his mouth. Rak had no idea why sucking on other men’s balls held his fires at bay, he only knew that it worked.


   


  Chapter Five: Assassin


   


   


  The Lord of Night gave gifts to all his servants. Some of these gifts were inherent to the person and often guided which sect they went into, like those who could hear beasts usually went into the Thezi. Other gifts were entirely God’s granted, and what those gifts were was dependent on sect. The strength of the inborn gifts were variable, but the strength of the God’s granted gifts depended on willpower and practice.


  Tyll used a God’s gift now, that of invisibility. Light passed through him like he was not there—he cast no shadow, he became shadow. The world was hard to see in this state, appearing obscured through a thick pane of glass or sometimes mist, occasionally prismatic light reflected from the edges of the field of vision. The causes of the visual effects weren’t something the Kephi had ever taken time to study, no more than that they had ever studied why there were things visible in this state that were not visible to the naked eye. The esoteric whys were left to the Astri sect to ponder and debate.


  The one time Tyll had mentioned the visual oddities to Ave, she had posited that perhaps it wasn’t true invisibility but a change in the state of being, as if Tyll was translating to the spirit realm but stopping halfway there. But whatever the cause or the physical process, invisibility was a cloak Tyll had much practice wearing. He crept, for sound was not eliminated, into the records hall.


  A lone merchant clutched a square paper card that said Forty-two while the clerk at the desk ignored him. When the merchant cleared his throat, the clerk said, “Number Eighteen?”


  Tyll stepped forward and touched the card, focusing his will to use yet another of the God’s gifts. The Kephi sect had the ability to change written words and very rarely small things to further the end of eliminating chaos. This talent was mostly used to confuse the Enemy’s forces. If the dispatches ordering an attack all bore different times for the launch of that attack, odds were it would not go well for the Enemy.


  The Forty-two vanished and in its place was the number Eighteen.


  “Me!” the merchant was so excited that he ignored the change in number. He bounced in place as he handed over the card.


  The clerk stood up and walked around the desk. He yanked the merchant forward, cut his throat and chanted as the blood poured into his hands. He glowed with malevolent, stolen power. “Dark servant! I am the mage Neren! I can sense you! You can’t win! Leave now!”


  Arrogant idiot. What next, a monologue about how I will never defeat him? Does unsanctioned blood magery drive its practitioners mad or were they mad to begin with and that is why they attempt to become blood mages? Tyll tested Neren with a flung dagger. The dagger bounced off.


  Neren turned toward it and threw power at the dagger’s source. His victim stopped twitching and the blood flow slowed.


  Tyll had already darted to the side. Now, he was behind Neren, and his garrote came out and whipped around Neren’s neck. If I throttle the shield, will it in turn throttle the mage?


  Instead, the garrote wire dissolved. Neren ducked down and slipped away. The mage ran like all the demons of the abyss were after him.


  Tyll chanted silently as he chased the man. His hands glowed with invisible power and he battered at the mage’s shield.


  Neren flung only one bolt of power behind him, saving most of his power for his shields. He darted outside.


  Vrema cut him off, flashing her fangs at him.


  Tyll closed the distance and tackled him.


  “Father King!” Neren cried in terror. His shield glowed with fresh power and flung Tyll off.


  Vrema pounced like a cat on a mouse, but her cloven hooves slid off the reinforced shield in a shower of sparks.


  Neren stood up and cast a bolt of power at Tyll.


  Tyll called his staff and, glowing with power and perfectly visible, he batted the bolt back at Neren.


  Neren ducked and ran again.


  Vrema called her packmates for reinforcements as she cut Neren off again. Two feet couldn’t outrun four.


  Tyll swung his staff at Neren’s head. The mage’s shields stopped the staff with a blast of power that rocked Tyll back. This was followed up by the casting of a massive lightning bolt that Tyll didn’t even have a chance at ducking. The bolt slammed him square in the chest and threw him back into a wall, and Vrema paused out of concern for him.


  Neren took advantage of their distraction and dashed through the doors of the City Watch’s Headquarters.


  The air reeked of ozone and charred cloth. Tyll’s clothing smoldered in the aftermath. Vrema nuzzled him anxiously.


  Tyll’s mastigi landed on his face. It sat on his nose and clicked. Then, it walked over his face, still clicking.


  The two death hounds that Rak had assigned to Tyll should trouble occur materialized. The bitch proceeded to wash his face, including ears, nose and mouth while the dog pushed his head under Tyll’s hand. When the bitch’s tongue gave the inside of Tyll’s mouth a good swipe, the Kephi turned his head with a grimace and splutter.


  Vrema snuffled his face, and he wiped off both hound and avtappi slobber.


  “You three need peppermints,” Tyll complained.


  Vrema knelt and Tyll pulled himself onto her saddle.


  “I’m just singed, my lady,” Tyll told her. When she imaged Neren entering the City Watch building, he said, “Clever girl. Now, let’s disappear into that nice alley beside it.”


   


  * * * *


   


  In the foyer of the headquarters building, Neren calmed himself and his posture altered to that of the inoffensive clerk. He eased further into the large, vaulted room, looking for any man with a build similar to his. With a glance, he knew the nervous young man clutching his worldly possessions in one hand and a stack of forms in the other was the perfect choice.


  He strode up, looking official now. “Come this way, please.”


  The applicant followed him without a complaint.


  Neren took him into a small meeting room. It was short work to magically pin the man then rape him for the power boost and cut spell glyphs into his flesh for the deception. When Neren was finished, he had an exact replica of himself, one who would truly believe himself to be Neren and who was imbued with enough magic to fool non-mages. Neren wagered even a casual mental probe would convince the enemy that the replica was he. Only a Justicer might be able to tell the truth of the matter now, but Neren rather doubted the dark servant was going to haul him before the Justicers.


  He anchored his trap for the sex slave in a blood-soaked crystal that he inserted into the replica. Rak would feel the control spell’s pull so long as the crystal was in the replica’s body. He dressed himself in the man’s ill-fitting clothes then put the clerk uniform on his replica.


  The two men walked out of the room and went their separate ways. The replica jerked twice then ran out the front door of headquarters and into the side door of the duty desk for the working part of the station.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tyll positioned himself outside the headquarters, his invisibility firmly cloaking him. He watched the doors for Neren intently. He wouldn’t let the mage get away a second time. He paid no mind to the dejected young man who walked out of the main building looking like all his dreams had just been dashed.


   


  * * * *


   


  “I’m being attacked! Assassin! Dark servants attacking!” the man who looked and acted just like Neren screamed to the duty officers.


  A half-dozen men of the watch came outside. They looked around, poked their truncheons here and there and went back inside. “There’s nothing there. Nothing. What’ve you been drinking?”


  “Nothing.” The replica straightened his clerk’s robes. “The dark ones have hidden themselves.”


  “Right,” said the watch officer, sneering. “And the records clerk is an expert on darkies? I’ve seen th’ high priest. He couldn’t vanish if he wanted to.”


  “And his dragon is even more obvious,” added another man.


  “His demon horses don’t hide well either. Hard to hide something with crimson eyes and fangs.”


  “They aren’t all Loftoni and dragons,” the not-clerk said. “Those are the visible ones, meant to distract you while their underlings destroy our city.”


  The watch officer burst out laughing. “Go back t’yer paperwork.”


  The clerk swept out with a stiffened, outraged posture. A staff inserted itself between his shielded feet, and he fell, face down, into a puddle of warm, fresh avtappi piss. A hiss and crackle of the shield impacting the pavement was his only warning of the shield dissolving. The false Neren flung a bolt of borrowed power in a desperate, last gamble. The power shot off him in every direction but was weakened by being diffused.


  Tyll plunged an unmarked dagger into Neren’s spine. He mounted Vrema and set the mare to a hard gallop before the watch came out.


   


  * * * *


   


  “I’d feel worse if it was anyone other than a records clerk,” the watchman said as he looked down at the corpse.


  “Yeah, he made me wait over an hour once,” his companion agreed. “Not like anyone else was even there.”


  “Clean it up,” said the officer tiredly, thinking off all the paperwork he’d have to fill out because of this. “Before the flies come.” As he went back inside, he paused in confusion. If the clerk was dead, where could he send the paperwork?


  The watch would remember this and Neren’s certainty that a dark servant was involved.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak jerked awake as he felt the implacable pull of the control spell tightening in his gut. He gently released Jisten’s scrotum then gave each ball and the flaccid cock an apologetic kiss. The control spell was calling from outside the palace grounds, so Rak struggled to concentrate on immediate tasks long enough to dress himself completely. He even managed to arm himself, surprised that the control spell wasn’t growing in strength as fast as it usually did.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten sat up when Rak walked out. He wasn’t fooled. Someone was summoning Rak, and he intended to put a stop to it. He dressed with lightning speed and took the servant’s exit out of the suite, heading for the barracks. He wanted backup.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak padded out of his suite, trying to look as if nothing was amiss. He made a beeline for the stables, though, and mounted Vyld bareback. His guard, having noticed his activity, was quick to mount up and follow him.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak and Vyld careened down the road, headed right for Tyll and Vrema.


  “Hello, my dear,” Tyll greeted the rampaging avtappi and rider.


  Vyld flung himself sideways in surprise. Rak barely kept his seat and stared at the empty space, “Tyll? I am summoned, I must go.”


  “Summoned? Must go where?” Tyll asked and put his invisible hand on Rak’s thigh.


  “He calls,” said Rak. “Neren. Come.” He asked Vyld to run again.


  Tyll swung up behind Rak. “Neren’s corpse is lying in a puddle of Vrema’s urine.”


  Vrema, visible once more, shook her mane as she squealed an equine laugh. She paced Vyld easily.


  “That is a good place for him. But the control spell has not released me. His last summons remains in effect.”


  “Once you reach his body, the spell will complete and release you,” Tyll said with more confidence than he felt. He massaged Rak’s back with his skilled fingers.


   


  * * * *


   


  Pikara and the rest of Rak’s guard pounded down the road after their Thezomeh, only to end up stuck behind the blasted palace guard, who were intent on blocking the road and refusing to yield the right of way. A solid wall of horse rump stretched across the road.


  “Move your sunny asses outta our way!” hollered Pikara. When the palace guards failed to obey, she hollered, “Get ‘em, Alga!” The avtappi sunk her teeth, fangs and all, into a well-muscled horse rear.


  Largo turned in the saddle and punched Alga’s nose with a mailed fist. His avtappi glared balefully at the hated mare.


  Alga sneezed violently, the horse’s blood from her mouth spraying over Largo.


  Orste, on the matching twin of Largo’s steed, fell back and swerved into Alga, hard. The stallion outweighed her greatly.


  Largo pulled out two of Rak’s fly repellant charms and handed one to the horse’s rider. He put the other around his own neck.


  “Back that lethal thing off a’fore we kill it,” Orste told Pikara.


  “You putrid sunnies have no right to avtappi! Especially if you’d murder one!” She shook her own mailed fist at them. “Outta the way so we can reach Thez!”


  “We’re grateful to the high priest for his gifts,” said Largo, “but we don’t let them kill or maim other’s mounts, and we don’t command them to attack allies.”


  “You ain’t allies! And Thez’ll die if your sorry sunny asses are his only protection! Move!”


  “This is our country, our city, our capitol and we have the right of passage. You don’t. Fall back and mind your manners, assuming you have any.”


  “He’s right, you know,” said Nymis. “Ordering Alga to attack the palace guard could be seen as an act of war. Kind of like punching the captain of that guard.”


  Pikara and Alga sized up the avtappi stallion. Alga was willing to fight, but Pikara shook her head. “Fine, Thez’s blood is on you, Nymis.” She fell back. “Your nose is turning gold from all the sunny ass kissing.”


   


   


  Chapter Six: The Temple of Pehroz


   


   


  Vyld came to a snorting stop before the Temple of Pehroz, the only white building in the city. The fluted marble columns gave it a graceful appearance, the lack of color a deathly one. Rak indicated the elegant, bone-white building. “He is in there.”


  “They moved him very fast,” said Tyll. “Too bad. I liked him lying in avtappi piss.”


  Zala cantered up, trailed by a full troop of mounted guards. Jisten stayed on his avtappi but only by clutching the saddle. “S’Rak!” he called out and looked at the Temple of Pehroz.


  “Jisten, I told you to remain in bed!” Rak slid off Vyld and went to the Valer. “What, are you trying to outdo Jethain now?”


  “Zala learned the easy student gait from Pondiki. We were both worried about you.” Jisten looked down at Rak then over at the riderless Vrema. “Why are you at the Temple of Pehroz?”


  Rak flushed and shifted his feet uneasily. He hadn’t told Jisten about Neren. Only about Hasaviz and that under duress. And now that he thought about it, he hadn’t told Tyll about Virien. “I need to view a body,” he said at length. “Wait here?”


  Jisten slid off Zala and winced when his feet hit the ground. “I want to go with you. Please?”


  “Very well,” said Rak. “Though I permit this under protest. You should be in bed.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The dark guard finally pushed their way around the palace guard troop, and their avtappi proudly arrayed themselves in a defensive display position before Rak. He managed to stifle his sigh as Pikara planted herself beside him.


  “Hey, Temple of Pehroz!” Pikara said. “Too bad it ain’t the Valemite that’s dead.”


  “The Temple of Pehroz?” Zeleri whined, backing his avtappi. “I don’t want to go in there!”


  “Don’t worry,” Dolron told him. “If Pehroz wants you, He’ll take you. Zap! No need to be in His temple for that to happen. Temple’s just where they prepare the dead bodies for burning. Step lively in there to make sure the white priests don’t mistake you.”


  “Wow! I wonder if a temple to Pehroz is different in a sun land. Let’s see!” Kryt looked far too excited.


  “You will all wait out here,” said Rak firmly. “Try to conduct yourselves as befits the Temple Guard.”


  Pikara laughed at Rak’s remark. “Oh, Thez, ya still got it. No way are ya going in there alone with some Valdesh.” She studiously ignored Vrema’s empty saddle. “An’ we’re doin’ a sweep before ya go in there.”


  “Assemble for a sweep!” Jisten called out. “Take care for assassins.”


  Sedrael turned and pointed to four men in succession then at the temple. The men dismounted and handed their reins to their neighbors.


  “Stinkin’ copycat!” Pikara snarled. “Only way you’ll find an assassin is when he spits your men. Oh wait, go right ahead then. Least your bodies’ll be in the right place. Then us darkies’ll do the real fightin’.”


  “I gave an order!” Jisten snapped and then put a hand to his stomach with a wince. The four palace guards marched into the temple, bucklers up.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Follow the sunnies and kill whatever kills ‘em!” Pikara barked at her own, heading for the temple doors. “Zeleri, stay out here with Thez.”


  “Welcome.” The priest of Pehroz was remarkably calm as the squads of soldiers marched past. In fact, he seemed a little amused.


  To Pikara’s disappointment, no one was killed and the rooms were empty of the living. They all tumbled out back into the light outside, the dark guard jostling the palace guard.


  “We’ll wait out here,” Sed told Jisten after the four guards he’d sent reported that the temple was empty of all but the dead and a priest.


  Pikara laughed nastily and pushed past Sedrael, heading back toward the temple doors. “Sunnies scared of death? Us darkies face it every night.”


  “Back!” Rak pointed her right back down the steps.


  “Awww, Thez,” she pouted.


  Rak shook his head. “There is nothing in there I need to be protected from. Your sword cannot stop Pehroz should He choose to take me. Wait here.”


  “I’ll play with the sunnies,” she warned.


  The look Rak gave her seemed very much to say Go right ahead and push me. It was a look of warning and patience wearing thin.


  Pikara ignored it.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak waited until she’d actually backed down before he walked into the temple with the invisible Tyll and the wounded Jisten as his wingmen. He found the priest of Pehroz and said, “A body was brought here. A clerk, Neren. My Lord has a claim on him. May I see the body?”


  “Of course,” said the priest of Pehroz. “In the cold room, table six.”


  Rak nodded and went into the cold room. The tables were clearly numbered. He went to number six and drew back the bespelled sheet. He studied the clerk’s face. “This is not he.”


  “Are you sure? The dead sometimes look different than when they were alive.” Jisten peered at the face as well. “Who were you expecting?”


  “I am certain. I have seen dead people before. This is not Neren.”


  “Night blast it!” said Tyll’s disembodied voice.


  “S’Tyll!” Jisten looked around wildly.


  Tyll appeared before his eyes, expression disgruntled. “I killed the wrong man?”


  “Magic,” Jisten sighed. “At least on our side this time. And, uhm, doesn’t Zotien frown on murder?”


  Tyll cut his hand and drew some apologetic glyphs on the dead man’s skin. “He cast lightning bolts at me. I am pretty sure Zotien will forgive me. Death does not bother our Lord as much as some other crimes. Free will and our service to Him continue in the next life as well.”


  “S’Tyll forgets that the Kephi are held to a different standard when it comes to murder. But, in this case, it is clearly self-defense, so Zotien is not likely to become involved.”


  Hands brushed Rak’s skin, caressing and teasing, causing his wings to unfurl. Their feel was as familiar to him as Tyll’s hands or Jisten’s, and distinct from either. One of the hands slid down his belly to fondle his package, and the other spread his cheeks, fingers worming into his crack to reach his opening. Rak’s wings quivered, spreading a little then relaxing then spreading again.


  Rak moaned softly as the hands aroused him, attracting both Jisten’s and Tyll’s attention.


  “S’Rak? What is it?” Jisten asked. He glanced around the cold room.


  Tyll moved closer to Rak, expression concerned.


  Rak moaned again as a finger entered him and rubbed the sensitive flesh inside the circumference of his anal ring. His arousal was plain to see, tenting his pants. The finger probed more deeply, and Rak trembled in awakening need and desire.


  “Who?” Tyll asked, his voice sounding so distant, Rak wondered if he were in the same place as they. That musing was distracted by the addition of a second finger inside him, thrusting deeply into him, caressing the special spot that yielded such exquisite pleasure.


  Through slitted eyes, Rak watched Jisten hold up his hands. “Not me. S’Tyll? What are you doing?”


  “Nothing,” Tyll’s voice assured him. He placed a hand on Rak’s shoulder, which Rak barely felt. What he did feel was the three fingers of one hand thrusting into him and the other hand playing with his erect cock and balls.


  “Something is triggering his slave fires,” reported Tyll.


  “Magic,” Jisten said it as a curse.


  Tyll pulled Rak away from where he was standing, but the unseen spirit moved with Rak and continued to stimulate him. His hips were rolling in helpless response to what the hands were doing to him and he moaned in pleasure yet again. He knew whose hands they were, those hands were as familiar to him as his own.


  Narvain purred in Rak’s ear, “You’re mine, you’ll always be mine. Soon, you’ll come home to me, pet.”


  “Ya, Domin,” Rak agreed in Zafirin, losing himself to Narvain’s touch once more.


  “Domin?” A knife appeared in Tyll’s hand. “Where is he, Rak?”


  “Si’Yeni! My Loftoni is threatened with unseen magic!” Jisten called in his clear baritone.


  A sunset glow flooded the room and revealed the mage whispering in Rak’s ear.


  “Lord Pehroz, hear me! A soul has defied your laws, leaving his own body and latching onto another! He seeks power beyond that entitled to mortal man,” raged Tyll.


  “Thief!” screamed Narvain, pointing at Tyll. “I will destroy you!”


  White fire roared up along the walls, the pale, twisting fingers tinted by the sunset glow of Si’Yeni.


  With an inarticulate shriek, Narvain fled before the reaching hands of two deities. His flight snapped the magical summons set by Neren, and Rak relaxed all at once.


  “Thank you, My Valer. I see the living mortal has escaped the Lord of Death for the moment,” murmured Si’Yeni’s soothing voice. “It never ceases to amaze Me that mortals think they can evade Him forever. Lord Pehroz has granted Me the souls of both father and son, once they are collected,” the Goddess said in a dangerous voice. “They will long rue their cruelty here in the mortal realm.”


  “Thank you, my Lady,” Jisten said.


  “You are most welcome. I see a trinket that the high priest of My dear Storm Lord wears. May I have it, dear Loftoni?” A single violet finger ran down Rak’s chest and stopped at his groin.


  Rak hesitated. He had sworn to keep them. But this was a Goddess asking, not some mere mortal. Not only a Goddess, but one of the four Creators, and one whom he owed. “It is not a suitable offering for anyone, much less You, my Lady,” he deflected, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.


  “I have need of them, gracious Loftoni.” The violet finger withdrew the rings right through his clothing. Si’Yeni twirled them and they were no longer golden, but each glowing with a different color of the sunset. They vanished and she said, “One day soon, Narvain himself shall wear these, you have My word on it.”


  Subdued, Tyll said, “Dawn Lady, I ask Your forgiveness for my hasty actions in regards to Your servant. I beg his pardon as well.”


  “You acted to preserve your family, dear Kephine, how can I stay angry with that? As to My Valer, though he has his flaws,” Si’Yeni said, “Holding a grudge is not one of them. You are his family now. He should see this.”


  Tyll inclined his head. “Then, he is a better man than me. I doubt I could forgive a man who’d planted a dagger in my gut.”


  “Family needs each other, much more in the days ahead. So much more.”


  Rak watched as Si’Yeni’s glow faded. He pulled both his men into a hug. “Thank you both.” His stomach growled and his fires burned with great intensity, but he refused to acknowledge his need, not here in the Temple of Pehroz. He had some small iota of pride remaining to him.


  Tyll stroked Rak’s hair and told Jisten, “That was Narvain. Our real enemy. Only he is ever called Domin by Rak. Lesser masters, users, are called by the more general word for master, heffin.”


  Jisten stroked Rak’s still-rustling wings. “I’ve never seen him before, but I won’t forget him, either. I’ll tell Jethain that he sent his son to spy and abuse S’Rak, which, by the way, S’Rak didn’t tell me about.”


  “What other source could the rings have?” asked Tyll. “Let’s feed our kironi, and we can talk this over.” Tyll stumbled slightly over the word our.


  “The Full Pint or my mother’s?” Jisten asked Rak.


  “Forael said that you were to only eat your matre’s cooking until you heal,” said Rak. “And the tavern does not serve ravioli.”


  “S’Rak warded Valer Square, so it should be safe,” Jisten explained. “And Mother loves S’Rak as much as I do. Maybe more.”


  “Very well. I suspect a private conversation would be best.” Tyll thought he was less likely to be knifed by Jisten’s mother than his men. He did consider that he might be making a fatal error. A mother’s love easily surpassed that of a guard for their captain.


  Rak inclined his head politely to the priest of Pehroz as they walked out.


  The white-clad servant’s lips twitched at the sight of the Kephine. Rak was certain that the death priest had been aware of S’Tyll all along. Invisibility didn’t hide souls, and the death priests had the same sight as a death hound.


  Rak, Jisten and Tyll emerged from the temple.


  “There’s the minstrel that stabbed Jisten!” Kordri shouted and pointed. “Arrest him!”


  “How’d he get in there?” asked Largo, ignoring the arrest order for a moment.


  “Magic!” Kordri snarled.


  “Lieutenant Kordri, stand down,” Jisten said evenly.


  Rak glared at Kordri, but he knew that he couldn’t actually stop the man from arresting Tyll.


  “I think we’d consider arresting one of ours an act of war. What d’ya think, Nymis?” Pikara asked too sweetly.


  “Pika, shut up,” suggested Rak.


  Tyll glared at Pikara for blowing what little cover he had left.


  “One of yours?” Orste glanced at the minstrel. “Oh-ho! A spy!”


  “Aww, sun scorch my ass,” Pikara grumbled.


  “There wasn’t much doubt,” said Kordri. “And now there’s none. Arrest him. Captain, stand aside.”


  “Lieutenant, there is nothing to arrest Tafflynn for,” Jisten replied.


  Kordri turned to the men instead. “Is there any doubt now that the capt’n’s mind been turned? That man’s a spy and an assassin; he tried and failed to kill our capt’n. He shouldn’t be walking free, able to strike again. Next time, he might strike higher, and then, we’ll have failed in our duties to protect the royal family!”


  “We were fighting. He stabbed me under reasonable circumstances,” Jisten said. “There is no proof that he is either spy or assassin. Now, stand down, Kordri, or face charges for disobeying orders.”


  “What circumstances would those be?” asked Kal. “I can’t see ever forgiving something like that.”


  Jisten flushed red. “I can’t explain.”


  Kordri reached over and grabbed Tyll, manacles in hand. “I’ll arrest the dark spy and report to the king.”


  The day sergeant, Ailos, was at his right. “I’ll cover ya, Lieutenant.”


  Pikara, feeling guilty for exposing Tyll, asked Alga to charge Kordri.


  “No manacles!” Ikayone shrieked. His eyes became white rimmed and his avtappi snorted smoke and reared.


  “Release him! Do not violate the First Law!” shouted Rak. He knew Ikayone’s past and feared that the man might go berserk.


  Ikayone took out his sword and swung at Kordri.


  Pikara slugged Kordri hard in the gut, forcing him to let go of Tyll.


  Kordri slammed into Jisten, who went down hard, and Ikayone’s sword missed both of them.


  Tyll rolled to his feet and then hit the deck to avoid Ikayone’s backswing.


  “Free him! Free him!” Ikayone screamed as he flailed his sword. His avtappi, caught in his rider’s insanity, snorted and bared fangs at everyone.


  Ailos wielded his own sword with grim determination as he parried Ikayone’s wild swings.


  Rak jumped on Kordri, shouting in Okyran, and his small fists hammered at the man.


  Jisten, although curled in a ball from pain, grabbed Kordri’s ankle.


  Pikara shouted at Rak, “Use your swords!”


  Rak disengaged from the lieutenant and drew his short swords.


  Sed inserted himself between the Loftoni and Kordri in time to block attacks from both Rak and Pikara.


  Tyll knelt down beside Jisten. “Are you okay?” he asked urgently. He didn’t make a move to stop Rak, since he didn’t really care if the lieutenant lived or not.


  “Please,” gasped Jisten, “I’m fine. Save my men from this fiasco. Don’t kill them!”


  Tyll stood up and shouted, “Stop this nonsense!” His empathy hit them all like a smothering blanket, draining away the anger, hatred, rage and fear. Everyone stopped like their will had been stripped and blinked stupidly at one another.


  Sed put his arm around Kal but Orste quickly separated them.


  With the battle rage gone, Rak was able to sense an underlying thread of mounting death weaving through his mind. Scorth? Rak reached for his dragon, but he appeared to be deeply asleep. Rak decided to let him be.


  Rak gasped as the sense of death and dying grew ever stronger, and he knew with sudden, cold, prophetic certainty where the trouble was. He flung himself at Vyld. “Tafflynn, release them!”


  “I already did!” Tyll shook his head. He’d explained to Rak more than once that empathy wasn’t something he turned on and off like a lever but something he stopped concentrating on the moment the desired result was achieved. That didn’t mean that the effect stopped instantaneously.


  Jisten propped himself up on an elbow. “S’Rak, what is it?”


  “Someone is killing our goats!”


  “Katz take it! Who?”


  Zala sent Jisten images gleaned from Vyld. Mayhem and blood in Valer Square.


  “Zala, here!” The mare obediently stepped over to him and laid down. He pulled himself onto her back.


  “Follow th’ cap’n!” Sedrael hollered. “No attackin’ th’ dark guard!”


  “Cover our own!” Kordri raised his voice as well, as he mounted.


  Tyll mounted Vrema and followed Rak.


  Zala stood up and followed with the smooth rolling gait. Both guard troops clogged the street behind them, the one refusing to give way to the other.


   


  Chapter Seven: Massacre


   


   


  The two guard forces pounded into Valer Square.


  There was blood and dead goats everywhere. No Valer women or children were visible, except for Elenna, who was jammed up against Asfalea’s door, ramrod straight and unmoving. Valer men were in plentiful supply as they ran around the square, swinging cudgels in the air, apparently at nothing.


  Rak drew his short swords as Vyld charged into the chaos. He swung and blood spurted.


  Jisten issued a rapid spate of orders, which Sed hollered at volume. “Call th’ City Blood Control Unit an’ sun priests ta banish th’ flies. Avtappi front, horses rear, sun zealots are invisible; throw sand or talc in wide casts ta locate ‘em.”


  On Sedrael’s command, Kal turned Otikon and urged the beast to fly for the watchtower. It wasn’t that the sergeant was trying to protect Kal but that the avtappi with the racer lineage and the smallest rider would make the best time.


  “Invisible? These bung hole sun zealots are invisible?” Pikara was livid. “Even the Bitch Goddess shows her monsters!”


  “If they could be seen, they wouldn’t be very terrifying,” said Kryt.


  “Sun blasted, sun scorched, sun dung cowards!” she spat.


  Zeleri was in a froth, trying to look in five directions at once. This time, neither Ikayone nor Dolron were twitting him for it.


  “Jus’ merge with yer ‘tappi,” said Phonasa. “They can sense ‘em.”


  Alga lashed out and blood sprayed from between her snarling fangs. She shook her head and a man dangling from her mouth became visible.


  The dark guards grinned. More blood sprayed.


  A horse to Jisten’s right fell, squealing. The rider bounced on the grass and blood shot up from his neck.


  Rak chanted, calling forth the death hounds. Vyld squealed for aid because his rider needed time.


  The dark guard encircled Rak as the death hounds came.


  “Kill the sun zealots. Spare none,” Rak commanded.


  When another horse fell, Jisten called, “Horsemen dismount!” and Sed repeated the order at a bellow.


  The watchtower rang the alarms now, alerted by Kal. The hounds had no trouble finding the sun zealots. They would leap into the air, force the invisible man down then rip out his throat and his soul. The hounds glowed as they consumed the souls. The sun zealots would develop an institutional hatred of death hounds after this day.


  More horses went down as the sun zealots pressed their attack. The invisible attackers knew that they outnumbered their opponents.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten prayed a short prayer of gratitude that he had Rak’s nightstone sabre and an avtappi. His eyes, useless to see the sun zealots, glazed as he merged with Zala. He used her scent, her hearing, and they lashed out at the unseen foes together. Jisten forgot his pain, his injury, as he absorbed Zala’s battle rage.


  Orste’s avtappi leapt into the air, completely airborne, and kicked out with his hind legs. A wet crunch and grunt from the air was followed by the thump of a body and appearance of a skull-smashed corpse.


  Zala swerved sharply and Jisten gasped from the pain. She kicked with her back hooves and another flying body became visible.


  To Jisten’s surprise, Tyll and Vrema were beside him, guarding his flank. Tyll barked at Ailos, who was closest, to guard Jisten’s left flank while he stuck to the right. Vrema reared, hooves flashing right by Jisten’s head.


  The captain cringed away, but he relaxed when the mare came down and blood sprayed up from beneath her. She had taken out a sun zealot aiming for Zala’s belly.


  Jisten risked a quick look for S’Rak and found him across the square with Pikara and Ikayone guarding his flanks. The rest of the two guard forces were dispersed, taking out sun zealots wherever they found them.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten shook off a stinging golden star with a quick curse of annoyance. “Stupid sun star.”


  Tyll looked in the direction it had been flung from. There was a focal point of rage and hatred rushing toward Jisten. Vrema and Tyll were of one mind when they turned to block the sun zealot. Tyll’s plain-hilted, non-nightstone, purely functional sabre swung down.


  The zealot dodged and struck at Jisten, his real target. Golden light flared as a long golden spearhead appeared, thrusting toward Jisten’s heart. The zealot appeared as his head toppled to the ground, Tyll’s sword having found its target. Vrema had closed her jaws around the wooden pole of the spear, wrenching it away from the attacker.


  “Lady, I owe you ox hearts!” Jisten exclaimed. Zala gave her sister a quick lick on the muzzle.


  Tyll yelped when a sun star exploded on his arm, and he nearly lost his sabre.


  “Sun magic! S’Rak, beware the sun stars!” Jisten shouted in warning. “Day-night conflicts!”


   


  * * * *


   


  “Sun what?” asked Rak, attention turning away from killing. Jisten’s warning alerted the sun zealots, who flung every sun star they had at the dark high priest. He had already cut down two more zealots when the sun stars started to hit. Explosions of golden light and dark flame marked each strike. Rak was stunned by the backlash of the explosions and his guards were forced to defend him as he tried to recover his equilibrium.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sedrael was muttering and swinging his sword methodically.


  Kal, eyes completely unfocused, hit his targets with his usual unerring aim. The race to the watchtower and back hadn’t even broken a sweat on his fleet avtappi.


  “Good archer,” said Kryt in an admiring tone.


  “Best in Koilatha. Kal’s got th’ mergin’ down pat, too,” Sed said with pride. “Better’n me.”


  Dolron switched to bow also, and his avtappi drifted to a rest beside Kal’s.


  “Whooo hoooo!” Kryt yelled. He had the same blank-eyed look as Kal, but his sword was making the air spray blood. At least, it looked that way, until the sun zealot that he hit appeared.


  Some bolder Valer boys cheered each death from the safety of their roofs.


  “Dance, dance!” Kryt called and his avtappi hopped forward, to the delight of the Valer boys and the death of a sun zealot that the ‘tappi crashed down on.


  Jisten held his middle and called out, “Flies! Flies!”


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak’s voice lifted in chant, extending a dark shield over the square. The shield cut off enough sunlight to render the sun zealots visible, but more importantly, it blocked the thick phalanx of flies midair. Rak grimly killed sun zealots while he chanted, ignoring the pain as the sun stars continued to strike and explode against him.


  “Stupid Valcow, afraid of some bugs?” Pikara sneered, despite having seen the vicious swarm at the sun temple.


  “You only saw them with S’Rak’s shield protecting us,” Jisten said. “You haven’t seen them in action.”


  “Is that Valthing talking to me?” Pikara asked Dolron.


  The fly alarm tolled from every watchtower. The streets of Karpos City cleared.


  Scorth woke up and shook himself. Flies? He flung himself off the roof and beat into the air.


  You’re fighting and didn’t call me? Scorth told his bondmate with considerable annoyance.


  I believe in letting sleeping dragons lie. Besides, we do not want cooked Valers.


  Once Rak had cast his shield, even the guards who did not have avtappi could see the sun zealots. Their magic blocked, they died under Koilathan steel. The scattered remnants of the foe attempted to flee, only to be run down by death hounds before they made it out of the square.


  A tangy scent reached their nostrils and they saw Forael, flanked by sun priests, carrying smoking bowls. Forael waved and the priests set their bowls down. He motioned again and their voices lifted in a chant. The flies retreated, no longer beating at Rak’s shield but circling Valer Square in a menacing swarm. Three white chickens stupidly darted out from beneath the shield and were covered in flies.


  “These measures will only work for a short time, cousin!” Forael called out.


  Scorth plunged out of the sun, his fiery breath turning the flies into charred motes that collected against Rak’s shield like scum on a bubble. Between the herbs, the magic and the dragon fire, the flies departed the area.


  Rak released his shield as the blood-control squad arrived. He surveyed the carnage. Jisten came to his side. “I was not fast enough,” said Rak.


  “Yes, you were,” Jisten said. “No Valers died. Once those sun zealots’ blood lust was up and all the goats were dead, they would have gone after our people.”


  “But all my...our goats died. I failed in my duty.”


  Tyll massaged Rak’s shoulder, the one nearest him. “You tried. And you did save the Valers. Listen to Jisten.”


  “Thez, ya got no duty to a bunch of scrawny Valcon goats.”


  “As much as it pains me to agree with Pikara, she’s right,” Jisten said.


  “Dolron, tell it to stop using my name. And not to talk to or about me,” Pikara said.


  Rak glared at Pikara. “What did you say?”


  “Nothing, Thez,” she said sweetly. “Oh look, your spouse is here.”


  “You will offer Jisten the same respect you offer S’Tyll,” said Rak, refusing to be distracted.


  “Sure, when the sun sucks lemons,” she answered. “Or the sunset in his case.”


  “He’s cap’n of th’ palace guard,” growled Sed.


  Tyll shook his head and gave Pikara the hand sign for leave it.


  She frowned and said, “Four moons, S’Tyll. Improve your aim by then.” She rode over to Ikayone.


  Rak gasped and whirled back toward Pikara. Tyll restrained him.


  “Never thought I’d battle over a buncha goats,” Ikayone said.


  “It was fun!” Kryt trilled. “Total battle by avtappi senses!”


  “Please don’t kill your bodyguard,” said Tyll to Rak. “Please?”


  “She wants...as soon as...” Rak was sputtering.


  Jisten stroked Rak’s rustling wings. “Does she like babies? I’m hoping a beautiful black-haired, grey-eyed baby will take the edge off her instant hatred of me.”


  “I look forward to seeing him,” said Tyll. “You Valers are a handsome race.”


  Jisten’s eyes became white rimmed for a second and Rak felt his bondmate’s flash of fear. Jisten somehow calmed enough to say, “We know our duty and we love our families.” He walked over to the Valer herdsman, who was sitting on the ground rubbing his head.


  Elenna came free of the wall with a gasp and ran over to him.


  “Tyll, you must return to the palace and rest. You are still injured. Vrema, take him back.”


  The avtappi mare nudged Tyll imperiously.


  Rak continued relentlessly, “Besides, the queen expects you to play tonight. Do not blow your cover over some dead goats.”


  “And every avtappi, death hound and palace cat will tattle to you if I don’t do exactly that,” Tyll said with a mixture of resignation and amusement. He kissed Rak deeply before he acceded to Vrema’s nudges.


  Once Tyll had left, Rak turned back to Valer Square. He bowed his head in grief at the sight of all the little caprine corpses. He had failed in his duty to guard these goats. He turned Vyld toward the houses. He checked on the milk goats kept in the yards. Yard after yard turned up dead goats. Children peeked out of doorways with tear-stained faces. Rak’s burden of guilt increased with each teary child he saw. He had failed them.


  Orrys slipped out from his crying sister’s grip. “Bwess us,” he said solemnly to Rak.


  Rak softly gave the blessing.


  Orrys stuck his thumb in his mouth and sucked. He went back to his sister and leaned on her.


  Rak rode on to Despina’s house and hardened himself for what he expected to find. Her smoke hound bayed a welcome while Nana and Lasa bleated softly.


  Elara nickered in satisfaction and then licked blood off her muzzle.


  Rak slid off Vyld and entered the yard. “Good girl, Beauty.” he fondled the hound’s ears. He fed Elara a peppermint to cleanse her breath of the blood smell. “Good work.” He patted the old battle mare, who leaned against him in avtappi happiness.


  Despina came to the doorway. “High Priest! You fix everything?” She wiped her hands on her apron.


  “I failed,” whispered Rak. “Our goats are all dead. All of them, expect for these two.”


  Despina hugged him as a mother would. She kissed each cheek and murmured comforting things. “You no fail. I see out window. Elara bite air, it become man and bleed.”


  “I was not here,” Rak told her. “I was busy, and they all died.”


  Despina stroked his short hair as she clasped him to her ample bosom. “Not your fault. No be angry.”


  “I am upset because I failed to protect our goats,” said Rak, though he was finding Despina hard to argue with. She was so comforting, and he was so tired.


  Calvin ran up. “Great-Auntie! Capt’n Jisten wants your help with the pickling!”


  “Come!” Despina trundled over to the square, bringing Rak with her. “Must pickle goat. No waste meat.”


  Asfalea stood in her doorway and gave the all clear signal.


  Valers poured out of their houses.


  “Ahhh! They’re everywhere!” exclaimed Pikara.


  Rak found Orrys and asked, “Can you and all the other children do me a big favor?”


  “Yes!” Orrys exclaimed at the top of his voice.


  “I want all of you to go over to that fearsome-looking lady warrior and beg her for stories.”


  Orrys shrieked in delight and ran off to tell the other children.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Excuse me, lady warrior,” a Valer girl said politely. “Would your avtappi like goat entrails?”


  Alga snorted smoke indignantly.


  “Give heart,” Despina advised the girl.


  The lovely wisp of a girl took out a fearsome knife and carved out the goat heart in a few seconds.


  Both Pikara and Alga watched in amazement.


  “With our thanks,” the girl said and set the heart in front of Alga.


  The avtappi lowered her head and snatched the warm, delicious treat. Then the tide of children hit.


  “Stowies!” Orrys demanded, tugging on Pikara’s foot in her stirrup.


  Even her hard heart couldn’t resist that. After a single I’ll get you for this glare at Rak, she swung down, sat on someone’s front step and told the gathered horde of children the stories they were demanding.


  Orrys and a little girl even climbed into her lap.


  Alga laid down to avoid stepping on the children and was rewarded with small bodies pressed against her. She snorted smoke and held her head high, as if indignant, but she didn’t so much as curl a lip at the children.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak organized the rest of his guard to help the Valers with the massive butchering task.


  Kryt chatted companionably with the Valers as they butchered. His avtappi was soon fetlock deep in goat hearts.


  Valer men and older boys skinned the goats.


  Nymis and Phonasa helped them tan the hides.


  The men seemed surprised that a woman would be skilled at such work, but they chalked it up to her being a dark guard.


  “Elenna marinade, Liana pickling,” Asfalea called out. “Brion salting.”


  “Thezomeh, where is your lovely dragon? He rarely eats goat,” Ritsa said. “He deserves some.”


  The Valers lack of acrimony and utter devotion to him only made Rak feel worse. “He would enjoy that,” he said, stuffing his own misery down to think of Scorth for a moment, “but there is no room for him to land in the square. He is on the roof of the chapel instead.”


  “There’s a ladder around back. I saved some hearts for him!” Ritsa raced off.


   


  Chapter Eight: Guilty Pleasures


   


   


  The Valers had things well in hand, and Rak now felt free to mope. He flopped on the chapel’s broad porch and listened to Scorth enjoying his treat up on the roof. As much as he loved the Valers, he felt more at home here, at the building claimed by his Lord. The two young Movai were out assisting the Valers, so he had the building to himself, so to speak.


  Zala ambled over to the chapel’s front porch.


  Jisten dismounted stiffly and sat down next to Rak with care for his belly.


  Rak’s feelings of guilt increased. His Valer was injured and that was his fault, too.


  Jisten stroked the limp wings, trying to coax them to Rak’s back. “You saved the Valers from worse.”


  “I could not save the goats. Not even the milk nannies. Dragons blast it to the abyss. I could not even stop my spouse from knifing my Valer. Can I not do anything right today?”


  “You can hardly take the blame for S’Tyll’s actions,” Jisten said. He opened a limp wing, stroked the sail surface then folded it carefully against Rak’s back. It drooped again.


  “Yes, I can,” Rak assured him. “I should have explained about the heart adoption.”


  Jisten opened the drooping wing again. He kissed along the spars. “You hardly had any time with him. Explaining arcane rituals of a nomadic race wasn’t that high on the list.”


  “It was important,” said Rak stubbornly. “Ohh, that feels good,” he added as Jisten’s kisses registered. Jisten had the same trick for stopping Rak’s moping as for getting Rak to sleep. The Loftoni didn’t seem to mind.


  “My bedroom is empty,” Jisten told Rak.


  “Walk or ride?” asked Rak.


  “Walk,” Jisten said and hauled himself to his feet.


  Rak followed him up and rested a hand on Jisten’s belly. “Are you able? Do I need to ah...ride?”


  Jisten grinned shyly. “We don’t do that often. And I still can see your wings.” Rak pulled Jisten into the empty house. The exquisitely carved gryphon watched the antics from the shelf as the two men tangled, attempting to strip each other without pausing from their kissing and caressing.


  “You’ll have to do most of the work.” Jisten kissed him briefly then stretched out on the bed. “Now, I want to watch you impale yourself on me.”


  “Gladly,” murmured Rak. He turned to Jisten’s cock and licked it thoroughly, making sure it was well coated with his lubricating saliva. Then, he straddled Jisten’s hips, facing away so that his backside was visible to Jisten’s eyes, keeping himself raised up above Jisten’s long pole. Jisten wanted to watch, so Rak was determined to give him a show. His leg muscles burned with the effort of keeping him precisely in position above Jisten, a burn that increased as he slowly lowered himself so that the blunt spearhead of Jisten’s weapon was just pressing against his opening.


  Below him, Jisten groaned in anticipation and flexed, pressing the tip of his cock into Rak briefly before sliding back. Rak lowered himself further, timing it for Jisten’s next upward thrust, and the head of the spear was now in him, stretching his opening in a pleasant, burning way. Holding this elevation despite the pain of his protesting legs, Rak danced with his upper body and hips, causing Jisten to buck with impatience and lust. Every few minutes, Rak lowered himself further onto the impaling shaft.


  He glanced back to see Jisten’s eyes glued to his wiggling ass as it slowly sank down atop Jisten’s pole.


  Jisten reached out a hand and slid his fingers down Rak’s crack, feeling the place where his cock was entering Rak’s body. The rough, calloused digits sent shivers down Rak’s spine as they scraped against his sensitive flesh. Jisten’s other hand trailed along Rak’s hipbones to his front.


  Rak moaned as Jisten found his erection and fondled it briefly before moving lower.


  With one hand, Jisten rubbed Rak’s well-stretched opening, and with the other, he rolled Rak’s balls. “Your ass looks so beautiful stretched out around me like this,” Jisten said. “And your body feels so good…I love being in you, S’Rak.”


  Rak sank lower onto Jisten, and now, he could feel the man’s pubic hair against his flesh. Jisten’s fingers remained pressed against his opening to either side of the thick shaft impaling his core. “I love feeling you inside me. It feels wonderful to be full of you, to be stretched open by you and to be taken by you.”


  Jisten’s baritone chuckle was a pleasant rumble that vibrated through Rak’s insides. The large, sword-calloused hand playing with Rak’s balls abruptly squeezed shut around them.


  With a moan of pleasure-laced pain, Rak pushed his package more firmly into Jisten’s strong hand. His hips rolled, pumping himself on Jisten’s cock as the man continued to stimulate his balls. The more Jisten squeezed and pulled, the harder and faster Rak rode him, until Jisten tensed and cried out softly, shooting his load into Rak. His hand slid forward and caught Rak’s seed as Rak followed him into climax, slowing his action with a heart-felt moan of pleasure.


  Rak remained in position on Jisten’s cock even after the last throb had faded away. His internal muscles slowly rolled down Jisten’s length, but the Valer wasn’t up for more. Jisten rolled them, careful not to withdraw, until Rak was nestled up against him in the spooning position. Jisten draped an arm over Rak and fell asleep within moments. Rak lay awake for a time, just enjoying the sensation of the male body entwined with his, still filling him. But eventually sleep stole over him as well.


   


  * * * *


   


  Despina woke them before sunset. “Come, eat!” she demanded, ignoring their position in bed.


  Jisten grunted as he peered at his mother, dismayed to realize that he was still buried balls deep in Rak and that he was rapidly firming up in there.


  Rak had to have noticed, because his muscles clenched down on him, holding Jisten’s cock in place as he replied, “Just give us a few minutes, please, Matre.”


  “Ach! Sunset soon!” Despina chided but backed out, giving them the needed privacy.


  Jisten pumped his hips experimentally. “Doesn’t hurt like this.” He was delighted to discover this. Rak riding him had been nice, but he really preferred to be on top, in full control.


  Rak pressed back against his pelvis, already working in counterpoint. “I love it when you take me like this.” Rak then rolled his internal muscles over Jisten’s cock, sending waves of exquisite pleasure up his shaft to his very core.


  Jisten made a pleased noise and deepened his stroke, rewarding Rak’s efforts by giving the Loftoni more of what Jisten knew he wanted. Jisten had learned that Rak liked it hard and deep and fast, that Rak liked to know himself filled and taken at a bone-deep level. Rak had an incredible need to submit that Jisten found at once exhilarating and depressing. Even as he indulged his own desire to dominate, he mourned that Rak was forced to submit by the magics, which had warped his body so many years before. Rak claimed willingness, claimed to want it, even begged for it, but Jisten knew he wouldn’t do so if not for the potions. And yet, Rak’s submission felt so good, so right.


  He pounded Rak with a will but knew himself conflicted. For now, he pushed his thoughts and misgivings aside and just accepted what was. Rak was a willing partner beneath him, and his submission was a sweet necessity for Jisten’s pleasure. At least Jisten could console himself with the thought that he gave Rak what the man needed—hard, hot cock and lots of it. He gave a last thrust and held himself in Rak as he shot another load of seed into Rak’s body. He’d heard, from other men, that usually the discharge would fall out of the recipient, but Rak’s body was different. His body absorbed the seed it was given, and somehow, that made Jisten feel closer to Rak than he would otherwise.


  He pulled out with a satisfied sigh, already reaching for his clothes. Rak’s mouth on his genitals caused him to gasp, but he held still and allowed it, even stroking Rak’s short hair as the man licked him clean. Jisten was coming to appreciate that service more and more as time went by. Rak wanted to show his love and submission, and that was one of the ways in which he did so. And it was better for his clothing. Fewer stains. For the first time, he wondered if he should let Rak lick his ass, too. Rak had tried once, but Jisten had panicked.


  Rak pulled away before he could make up his mind, and the moment was lost. Jisten handed Rak his clothing to cover his internal confusion.


  Rak cocked his head, meeting his gaze, clearly sensing that something was amiss. “Jisten?”


  “It’s nothing.” Jisten smiled and gave Rak a peck on the scarred cheek. “Love you to the Sunset Halls.”


  “Aeohnis,” Rak agreed. “We need to hurry if we are to eat before Evensong.”


  “Evensong?”


  “The Celebration of the Fall of Night is the proper name. Evensong is the nickname.”


  “I like it.”


   


  Chapter Nine: Spousal Reunion


   


   


  Okthεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari


  8th day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  The evening service was a solemn affair, with a pallor of grief and sorrow hanging in the air. Afterward, Rak tried to excuse himself, but the Valers would have none of it. Rak was escorted back out to the square, where the long trestle tables had been set up. Platters of food were brought out and the Valers feasted on pasta and goat. Far too much goat. The Valers seemed intent on keeping Rak with them and occupied, all night. Finally, Rak had to plead necessity—he had to return to the palace to prepare adequately for the sanctification of the new chapel.


  Rak rode back to the palace with Jisten at his side, surrounded by his personal guard. Pikara wisely held her tongue, for which Rak was profoundly grateful. Perhaps the good food and Valer friendliness was mellowing her. One could hope.


  As they reached the stable, Rak said, “I need to check on Tyll. He is injured more than he will admit to.”


  “I understand,” said Jisten, his face a mask. “I have a few duties I need to see to. I’ll see you at mass.” He unsaddled Zala with practiced ease.


  “Ix.” Rak shook his head as he set Vyld’s saddle on its stand. “Not tonight. Tonight, I must help the Movai sanctify the new chapel.” He pulled out a curry brush to give his avtappi a quick going over.


  “Can I watch, at least?” Jisten was every bit the horseman Rak was and had his own currycomb in hand.


  “From a distance. Only priests can be in the chapel as it is being sanctified. Stray influences from those not sworn to the Lord of Night can have devastating consequences. Once, a chaos priest infiltrated the ranks of the congregation during the raising of a temple. All involved died, hence the restriction.”


  “Is my mother’s far enough away?”


  “It is. The Movai should have warned your people to stay away from the chapel, which should not be difficult, because the altar itself is still at the dhelion’s. We cannot move the altar until the chapel is warded and prepared to receive it.”


  “I’d wondered about that.” Jisten finished grooming Zala and checked her water. Then, he spread out some hay and poured some grain into her bucket. “I’ll be back later with scraps for you,” he promised. “Meet back here when, S’Rak?”


  “An hour before the midnight mass, I think. I will need time before the ritual to discuss matters with the Movai.” Rak gave Vyld a last swipe.


   


  Rak stopped by his suite but wasn’t surprised to find that Tyll wasn’t there. The Kephine was too clever to risk what little cover he had remaining to him. He took to the servant’s corridors and rapidly transited the maze, which was nothing compared to the maze beneath the Great Temple. He’d learned the palace corridors in a matter of days. Child’s play, really. He emerged into a public hallway, turned left and rapped on Tyll’s door a moment later.


  “Come in, my dear.”


  Rak smiled. He couldn’t fool his bard for a moment. He pushed the door open and walked into the very small guest room, all that a minstrel such as Tyll was pretending to be would rate here in the palace.


  “Tyll?” asked Rak, coming up alongside the bed. “How do you feel? Let me get you some morphea, and then, I will change your bandages.” He mixed some morphea into the wine he’d brought and handed it to his spouse.


  “I’ve taken the Therrai for granted,” Tyll mourned as he moved stiffly, painfully. He chugged down the wine before he climbed out of bed and stood there swaying.


  “Sit down,” said Rak, hands full of salve and bandages. “I need to change your dressings.”


  Tyll did so, wincing.


  “Once the cuts are not so deep, I can use night flames.”


  Rak set his supplies down and peeled off the soiled bandages. He closely examined the wounds. “These are healing nicely,” he announced then applied a thick layer of the painkilling, healing-inducing salve.


  “You’ll need your Valer for your more acrobatic sexual escapades,” Tyll said sourly.


  Rak carefully applied the new bandages before he said, “I am sorry, Tyll. I never meant to hurt you.”


  Tyll’s practiced fingers stroked Rak’s hands as they worked. “I know you didn’t.”


  “Jisten...I seduced him. I did not know that would seal our bond. I did not know there was a bond. But, I love him despite the bond.”


  “You sealed a bond with him without knowing? But Rak! The First Law!” Alarmed, Tyll turned to face the Loftoni.


  “You read the letter,” said Rak evenly.


  Tyll frowned as he recalled it. Rak had detailed the entire escapade with the bond, Zotien’s fury, the near sacrifice. “You neglected this heart adoption. Tell me more.”


  “After the bond was renewed by Si’Yeni, Jisten begged her for the heart adoption. She put her hand in him and then in me, and I felt the kironi magic transfer to Jisten.” Rak continued, “Jisten risked his life, given his condition at the time. He wanted this baby even knowing who the sire was, because it was mine.”


  Tyll pulled Rak into his lap. “A chaos priest-sired baby.”


  Rak nodded his head against Tyll’s shoulder. “Murson was a monster, in every sense of the word. I am grateful for Si’Yeni’s gift to Jisten and his willingness to be bound to me.”


  “The Lady of the Sunset’s gift is more than to Jisten. She would have removed any danger to you from the chaos priest via the baby,” Tyll mused.


  “Once the kironi magic no longer shielded him, I was able to kill Murson. Besides, you keep telling me to find another who can help me while you are away.”


  Tyll kissed along Rak’s jaw. “Yes, I have. I didn’t expect...” His chest rose, and Rak along with it, with a deep inhalation. “You’ve found your Varkaris to love, to be yours, Rak.”


  Rak hand stroked Tyll’s bare chest. “Jisten is a Valer, but he is not Varkaris. I love him, but I love you, also. I want you both. Is that wrong of me?”


  “He’s younger, stronger, more handsome and the replica of the man whom you loved all those terrible years that I couldn’t free you. Is it wrong of me to worry?”


  Rak pushed Tyll back into the bed and straddled him. “You cannot be replaced. You are the father of my children, my best friend, the love of my life and my spouse. You have nothing to worry about where I am concerned.”


  Tyll’s trained fingers moved over Rak’s body, eliciting the responses that they both loved.


  Rak’s wings spread as his back arched. “I have learned that Valers and Loftoni are meant to bond. It was something cooked up between Si’Yeni and Ahzevo shortly after the creation. Jisten can hear Scorth. My dragon calls the man his as well.”


  The musician’s face settled into somber lines.


  Rak bent down to worry one of Tyll’s nipples.


  Tyll massaged Rak’s scalp. “So, this Valer has seduced your dragon as well, in a manner of speaking?”


  Rak pulled off the nipple slowly. “Ai, Scorth is besotted with the man. But it is a three-way bond. Zotien confirmed that for me. I was the one who brought sex into it. There is no requirement in the bonding for sexual relations between the Loftoni and Valer.”


  Rak bent to the other nipple. His hands slid to Tyll’s pants, undoing the fastenings.


  Tyll exhaled slowly, carefully. “I do love you, with all my soul, dearest.” He stroked Rak’s body. “Help me to love this Valer as well.”


  “How?” asked Rak. “He is kind, good-hearted, sweet and gentle. But if you do not feel anything for him, how can I change your mind?” Rak licked down Tyll’s midline from the nipples toward a point of much interest.


  “Tell me more how he loves you,” Tyll said.


  “He is inexperienced. Virginal. But so gentle. So unlike a user.” Rak added details between licks. “The first time I asked him to use me, he asked if we could make love after that.”


  “Truly?” Tyll’s voice changed, and Rak could hear the melting of his worried spouse’s heart.


  Rak reached Tyll’s manhood and paid some attention to it. “He always asks me what I what. It confuses me sometimes. What do my wants matter? I need. You know that. But he is gentle and considerate, and he collects my seed in his hand.”


  “He does love you,” Tyll said, but acceptance rather than rancor colored his voice. “He doesn’t view you a prize to fight over. But can he accept me? I’m your spouse and I will not be displaced.”


  Rak pulled off Tyll’s erection. “I do not know. Before, I had hope, but now?” Rak kissed Tyll’s head. “Oral or do you want me to ride this?”


  Tyll smiled softly. “What do you want, my dear?”


  Rak gave Tyll a look. “I want you to dominate me and use the crop again.” He wondered what would happen if he said that to Jisten. He decided that he couldn’t risk Jisten’s disgust or rejection.


  Tyll raised an eyebrow. “Then lock and bar the door and tell Scorth to tell Jisten to stay out.” He thought a moment. “Rather, that sunny prince has to stay out.”


  Rak stood up off the bed and padded to the door. He threw both locks and set the heavy bar in place. He told Scorth, Keep Jisten and Jethain out, please.


  Can I sit on the prince?


  Only if he survives the experience. Perhaps you should drop him in the lake instead. Rak could feel the dragon’s upsurge of interest. He suspected that the prince might become very, very wet if he wasn’t careful. Rak turned back to Tyll with anticipation in his eyes.


  “Now, let us make love the way your sweet and virginal Valer cannot or will not,” Tyll said with satisfaction.


  Rak stripped himself with practiced ease. He bounced to the bed. “Please? And tie me? I love it when you tie me.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Tyll grabbed Rak’s wrists and pinned them to the mattress. He kissed Rak deeply, his tongue thrusting into Rak’s mouth commandingly. He held Rak down as he dominated Rak’s mouth with his own until his spouse’s hips were gyrating from the excitement. Silk sashes also served well as ropes, with the added benefit of being gentle on the skin. Rak’s green sash soon bound his wrists to the headboard, and Tyll’s amber sash was tied to Rak’s ankles at each end and also tied off to the headboard in such a way that Rak could neither lower nor close his legs.


  Tyll fondled Rak’s bare, but erect cock. “Do you miss them?”


  “Ai, I do miss them. They felt so good,” whispered Rak, clearly loving the way Tyll’s hand felt on his meat. “I promised Him I would not permit them to be removed. He will punish me when He finds out.”


  “They did add a certain zest. As for your promise, only a fool refuses the request of a deity. Nor can you be held to a promise that a Goddess forced you to break, so the Second Law doesn't apply.” Tyll continued to stroke Rak’s erection, occasionally reaching down to caress his balls.


  Rak moaned his appreciation each time, lifting his pelvis toward Tyll in a mute request for more.


  Tyll pushed a finger into Rak, just to the first knuckle. He tugged on the anal ring, observing the way his mate squirmed against his bonds. He tapped Rak’s balls lightly with the crop, two quick blows with no force behind them.


  Rak moaned and rolled his hips, working himself on the tiny bit of finger that was in his body. Rak’s erection stood straight up in the air, quivering with readiness.


  Tyll pushed his finger the rest of the way in, enjoying the feel of Rak’s tunnel pressing against the digit. Hot, soft and tight. Just the way he liked it. He turned himself, keeping the finger in Rak, until he was able to lower his crotch to Rak’s face.


  Rak didn’t hesitate. He immediately started kissing and licking Tyll’s jewels.


  Tyll dangled his balls above Rak’s mouth then lowered them in when his spouse opened wide. The sensation of Rak sucking his sac caused him to groan in pleasure. He pushed another finger into Rak as a reward.


  What made his pleasure all the sweeter was his ability to sense how much Rak enjoyed what he did. He knew with utter certainty that Rak loved sucking on his balls and cock. He could feel Rak’s emotions, his pleasure and, yes, his pain, as if it were his own. He knew precisely how much pain to give Rak because he felt it, too, as if Rak were striking him instead of the other way around. When he felt his balls had been adequately stimulated and his spouse had eked out the full measure of submission from it, he pulled his sac out of Rak’s mouth, shifted again and pushed his hard cock down Rak’s throat instead.


  He added a third finger to Rak’s ass when his spouse deep-throated him, swallowing his entire length. He pumped his fingers at the tempo he wanted and felt Rak’s head pick up the rhythm, bobbing to the beat he dictated. The hum of Rak’s throat wrested small cries of pleasure from him, and he wallowed in Rak’s extreme pleasure at having his rear filled with Tyll’s fingers and his throat filled with Tyll’s cock. It was a submissive ecstasy, but all the stronger a pleasure for being submissive.


  A cry of pleasure was wrested from him as he came in Rak’s mouth, and all he could do was gasp as his spouse sucked the last drops of seed from him. Needing a rest, he shifted position again until he was lying between Rak’s legs. He set a gentle rhythm with his hand and swallowed Rak’s cock. Now it was Rak who gasped, and Tyll did his best to give as good as he’d received.


  With Rak both bound and anally stimulated, he would feel no discomfort from the blowjob and might even climax. It wouldn’t be a slave fire-relieving orgasm, but pleasure for its own sake was a worthy goal. With that end in mind, Tyll worked his lover’s cock until Rak was thrumming with the tension of his need to release. He swallowed the cock to its base, while at the same time, he pushed his fingers into Rak as far he could, reaching the special spot. Rak’s hot seed spurted down his throat as his spouse cried out in pleasure, his body twisting from the stimulation and his wings flapping wildly.


  Once Rak had calmed, Tyll found himself ready to go on, so he positioned himself above Rak, pressing the head of his erection against the now-vacant opening. The riding crop came down on Rak’s right nipple as Tyll penetrated.


  Rak moaned in happiness and rocked his hips to get Tyll all the way inside him even faster.


  Tyll lightly struck Rak’s left nipple next as he bottomed out in Rak’s sweet, hot tunnel. He set a vigorous rhythm, tapping Rak with the crop in time with his strokes but never hard enough to do more than sting.


  Rak’s cooperation was lusty, and Tyll succumbed to the pleasure rolling off his spouse in due course. His second climax left him strangely breathless, his back and chest muscles aching from the exertion. He fell onto the mattress beside Rak and quickly untied the man before gathering him into a cuddle. “I love you, Rak, remember that.”


  “And I love you,” replied Rak. But he was peering at Tyll with an expression of concern. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, my dearest. I’m fine. Just tired and my wounds ache.”


  Rak was quick to check his bandages and to offer morphea-laced wine, both of which Tyll accepted with a smile and a thank you, hiding his worries about age from his earnest, lusty, wonderful mate.


   


  Chapter Ten: Sanctification


   


   


  Rak slipped into the house that was about to become a chapel in fact as well as in name. Meno was waiting for him. Ytaes was probably winding up his purification rite. Tyll was making himself useful by distracting the Valers, conducting the full midnight mass, with as much pomp and ceremony as he could manage, in the dhelion’s cottage for what should be the last time. Jisten would be attending that rite with his mother, and if all went as planned, he’d remain completely unaware of what was going on here in the chapel.


  Rak skipped the pleasantries. “Do we have a sacrifice?” he asked in a low, quiet voice and in Okyran, not that the language would provide much protection from eavesdroppers around here.


  “We do; he will come when we call the altar. All has been arranged.”


  “We must be very careful, let not a word of what we do here slip. The Koilathans are sun worshippers; they would not understand.”


  “But he’s willing,” insisted Meno, as if that should make a difference to Koilathan moral law or to the captain of the palace guard.


  “That does not matter. All they will see is the spilling of blood and a death. Not the love and joy of the volunteer.” Rak shook his head and sighed. “Now, let us prepare the grounds. The black bulls I brought will suffice for this part.”


  The two of them walked outside.


  Meno had a good swing going with the censer, spilling out clouds of fragrant smoke.


  Rak focused on the words inscribed in the black tome, chanting as they walked the full circuit of the grounds to be included in the wards. At each of the cardinal points, a sacred black bull waited, and Rak slit their throats with practiced ease, collecting the blood that spilled into ornate silver basins set out by the Valers for this purpose. The blood-filled vessels remained on the cardinal points, but the bodies were given to the watching Valers to prepare for the feast that would follow.


  Rak used some of the bovine blood to inscribe the border of the wards upon the ground. It was almost midnight when they finished and turned back to the chapel. Ytaes was there now, kneeling before the empty space that would soon hold the altar of night. His voice lifted in joyous tones as he began the first chant, the prayer to call the altar here to this building. Rak and Meno stood to either side, lending their voices in support, but as the celebrant, this was Ytaes’ show now.


  The altar came when Ytaes called it, settling into the space prepared for it with a feel of solid finality. Rak and Meno sang the next part of the rite as Ytaes anointed the altar with oil and herbs. Outside, the basins of blood roared up in nightflames, which then raced the circuit along the path prepared for them. The wards flared upward, forming a dome, shielding the chapel from all outside influences. Within the chapel, a portal of colorless light flared, twisting back upon itself, threatening collapse even as it formed. It lasted just long enough to disgorge a single man, head shaven, garbed in white.


  Rak, Meno and Ytaes bowed to him, offering their hands.


  The man touched them, one by one, his smile one of peace and joy.


  Rak and Meno led him to the back of the altar as Ytaes sang the first prayer of the sanctification ritual. Rak kissed the man on both cheeks before he bound the man’s left wrist to the dragon pole. Meno also kissed the man’s cheeks before he bound the man’s right wrist to the vranyxi pole.


  Using finger talk, the man thanked them.


  Gently, Rak pulled the white robe off the man, leaving him naked and bound.


  Ytaes sliced his hand open, letting the blood pool in his cupped palm. He dipped the index finger of his other hand into the blood and used it as ink as he traced sacred glyphs on the sacrifice’s body.


  The man’s voice, filled with emotion, joined Ytaes’ chant as it wound to a conclusion.


  Ytaes knelt in prayer, reading from the black book in a low, rapid voice as Rak and Meno began the next chant.


  Black power was flaring along the walls, shot through with electric tracings in every color imaginable.


  Ytaes rose to his feet when Rak and Meno reached the climax of the chant, and singing the response, he slit the sacrifice’s throat with a steady hand, at precisely the right moment.


  The blast of power as the man’s lifeblood spilled over the altar rocked the three priests back a step.


  Behind the sacrifice, Zotien stood, supporting the man in his final moments.


  Energy raced through the chapel and out into the grounds, reaching the wards and adding to them, locking them into permanence as the ground itself changed, becoming holy ground.


  Zotien kissed His servant as He laid the man across the altar and faded from sight.


  All the blood was gone now, from the sacred bulls, from the sacrificed priest and from the spilled blood of the celebrant. The blood had gone to fuel the protections of the chapel, to sanctify it and render it forever blessed. The three living priests now changed their chant, singing the funeral hymn as they prepared the body for its final voyage. They each asked forgiveness of the priest, an old Movai named S’Heron. The chapel would be called by his name forevermore, since his life’s blood had gone into the making of it. Heron’s soul rose, as did all souls, and he forgave them for his death. He blessed them and once again thanked them.


  Then, Zotien gathered his soul home as Pehroz’s white flames rose, consuming his body utterly.


  In the silent aftermath of the rituals, the three priests knelt, exhausted. Only magic or the servant of another deity would be able to tell that human sacrifice had sanctified the chapel, and then, only if they looked very closely.


  Eventually, Rak helped Ytaes up and guided the young man out to Valer Square and the waiting feast.


  Meno, not as drained as his brother, managed to follow under his own power.


   


  * * * *


   


  Winday, the 19th of Xrehnmon


   


  A bare hour after dawn, Rak had already replaced the horses, and he’d arranged for the delivery of a gross of chickens to Valer Square. With the wards renewed, he hoped that the livestock he was purchasing wouldn’t suffer the same fate as the others. After sanctifying the chapel, he had spent the rest of the night setting stronger wards, but once more not using the human sacrifice, since the dhelion would not approve. This time, a truly elderly vranyxi, bowed down by age and injury, had volunteered for the knife. Rak doubted any sun zealot could sneak past his wards now. Now, he had to approach the goat pens. He hoped Ammodyn would still be in residence, but he feared that even if the man were there, he wouldn’t have enough animals to restock the Valers.


  “There he is!” a loud-mouthed trader shouted and pointed. “Killed all them goats! No one listened to old Mithson, eh? Told ya! Told ya all!”


  Rak slugged him. Mithson held his hand over his mouth and blood trickled between his fingers.


  Ammodyn was on a stool, milking a goat in his pen. “Off to the sun temple to get your lip healed,” he said mildly. “Need a healing marker?”


  “Blood!” another trader pointed at Mithson. He was hustled off.


  Rak strode over to Ammodyn and looked at the man. “You heard?”


  Ammodyn looked up. “Bad news needs no horse, Thezomeh.” He wiped his brow and stood. He picked up the pail. “Thirsty? Fresh milk!”


  “I would like some. And then we can discuss how many of your goats you will let me buy.”


  Ammodyn poured the milk into two metal cups. He handed one to Rak. “Is it true all the goats and chickens were slaughtered along with every Valer male?” Ammodyn’s voice was not only mild, it held doubt.


  “The Valer men were spared,” said Rak dryly. “Instead, we killed all of the sun zealots who had attacked us.” He sipped the milk then smiled in pleasure. He took a longer swallow.


  “Good news needs a Thezomeh to travel,” Ammodyn said with approval. “Nasty vermin, those sun zealots.”


  “The goats still died,” said Rak morosely. “I did not guard them well enough.”


  “You’re Thezomeh, not a goat herder.” Ammodyn refilled Rak’s cup. The goat that he had milked rubbed against Rak.


  Rak’s free hand scratched the goat’s head. “I am still responsible for the beasts under my care.”


  Ammodyn shrugged. “Sun zealots are an unusual threat. Why did they slaughter the Valer livestock? Why now?”


  “Revenge,” said Rak flatly. He told Ammodyn about the baby.


  “Violet eyes,” the trader mused. “Very rare. Sacred. I’m glad you helped her family escape.”


  Rak finished the second tin of milk. He looked at the pens. “How many?”


  “You’re in luck,” Ammodyn said. “I wish to travel unhindered to Ippos for horse trading next. You may purchase them all. There are three dozen remaining.”


  “I will pay whatever you are asking,” said Rak. He would try to make up the number from other traders.


  “And,” Ammodyn’s grey eyes twinkled.


  Rak cocked his head. “And?”


  “I am authorized to stand for Mithson in his absence. Buy all his goats and I’ll make sure he buys that sweet little citrus orchard in southern Koilatha. He doesn’t need to be tending animals anymore.”


  Rak nodded. “Deal.”


  Ammodyn gestured to the flock, who had crammed up against their fence to gaze at Rak longingly. Rak had already healed them once. They weren’t the same quality as Ammodyn’s beasts, but they had promise.


  “More milk, Thezomeh?” Ammodyn held up the pail. “A toast to goats?”


  Rak held out his tin cup. “Indeed. To goats and profit and horses and travel.”


  Ammodyn clinked his cup. He poured them both milk, and he downed his in a gulp.


  Rak drained his a trifle more slowly. Then, he counted out the gold.


  “Now, where are those magnificent hounds of yours? A poor vulnerable trader like me could use one,” Ammodyn said. “I’m sure to get my throat slit with all this gold. And I never drink my gold away.”


  Rak shook his head. “I am very sorry, but I cannot give you a hound, for you are not sworn to the Lord of Night. I am sure you are familiar with the weapons you bear, and gold enough I have given you for the hiring of a guard.” Rak sent a mastigi whizzing to the Valer herdsman, who was waiting for the signal.


  Ammodyn laughed a rich laugh. “The poor old me usually works, but I am truly grateful for the favor you have already shown me, Thezomeh. Any chance you’ll make it to the Valer horse trading in Ippos? A violet-eyed baby should be checked on by the Thezomeh who saved her, after all.”


  “I will try,” said Rak. “You should bring your stock to the Okyran market. You are a favored trader now.”


  “I am? Well, thank you, Thezomeh.”


  Rak called his goats and the hounds. “Until we meet again, night’s blessing on you, Trader Ammodyn.”


  Ammodyn held out his hands, palm up. When Rak placed his hands on his, Ammodyn gripped them. “Many, many thanks, Thezomeh. I’ll tell tales of your adventures saving the Valers and Koilathans.”


  Rak inclined his head and hoped Ammodyn wasn’t a minstrel in hiding. He turned and got his new herd moving. The Valer children waited just outside of the market boundary. Rak brought the new herd to Valer Square and looked at his death hounds. “You will protect them when I am not here.” One of the bitches that had stayed behind wagged her tail so vigorously that the pretty ribbon bow tied to it went flying.


   


  Chapter Eleven: Love Triangle


   


   


  Tyll wondered if Jisten ever had a free moment. Every time he so much as thought about speaking to the captain, the man was surrounded by people in general and the prince in particular. Doesn’t the man have any other friends?


  Finally, Tyll appealed to Rak. “I want to apologize to him, but he’s never alone.”


  Rak didn’t say that he could get Jisten alone any time he wished, but he sent Trelo to Jisten with no note attached. Soon, they heard Tebber greeting Jisten at the suite door.


  “I am going to groom Vyld,” said Rak carefully. He slipped out, leaving Tyll in the parlor.


  Jisten came in, absently oiling Trelo’s wings with a forefinger. “S’Rak?” he called out. “Ah, hello, minstrel. Where’s S’Rak? Trelo came for me.”


  “I asked Rak for assistance, so he sent Trelo. He’s not here. You are never alone, it seems.” Tyll smiled and offered a tray of finger foods. “These are safe. I wished to apologize for yesterday.”


  “No, thank you.” Jisten waved off the tray. “Apologize? I’ve never had someone apologize for knifing me before.


  “I am certain of that,” Tyll agreed. “Either because you’re rarely knifed or because you do unto the knifer. Or both.”


  “And I’ve never had to tell someone that I understand why they knifed me,” Jisten said. “Or that I don’t blame them, in a sense. A lot of firsts.” He finished oiling Trelo’s wings. The mastigi rubbed his head along Jisten’s hand in thanks before whirring off. “I’m far angrier that you almost killed S’Rak rather than myself. Spy, indeed.”


  There was no laughter in Tyll’s eyes. “I knew about the bonding and your adoption of the baby. I had never heard of a heart adoption before now, nor ever heard of anything being able to affect the kironi magic like that.” Tyll ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve never knifed someone in error before. I am most humbly sorry about that.”


  One of Jisten’s mastigi crept down to his hand and rubbed its head on his finger. He started to oil its wings. “Apology accepted. I do have another question, though.”


  Tyll relaxed. “Thank you. Please, ask.”


  “Do you love S’Rak so much that you would rather see him dead than with me?” Jisten finished oiling his mastigi’s wings. The lizard clicked and stroked his head along Jisten’s finger before it climbed up to his shoulder, only to be replaced by another.


  “I love S’Rak so much that if he wished it, I would allow you to replace me. I told you that I struck in error. I do not regret striking you; I regret hurting him.”


  Jisten looked at Tyll quizzically. “So, no apology for knifing me after all?”


  “An apology you can have. I was wrong to knife you, even though you were attacking me at the time.”


  Jisten laughed sourly. “Yes, quite the unprovoked attack, wasn’t it?”


  “You are the captain of the palace guard. You are in the company of royals and nobles on a near-continual basis. I expected you would be able to control your temper better than that.” Tyll sighed and admitted, “But I was provoking you. I was angry with you over what had happened the night before. And because you are trying to replace me.”


  “Under what circumstances will you knife me again?” Jisten finished oiling the second mastigi’s wings. It climbed back up his arm and yet another one half fell, half flew down to his hands.


  Tyll wondered how many of the winged lizards were stowed away on the captain.


  Jisten oiled the little wings with expertise. “In four months?”


  Tyll shook his head. “I will not knife you again unless you break my Loftoni’s heart.”


  “So when he leaves for Okyro and I stay here beside Jethain, I’m dead?”


  “You’re bonded to him,” said Tyll in shock. “You can’t stay here when he leaves.”


  Jisten looked down at the mastigi. It looked up at him and clicked. “I know. Duty to my Loftoni supersedes that to the prince. At least, I think it does.” Jisten looked at Tyll. “Doesn’t seem right that I should leave and be happy with S’Rak and leave Jethain to die.”


  “Jethain won’t die. Rak’s here to prevent that by any means necessary. Our God wants this prophecy to succeed. Anything the brethren can do to that end will be done, even if it means sending an army to a sunny prince.”


  Jisten gave a sharp nod. “S’Rak very much wishes to reinforce Jethain, but I understand that a war on two fronts is considered unwinnable. I wanted to hear what another of Lord Zotien’s men said.”


  Tyll waved a hand. “The Strazi have a reserve army. They almost never have the entire army on the line. Any forces in rotation in Okyro, usually a quarter to a third of what we can field, can be sent elsewhere at need.”


  “Will they hate us as much as Pikara?”


  “Pikara hates everyone. Has since she lost her family.” Tyll made a face. “It’s hard to hate as bitterly as she. But she won’t let me...ah, never mind.”


  “She won’t let you take control of her emotions like you did with us yesterday?”


  “It isn’t taking control of the emotions,” said Tyll, eyes fixed on mastigi wings. “It’s more...redirecting them. If the negative emotions are cut off or turned aside, the person has a better chance of regaining their internal balance. But other than my initial action, in cutting off the negative emotion, I take no hand in it, nor have I further control over it. Not without invitation, anyhow. There is only so much I can do without violating a person’s free will.”


  “You’ll understand that I never wish to share a bed with you and S’Rak,” Jisten said, relieved that Tyll had solved that problem with a knife in his gut.


  “I understand. I have no complaint to make. In fact, I will tell you something of a secret. Did Rak tell you that I am forced to travel frequently?”


  Jisten nodded.


  “You’re intelligent enough to realize that I am forced to share my spouse. The past few years, things have not gone well. The men who relieve Rak’s fires,” Tyll stopped a moment, willing away his own anger, “are not anywhere near as kind as you. Once, I taught those men a lesson, until I discovered that I had only made things far, far worse for Rak. Fear further discouraged potential kind men. One of Rak’s old classmates stepped into the gap to find men for him, but he has had a difficult time. None have been as bad as this Hasaviz or Murson, but none can touch your boot heel, Captain.” Tyll watched Jisten’s outrage with satisfaction.


  “Other priests would treat S’Rak so?”


  Tyll shook his head. “If my spouse would permit other priests, I think that it would solve the problem. But he is so deeply damaged by his past and what has happened that he refused to let the brethren help him. He cannot bear the thought of his fellow priests treating him so.”


  “What he has endured in Koilatha for this Victory Prophecy is beyond what I ever could,” Jisten said. “But to have users at home as well?”


  “It’s so bad that I asked him to find another spouse. I suggested one of the non-combatant sects such as the Movai. But,” Tyll’s expression was one of love and regret, “he said that he couldn’t imagine binding himself to another. That he loved only me enough to spend eternity in vows of marriage.”


  “S’Tyll, I’m sorry—”


  The Kephi cut across Jisten’s words. “So, my dear, you are something of an answered prayer of mine, even if I didn’t see it at first. I wished Rak to find an Okyran, someone known to us. I truly did fear that you would take him from us or require him to stay in Koilatha, but I see now that isn’t the case. I am a little jealous, though, if what he’s told me is true.”


  Jisten swallowed hard. “I’m sorry that you are jealous that I had time with S’Rak. Please, I will cause no trouble in your marriage. I have been remarkably fortunate and will stand aside whenever you wish time with him. S’Rak loves you deeply.”


  Tyll laughed lightly. “No, Captain, you misunderstand. I am jealous because I didn’t get to have you, too.”


  Jisten blurted, “But you’re married to S’Rak! What else could you ever want?”


  “Yes, I’m married to Rak. And that means I never get to be on the bottom, because he can’t be on top.”


  “But that is why—” Jisten stood and his stone face couldn’t mask his fear that crashed in waves on Tyll’s empathy. “S’Rak and I are bonded as a Valer and Loftoni. As I said, I would never displace you. Nor would I presume to join you in your nuptial bed. I’ve never…before S’Rak, and I don’t want…oh, I need to go.” He rushed out.


  Tyll shook his head as the captain ran out, taking his tidal waves of emotion with him. His spouse had certainly picked a shy one. He wondered how his former sex slave and still very sexually blunt spouse had seduced the man. He resolved to bide his time. He picked up his lute and played a romantic ballad.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak was one of those people who reacted to stress by developing insomnia. As a result, midmorning had him wide awake. Tired of staring at the ceiling, he had taken himself to the stable and was grooming Vyld in a meditative trance, just as he had told Tyll. Jisten nodded briefly to Rak, who blinked like one only half there but held up his own currycomb to show that his intention was the same.


  The captain’s presence brought the priest’s errant mind back to reality. “Do you want to go riding?” Rak asked, imagining them racing across the Okyran plateau.


  Jisten gave as vigorous a yes as Zala. She lipped at her nervous rider and sent to Rak images she had taken from Jisten’s mind, of him charging out of a room and down a corridor, upset.


  Rak slipped into Zala’s stall to help Jisten. Vyld’s coat was already glowing. Rak set to work on Zala’s coat with his own currycomb. He rubbed up against Jisten as much as he rubbed Zala, and Jisten relaxed between the grooming and rubbing.


  Rak slid his free hand under Jisten’s tunic, up his back. “I can think of another ride we might enjoy.”


  Jisten said, “But S’Tyll is here. You don’t need me while he’s here. I know you are too honorable to sever an unneeded relationship. Please, I won’t bother you anymore. When you need me, you can find me. I still treasure our bond.”


  Rak pulled Jisten’s head around and kissed him. “Need has nothing to do with this. I love you.”


  Jisten returned the kiss with considerable interest and relief, but the virginal side of him asked, “What about S’Tyll?”


  “He said that he did not mind. He is interested.”


  Jisten looked down. “That’s what frightens me.”


  Rak stroked Jisten’s cheek. “What, specifically, frightens you, my love?”


  Jisten said, “I don’t know S’Tyll, except that he is generous enough to forgive me for hurting you, bonding you, well, after he stabbed me, but I do understand that. You are all I want, but if I don’t want S’Tyll, do I lose you?”


  Rak gathered Jisten into his arms. “There is no rush, and we will not force you into anything, ever. And ix, you will not lose me.”


  Jisten melted in relief into Rak’s arms. “You are a very complicated person with a very complicated life.”


  “I have noticed that. Is not there a curse about that? I think it was cast on me as a child.”


   


  Once they’d reached the small pond where once they’d watched the moonrises together, they dismounted and relaxed in the shade of a tree. Rak tossed Jisten a riding crop. “Slap yourself with that. On the leg.”


  Jisten had gone into stony guard mode at the appearance of the crop, but he did as Rak asked.


  Rak crossed his arms over his chest and regarded Jisten challengingly. “Well? Was it excruciating?”


  “Just say what you want to say, S’Rak,” Jisten replied.


  “Did it hurt you at all?” Rak pressed.


  “It didn’t sting, but I have clothing on.”


  “You continue to mistrust Tyll because of that.” Rak pointed at the crop. “I asked him to use it. It hurts less than a hand would. You can hardly feel it.


  Jisten’s face relaxed. “Ah, this is about S’Tyll.” He slapped the crop in his hand and watched it, expression thoughtful.


  “I like it,” said Rak. “I like it when he uses it. I ask for it.”


  Jisten tossed the crop back.


  Rak caught it expertly.


  “I won’t argue this with you, S’Rak. I won’t exact retribution on S’Tyll if he uses this on you. But I can’t like it. Or accept it. Or use it myself. But you and S’Tyll are married. That I must accept.”


  “I love you both,” said Rak. “I want you both.”


  “If I don’t love S’Tyll, do I lose you now?”


  Rak studied the crop in his hands. “That is your choice, Jisten. Can you bear to share me?”


  “I’d be stupid to demand all or nothing,” Jisten said. He stepped close to Rak and placed his hand on his belly. “I love you; I love our son. If share I must, share I will. I’ll not lose either of you.”


  Rak pressed Jisten’s hand to his belly. “I could not bear to lose you. I told Tyll as much. He regrets his actions.”


  “He is willing to share as well? It must be hard, having been married so long to you.”


  “He has been pressing me to find another man for years.”


  “Be careful what you wish for, you might receive it?” Jisten said before he kissed Rak. “Or does he object to me? You have better choices available.”


  “He wanted me to pick another priest,” said Rak. “Apparently, Valers were not what he had in mind, but he has warmed to the idea.”


  “At least Scorth likes me better,” Jisten said.


  “This is true,” agreed Rak.


  Of course I like you better! added Scorth.


  Rak began to kiss Jisten then, and all rational conversation went out the window.


   


  Chapter Twelve: Arrest


   


   


  The rides had refreshed Rak, and he slipped the saddle off Vyld’s back. Jisten had claimed he didn’t have time for more than their brief gallop and had returned to his duties after a quick brushing of Zala. Kennit had given her fresh water, hay and meat to speed Jisten’s return to work, but Rak was left feeling like the captain had wanted more time but had not dared, out of respect for Tyll. He was mulling this over as he finished up his chores when Tyll walked into the stable.


  “My dear, my dear. I have inadvertently quite complicated matters,” Tyll said. “I saw that tall, dark figure with piercing grey eyes and lost all my senses.”


  “He seemed very nervous,” Rak agreed. “You scared him.”


  Tyll removed Vyld’s bitless bridle and hung it in its place. “Yes, yes. My eagerness overcame my sense of propriety. How in the world did you restrain yourself long enough to seduce that skittish colt? Or did you just trip him and pounce like a cat?”


  “Ix, I spread my wings instead.” Rak set the saddle aside and leaned over the door for a kiss.


  Tyll kissed Rak thoroughly and then said, “You did pick a magnificent specimen. And found a Valer in this sunny kingdom, you clever creature. They’re a good people, worshipping both houses. I’ve sent for a detailed report of Kydeno Vale. Fortunately, the customs vary only slightly between Vales. You would adore their triennial horse trading in Ippos.”


  “My captain is very new at love,” Rak told him. “They called him Jisten the Pure. He is still rather unsullied.”


  Tyll entered the stall. “After you? He is a very, very fortunate man. Have you not given him your full treatment, my tease of a spouse?”


  Rak shook his head. “I have been afraid to. I did not want to terrify him. He has had just sex and oral service. But thus far, that is all.”


  “Just sex?” Tyll teased. “There is no such thing as just sex with you, my dear.”


  “Just sex and in only a few positions. He is besotted with my wings, you see, and wants to be surrounded by them as he use…makes love to me. He does not like the word use. After my time here, I can see why.”


  Tyll tapped his chin thoughtfully with a slender finger. “I agree. Despite his dominant nature, he doesn’t seem the type to use. That type would have jumped on my offer to be on the bottom.”


  Rak coughed to hide his laugh. “He turned you down?” Rak had assumed Tyll had frightened Jisten by angling to be on top.


  “My dearest, dearest love, I never get to be on the bottom. You are worth everything, but I saw that handsome profile, those dreamy grey eyes, remembered your description and well, I lost my head.”


  “My poor virginal captain. I wish that I could have seen the look on his face.” Rak laughed.


  “Yes, I can tell that he is quite used to masking his emotions and I quite shattered his gorgeous, chiseled mask,” Tyll said. “One didn’t have to be an empath to tell what he was feeling!”


  Rak laughed harder. “This is priceless. Half the men in the Riverlands would pay gold to top you, and the one man you proposition turns you down.”


  Tyll looked torn between annoyance and amusement. “Yes, quite funny.”


  Rak drew Tyll close and kissed him thoroughly. “I will speak to him, calm him down. But you need to behave yourself. Go slowly, patiently or he will bolt like the skittish colt you called him.”


  “My dear, what do you intend with this nervous, virginal captain? Do you want to bring him home? Or do you intend to leave him here?” Tyll held Rak close. Now he wanted Rak to bring him home, to end the string of users in Okyro. Ave would try hard to make this shy man comfortable, for she hated the users even more than Tyll did. She had to endure them in her house, hear their sneers and yet refrain from blasting them.


  Rak snuggled against Tyll. He knew that he’d need to take the edge off for Tyll before they could work on Jisten further. “Ah, my handsome bard, I have bonded this captain. As I told you in the letter, I chose to accept the bond before two deities. I was not looking for love, but I found it nevertheless. If you do not disagree, I want to bring him home.”


  “If you want to bring him home, I am yearning for him as well, love,” Tyll said. “Has he been with a woman?” Tyll thought of Ave and all her hard edges.


  “Never,” said Rak. “Even the mention of Ave frightens him. He saw this court and made a cold decision to remain unattached. Having seen this court, I would have done the same.”


  Tyll stroked Rak’s shoulders and down his back. “Like Zoth? Or political sex games only?” His mind turned as he imagined explaining the virginal captain to their strong-willed and battle-hardened female spouse. Would she take aim at marrying the handsome and kind captain or would she do her best to drive him out? Tyll wanted the man very much now and hoped that Ave would feel the same way.


  “Political games. Koilathans are far too prudish to permit Zoth’s excesses. They do not even permit nudity. And the laws here, not only decency laws regarding apparel, but if a man is caught willingly submitting to another man, it is an automatic collar. We are considered evil, deviant and perverted for our preferences.”


  “I had read about the automatic collaring. What does the captain think of it?” Tyll asked, a shrewd gleam in his eye. “A man’s actions says more than what he might say outright. Have you heard that he used to support this and then changed his mind once he met you?” Tyll the Kephi information gatherer and Tyll the concerned spouse melded into one.


  “He always opposed it.” Rak’s reply was firm. “He does not even allow his men the right to use prisoners, and that dates to the day he became the captain. He shields his guards who are like us. I have heard many stories, and many of his best men are like us. There is a tavern with hidden rooms. I will show you.”


  “I visited The Full Pint and interrogated the men in my usual devious way. They confirmed that he protects them. His stance prior to meeting you is reassuring. I do regret telling the guards that you were already married. I feared you meant to replace me. They were properly outraged and said that the captain would never cuckold someone.”


  Rak’s kiss left no doubt of his feeling for his bard. “Replace you? Never.” He added, “Both Captain Jisten and Prince Jethain, my brother, support our agenda of eliminating slavery. Jethain has been agitating for such for years.”


  “Yes, so the reports read. He’s also supposed to be discredited and due for overthrow once he ascends,” Tyll said. “Is your naïve, virginal captain aware of this?” Again, he probed Rak’s understanding of Jisten’s character. If this man was bedding his spouse and his spouse loved him enough to bring him to Okyro, he needed to know.


  “Ai, he is. He told me that the grand plan was that once Jethain ascends to the throne and outlaws slavery, they would die together in the civil war that followed.”


  Tyll shook his head. “Naïve, virginal, principled and ready to die for what is right.” A gleam came to his eyes. “Perfect for the dark army, don’t you think?”


  Rak grinned at him. “Absolutely. But Kenric cannot have him, he is mine. Ours.”


  “Ours as in marriage? Or yours as in Thezi, love?”


  “Both are possible,” mused Rak, eyes focused elsewhere. “The marriage is more likely and would happen much sooner.”


  “Prophecy, love?” Tyll’s eyes narrowed. His dislike of prophecy was well known.


  Rak focused on Tyll. “Ai, and why not? Must I always foretell of doom and gloom? Why not something pleasant?”


  Tyll kissed him and held Rak against him tightly, so tightly that Rak could feel his interest. “All this talk, talk, talk and no action.”


  Rak went down on him, right there in Vyld’s stall.


  Tyll’s musician fingers lightly played with Rak’s hair and wingtips.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jethain signed his name to the bottoms of a small stack of official documents.


  Sedrael studied the cuffs of Jethain’s sleeves, his attention having been snagged by their ragged, torn appearance. There wasn’t a trace of the usual ruffles remaining. Sed glanced to the side, where the prince’s death hound puppy lay curled around an enormous bone. Was there a bit of ruffle snagged on one of the fangs?


  Jethain stamped his seal on each one of the pages he’d just signed. He handed the stack to Sedrael. “See to it, Sergeant.”


  “Yessir.”


   


  Sedrael glanced down at the arrest and hold orders. Kordri should be pleased. Jisten, however...he didn’t know how the captain would take it. The Valer had been acting odd ever since the bard had shown up. He didn’t understand how accepting the man was over being stabbed, for sun’s sake. Sedrael now wondered where this Minstrel Tafflynn, if that even was his real name, could be found. He and Kal had felt the so-called minstrel’s emotional powers and knew that the man was a full bard at the very least. What else he might be was a matter of some debate. While he didn’t accept Kordri’s dark servants are evil argument, he wondered if the bard was influencing Jisten with his magic.


  He walked into the stable and got an eyeful. How could he arrest a man getting that? Sedrael lounged, waited and watched. Rak did give a mind-blowing oral job, he recalled fondly. Once Rak pulled off, Sed cleared his throat.


  Rak scrambled to his feet, his face flushed.


  Tyll turned toward the guard. “Enjoy the show?” There was anger in his voice.


  “Hey, let ya finish!” Sed protested.


  “What do you want, Sed?” Rak laid a hand on Tyll’s arm. “He is a friend.”


  Tyll inclined his head to Rak.


  Sed scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, ‘bout that. I gots arrest n’ hold orders from th’ prince.”


  “For whom?” asked Rak.


  “Th’ Minstrel Tafflynn. Look, Cap’n don’t know nothin’ bout it,” Sed explained. “But Kordri went ta th’ prince’n they both agreed Cap’n’s actin’ real strange.”


  “I will speak to my brother,” said Rak. “How long can you delay?”


  “Uhm, ya want me in gaol?” Sed said. “‘Cause I can’t, seein’ it’s th’ prince’n all.”


  Tyll patted Rak’s hand. “I’ll go. I did stab the captain, after all. Just get me out quickly.”


  “Th’ prince don’t allow no torture,” Sed told Rak. “See?” He pointed to the spot on the arrest orders.


  Rak studied the order carefully, reading every word. Then he nodded. “Thank you, Sed. Tafflynn, I will get you out if I have to go to the king himself.”


  Tyll nodded gravely and allowed Sed to manacle his wrists.


  Sed marched Tyll off to gaol while Rak marched toward Jethain’s office.


   


  Chapter Thirteen: Release Order


   


   


  “Araken,” Jethain said coolly, not pausing in his game of tug with Bello. “What can I do for you?”


  “You can release my husband,” said Rak.


  “The one who nearly killed my captain and your bondmate?”


  “That was a mistake, one he has already sought, and received, forgiveness for. If Jisten and the Gods are satisfied, who are you to interfere?”


  “The Gods are satisfied? We’ll see. He’ll meet the Justicers in the morning then we’ll know. Scorched strange for a man to just up and forgive someone who gutted him, don’t you think? And the guards have testified about this Tafflynn’s power. He’s no minstrel.”


  Rak leaned forward. “He is an empath. Putting him in gaol is cruel. All that pain and suffering.”


  “Yeah, being stabbed in the gut is all flowers and butterflies,” Jethain said.


  “Jisten is the wronged party. Let him decide,” replied Rak.


  “I don’t trust his judgment,” Jethain countered. “He’ll do anything for you, Araken. Even forgive his potential murderer.”


  “Let us negotiate S’Tyll’s release, you and I. What will it take to secure S’Tyll’s freedom?” Rak wondered if he’d have any luck going over Jethain’s head.


  “I want assurance that Jisten will be safe from this minstrel,” Jethain said. “And I want to see justice done, and a fair punishment meted out to the man who tried to murder my captain of the guard.”


  “I can give you my word,” said Rak. “Will that suffice? I can have him formally swear the same before you.”


  “Your spies are allowed to lie!”


  “But I am not,” replied Rak. “Do you think my husband would allow me to be punished as an oath breaker if he could help it? Besides, a formal oath still binds him. Kephi are not immune from the Second Law.”


  “You aren’t responsible for another’s actions,” Jethain said. “This S’Tyll or Tafflynn or whatever you call him, won’t be getting out of gaol until he’s faced the Justicers.”


  Rak growled something impolite and stalked out. He headed to the top.


   


  Virien was sorting through the reports for Owain to read. The king had his boots propped on his desk. Both looked at Rak as he entered.


  “Hello, son. Do you enjoy tedious paperwork?”


  “I hate paperwork,” said Rak. “Do you need a paperwork-shredding puppy?”


  The king brightened but Virien growled, “What do you want?”


  “Jethain has wrongfully imprisoned a man,” said Rak. “I am here to ask for his release.”


  “Jethain?” Virien guffawed.


  “It does sound most unlike him,” Owain agreed.


  “Nevertheless, he has ordered the arrest and confinement of Minstrel Tafflynn.”


  “Whatever for?” Owain groaned. “The queen will have a fit! She adores that minstrel.”


  “A misunderstanding,” said Rak. “It is easily rectified, just sign a release.”


  “Didn’t he stab the Valer?” asked Virien.


  “A minstrel stabbed Jethain’s Valer?” Owain asked, incredulous.


  Rak was annoyed at Owain’s term and his wings rustled.


  “That’s what I heard,” said Virien. “Forael is exhausted from the healing. Several guards complained that he tried to use magic to take control of their minds.”


  “You and your brother will be the death of our Ylion!” Owain grumbled.


  Virien silently cast a burn spell on Rak. The only outward sign Rak gave was a certain tightening around his eyes.


  “I don’t think I should go against the prince on this,” mused Owain, “not if his Valer was involved. Araken, is this minstrel a mage? Does he use magic?”


  “He is not a mage,” said Rak shortly, the fires affecting him despite his efforts to ignore it. “No magic.”


  Virien smirked and cast a second burn spell.


  This time, Rak’s eyes were white rimmed, and he took in gasps of air, trying not to shake. “Father, please. Let Tafflynn go.”


  “Whatever is wrong with you?” Owain peered at Rak. “Cookie? Milk?”


  Rak shook his head. He looked at Virien half pleadingly, knowing the source of his need.


  “Ah, that Tafflynn is a mage and making you ill!” Owain crowed. “You couldn’t gain his release and now he is exacting revenge!”


  “The minstrel is the dark one’s lover,” said Virien. “His, ah, top. The dark one’s a sex slave, see.”


  “Virien, please,” Owain scoffed. “I’m right and the minstrel is a mage.”


  Virien looked at Rak and smiled. The control spell twisted. “Take off the king’s boots,” ordered Virien. Since they were still propped, it was easy for Rak to reach them.


  Owain crossed his arms over his chest. “Son, don’t listen to him. I’ll release Tafflynn. Virien will see that I’m right.” He gave Rak a strange look as his son removed his boots. “I’ll. Release. Tafflynn.” He took a piece of parchment. “Look, I’m writing the release! That should break the spell.”


  Rak refused to meet Owain’s eye. He whispered to Virien, “Please do not. Let me go.”


  “You brought this on yourself, slave,” Virien replied.


  “Why isn’t the spell breaking?” Owain demanded. “I wrote the order!”


  “There is no spell,” said Virien. “Just a sex slave, desperate to please. Order him to obey you. He’ll do whatever you want.”


  “Araken, answer me truly. Are you being controlled by someone?”


  “Yes, Father,” said Rak.


  “Hah! I’m right!” Owain crowed.


  “No, Father,” said Rak. “It is not Tafflynn doing this but Virien.”


  “What trickery is this?” Owain looked concerned.


  “He is an escaped Zothian sex slave,” said Virien. “Slave handler Hasaviz and I have endeavored to bring him back under control on your behalf. Slave, kiss and lick the king’s feet.”


  Owain started to protest when Rak bent forward and did what he was told, but the complaint died on his lips. Rak’s lips and tongue felt so good, so right, that the king allowed Rak to continue. He wiggled his toes and sighed happily as the soft kisses and gentle licks revitalized the aching appendages.


  “Feels good, doesn’t it,” said Virien to Owain. He tried to use the spell to force Rak to suck Owain’s toes, but he wasn’t sure of how to make it work without giving Rak a verbal order.


  “Yes, but...the succession,” Owain despaired even as he reveled in Rak’s submission.


  “You can breed him to any female you want,” said Virien, mopping the sweat off his forehead. The willful beast of a slave was fighting him! “I suggest one with royal blood. Slave, strip!” He was sure the slave couldn’t resist a verbal order.


  Rak pulled back, shaking with more rage than lust. Virien’s mastery of the control spell was weak, and he had found a way to slip its leash. “I will not,” he snarled. “I am not your slave.”


  “You’re not?” Owain perked up at Rak’s denial. “Virien, stop the foul magic with my son!”


  “There is a reason why the sun priests ban the use of blood magic!” Rak snapped.


  Owain took his feet off the desk. “Now, son, I do expect you to impregnate a noble lady after this fiasco. Least you could do for me after this.”


  “We can discuss that after Virien has met with the Sun Inquisitors,” said Rak sweetly. “Virien must answer for his illegal use of blood magic.”


  Owain shoved his feet back into the boots. “Brother, you tread dangerous waters.”


  Virien flushed with rage. He had to work hard to control himself. “I see the error of my ways now,” he said coldly.


  “Liar,” said Rak.


  “Shut up, slave!” roared Virien.


  “Now, now, no need for name calling,” Owain placated, and then, he turned on Virien. “This is a serious problem, brother. If word got out that you dabbled in blood magery…well. My son is right. You need to be examined by the Sun Inquisitor.” He motioned to the guards on his doors. “When you get back, brother, take a day off.”


  Owain wrote an order for the guards, a request for the Sun Inquisitor, and before Virien’s outraged eyes, the king signed and sealed both. The guards were polite but firm. Virien wouldn’t be going anywhere other than the inquisitor’s office, as the king commanded.


  Once Virien had been escorted out, Owain turned to Rak. “Have you a noble lady picked out?”


  “Father, I would be happy to discuss these things with you later, but right now, I need to keep my promise to Tafflynn. May I have that release form you signed? If I hurry, he might be well enough to play at dinner tonight, and then, you will not have to listen to your wife’s complaints.”


  Owain couldn’t hand the form over fast enough. “We’ll talk tomorrow about an heir,” he said.


  Rak politely excused himself. He walked out of the office with as much dignity as he could muster, but once on the other side of that door, he ran. He had a spouse to release and fires to relieve.


   


  Chapter Fourteen: Gaol


   


   


  Rak raced down the corridors, seeking Jisten with his heart. The Valer was moving through the palace, making the task only slightly more difficult. Cats scattered at his approach, only to regroup and trail along behind him, forming an odd procession.


  Rak careened around a corner and collided with Jisten head on.


  Jisten steadied the smaller man and reached for the beating wings that kept Rak from falling. His hands briefly caressed the wings, but once Rak had caught his balance, he let go of Rak and stepped back.


  Rak looked up at him, a parchment crumpled in his fist. “Jisten?” The need in his eyes was plain to see for one who knew him as well as Jisten did.


  “To your suite, Envoy.” Jisten dared to stroke a rustling wing.


  Rak glanced around. “Ah, yes. Thank you.” He’d forgotten they were in public. He turned and marched in the correct direction.


  Once inside the suite, Jisten enfolded Rak in an embrace and kissed him. Rak relaxed against Jisten’s chest. This was the next best thing to home for him. Jisten stroked the wings fully flat against Rak’s back and didn’t stop the stroking or the kiss until they were still. Rak leaned into the kiss and pushed Jisten back toward the bedrooms. He might have shaken off Virien, but the man had cast two burn spells. Tyll would have to wait.


  “Who set you burning?” Jisten murmured as he undressed. Rak always stripped immediately and usually forgot to disrobe Jisten.


  “Virien,” Rak snarled. “Hasaviz showed him the spell, but the weak-willed bastard lacks the strength to use it.”


  “He set the burn spell but didn’t use it?” Jisten wondered between kisses and caresses.


  “He set the burn spell but could not force me to serve him via the control spell,” said Rak.


  “He has the control spell, too?” Jisten stopped to fume.


  Rak pulled Jisten into another kiss. It was his opinion that they should discuss this after the sex.


  Jisten willingly resumed stroking and kissing Rak.


  Rak was very lusty, and it took a while to satisfy him. Eventually, they lay tangled in the afterglow. Rak said, “We need to free Tyll.”


  “Free Tyll? From what?”


  “Jethain ordered him arrested for trying to murder you.”


  Jisten blew out a frustrated breath. “And didn’t talk to either of us?”


  “He spoke to me, after. He refused to release Tyll from gaol.”


  “I am surrounded by mother hens. And everyone in the palace thinks I am a total incompetent!”


  “No, they think I have you under some sort of enchantment rather like the control spell.”


  Jisten ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “I’ll ask Forael to have a very public magical cleansing ceremony,” he growled. “And I’ll ask for extra light and flash.”


  “Very well,” agreed Rak. “But for now, we really do need to secure Tyll’s release from the city gaol. Empaths do not manage well in prisons. I have a release form signed by the king.”


  Jisten was off Rak and dressed in an insanely short amount of time.


  Rak was dressed in an equally short time for once. He skipped the sash and opted for a sword belt.


  “How many daggers did you pack?” Jisten asked. “It’s a rough gaol. You might need to leave a few in prisoners who were accidentally released when you pass by.”


  “My usual six,” said Rak anxiously. “Here, let me add a few more. And some for you, too.”


  “Thank you,” Jisten made the daggers disappear in his uniform, a process Rak thoroughly approved of. “Daggers were useful when I was a recruit. Can we leave your guard here?”


  “We might need help with Tyll, and although Pikara is the rudest creature I have ever known, she is dependable in a fight.”


  When they walked to the stable, Pikara was mounted on Alga and waiting for them. Ikayone, Dolron, Phonasa and Kryt were with her, also mounted.


  “Zeleri and Nymis are with S’Ioli?” enquired Rak.


  “They are,” replied Pikara. “Who’d you have to fuck to get our bard out?”


  “No one!” Jisten snapped defensively.


  Pikara regarded him but for once didn’t say anything, since he was defending Rak.


  “Only half the council,” replied Rak with a straight face.


  “So long as you killed them afterward, stupid sunny smiles on their faces,” she said.


  “Nobody, Pikara, it was a joke.” Rak didn’t roll his eyes, though. That situation in Owain’s office could have gotten ugly, fast, and he was keenly aware of that.


  “I knew you were joking, but I wasn’t,” she said. “Let’s go. I’ve got a hankering to see what the sunnies imprison.”


  “I want to see a sunny gaol!” Kryt said. “It’ll be new!”


  “To you,” Ikayone said in an uncharacteristically quiet tone.


  Rak mounted Vyld after giving Vrema a pat. He prayed Tyll would be able to ride and not have to be carried. “Gaols are not pleasant places, Kryt. Not even sunny ones.”


  Kryt subsided, looking thoughtful.


  The ride from the palace to the gaol was conducted in swift silence.


  Jisten presented himself to the gate guard at the gaol. “We have writ from the king for the release of a prisoner.”


  The guard looked over the parchment Rak offered and allowed them in.


  “Getting in is the easy part,” muttered Dolron.


  Ikayone’s eyes were white rimmed again and his avtappi snorted smoke in regular, heavy bursts. “There are men in there who don’t belong,” Ikayone said. “I know. I know.”


  Jisten regarded him a moment. “Did you bring gold?”


  Ikayone nodded.


  Kryt said, “I brought mine, too! What are we buying?”


  “Innocent men,” Jisten said.


  Rak handed a heavy purse to Jisten. “The temple will provide.”


  “Ikayone, pick out the innocent men and pay their bail,” Jisten said as he passed Rak’s purse to him.


  Rak looked at Jisten. “Where do we go?” His Valer had surely been here before, delivering prisoners.


  “We have to see the bailiff first.” Jisten dismounted. “Follow me.”


  Rak did so quickly, and he motioned for his guards to follow.


  Kryt beamed at that inclusion.


  Alga laid her ears back but Pikara said, “Ah, even I don’t think I can ride ya into a gaol. Wait here and terrorize the wardens.”


  The dark guard, led by the emerald-clad palace guard Jisten, made an odd sight entering the gaol.


  The gaolers weren’t very happy about it. Every one they passed stopped what they were doing to glare at the dark priest and the mailed dark guard.


  “I have writ from the king for the release of a prisoner, one Minstrel Tafflynn,” Jisten said to the senior gaoler present.


  Dienok made a production of reading the order, slowly reading every word and even checking the signatures against those on file, as if to make certain it was legitimate.


  Jisten motioned to Ikayone, whose breathing was now ragged. “This one is redeeming those he wishes. Have one of your wardens take him down the lines of cells.” Jisten stage-whispered to Ikayone, “Be sure to give bonuses to the wardens for each prisoner you redeem.”


  There was jostling to escort Ikayone.


  Phonasa went with him, because he was her friend and she agreed with Pikara that none of them should go anywhere alone in the company of the enemy.


  Four wardens ended up flanking them.


  Jisten was content. There was more than enough money in Rak’s purse to bribe them all.


   


  * * * *


   


  “The minstrel is on the second level,” Dienok announced, trying not to seethe. “This way.”


  Dienok’s cold gaze rested on Rak more often than not. He could tell that his attention was making Jisten uneasy, but the focus of his ire, the dark servant, S’Rak, didn’t seem to notice him. The fool was focused on reaching the minstrel and not keeping an eye out for enemies. His mistake, Dienok gloated, as he mentally assessed the high priest’s abilities and probed for weaknesses in the dark one’s defenses with the greatest of care.


  Tyll was sitting in the back corner of the cell. His clothes had been taken, replaced with the bright yellow, thin cotton shirt and pants of a prisoner. He had his arms wrapped around his legs and he was pressing his head into his knees.


  “Tafflynn!” Pikara shouted. She rushed the bars and pulled until she bent them.


  “Unlock the door!” Rak snapped at Dienok.


  “Please,” Jisten added.


  Dienok pulled his massive key ring off his belt and started testing the keys against the lock, one by one. He knew exactly which key went into each lock, not that he was about to admit that. He was in no hurry to release the minstrel. The longer S’Rak was distracted, the better, for a distracted priest was far less likely to notice Dienok’s probe than an alert one would be.


  Pikara put both her hands on one bar and pulled. It bent almost ninety degrees. She started on its mate.


  “Kryt, how much gold did you bring?” Jisten asked.


  “I gave it all to Ikayone!”


  Rak told Dienok, “If you do not hurry up, I will personally skin you alive.”


  “Yeah, and that’s the easy part, ‘cause he’s merciful. Then, I’ll have a turn with ya,” Pikara promised. The other bar bent. “Kryt, you’re the skinniest, squeeze in there.”


  Kryt squished himself between the bars and knelt beside Tyll. “We’re here, we’ll get you out,” he soothed and pressed close, offering touch and warmth, but Tyll didn’t respond.


  Dienok found the right key as if by accident. His analysis of the dark one was complete. He’d found the chinks in the dark armor. He’d found everything he needed to know in order to defeat the high priest.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten slammed open the door to let Rak rush in.


  Rak rushed in like Jisten thought he would, but he didn’t stop. He got a hand under Tyll’s arm and hauled the man to his feet. He told Kryt, “Take the other side. We have to get him out of this place.”


  “Hurry, hurry,” Jisten said. “I’ll take care of any details.”


  Pikara, Kryt and Rak hustled Tyll out. Dolron stayed with Jisten, to watch his back.


  “S’Rak’s right here, I’m right here, Pikara’s right here and Vrema’s outside,” Kryt kept up a soothing patter.


  Vrema knelt for Tyll to mount, but it took all three of them to get the man across the saddle. Tyll continued to stare straight ahead, eyes unfocused.


  “I am here,” Rak told Tyll, touching his face, praying that the empath would recover soon. “We got you out. I am sorry it took so long.” He mounted behind Tyll on Vrema, worried that Tyll wouldn’t be able to keep his seat without help. The avtappi stood, balancing the two men easily.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten walked with Dienok to the main bailiff. Ikayone was there, counting out gold.


  “His clothes?” asked Dolron quietly. He approved of Jisten and didn’t think the captain was one of the enemy, no matter what Pikara said.


  “Minstrel Tafflynn’s clothing, please,” Jisten asked the main bailiff.


  Jisten saw Kryt’s purse and took it from Ikayone. He handed gold to the wardens, bailiff and Dienok.


  At that, Dienok gestured, and a sack was shoved at Dolron. He accepted it gravely then checked the contents. “It looks right,” he said.


  Dienok said, “Sign here, and you’re free to leave.”


  Jisten signed the paperwork, as he’d done many times. The form stated that the gaol did release the prisoner they’d been ordered to let go. Jisten motioned urgently to the dark guards and the ragtag prisoners blinking at them. He herded them all outside.


  “Night, Ikayone, we can’t take ya anywhere without ya collectin’ strays,” Pikara said, her tone light.


  Rak looked at Jisten worriedly. “Where can we take him to rest?”


  “Off the grounds, off the grounds,” Jisten intoned. “Before someone changes their mind or invents a new rule. We’ll go to Valer Square.” He waved at the prisoners blinking in the sun. “Tafflynn will go to the chapel of night and the ex-prisoners will go to the sun temple for healing.”


  “That is a good plan,” Rak announced to his guard. “And I can check on the new goats.”


  “Yeah, some good grub,” Pikara said. “An’ it’s real quiet there.”


  “Did Pikara just compliment something?” Dolron asked Phonasa.


  “Naw, yer hearin’ things,” she replied.


  Rak grinned at Pikara’s expression.


  Jisten grinned at Rak.


  “It’s quiet ‘cause it’s boring!” Pikara snapped. “A buncha dirt-poor stranded nomads followin’ a sit on her ass and weave goddess!”


  Dolron chuckled. “I’ll tell them you said that, and then, we’ll see if they feed you.”


  “Aww, ya know I got a soft spot for good food,” she patted her belly. “And it’s a big soft spot.”


  “Pika, I will ask Despina to make you ravioli.”


  “If you want, Elenna and Ritsa will sing to him,” Jisten offered, having taken a good look at Tyll’s catatonic state now. “The hymns to Si’Yeni might help him, and you haven’t heard the Valer folk songs. If that doesn’t work, perhaps the Mai’eras can do something.”


  “He would like that,” said Rak with a smile of appreciation for Jisten. “He collects music,” he added needlessly.


  “Trelo, come here,” Jisten called. His own three baby mastigi peeked out of his various pockets and clicked.


  Trelo crawled out of Rak’s cowl and flew to Jisten.


  The Valer scribbled on a scrap of parchment he’d pulled from a pocket. He always carried what his mother called scratch paper. “Ravioli, singing, Night’s Chapel.” He rolled it and gave it to Trelo.


  They all watched the mastigi whir away.


  Rak told Jisten’s mastigi, “And soon, you will be big enough to do that.” They clicked in satisfaction, waving perfectly oiled wings.


  “How did you end up with three of them, Captain?” asked Kryt.


  “I was showing Dethrian how to oil Scarlet’s wings when her clutch hatched,” Jisten said. “I was fascinated and three of them clung to me.”


  “S’Rak has infested this city with his little pests, has he?” Pikara sniggered.


  “They are not pests,” protested Rak.


  Dolron stage-whispered, “The word mastigi means pest in Old Okyran, but they’re not pests, according to our Thezomeh.”


  “The healing sun priests are in a heaven because the mastigi eat bugs in their herbal garden,” Jisten said loyally.


   


  Chapter Fifteen: Catatonia


   


   


  Rak, Tyll and Jisten arrived at the chapel without difficulty. The scent of baking bread wafted to them from Despina’s cottage. Rak shared with Jisten that the Movai had been overwhelmed with food from Jisten’s mother. In return, they were teaching her the language and history of Okyro, along with some of the God’s granted magics that anyone could learn.


  Jisten’s baby mastigi took off and arrowed into the neat cottage through the open kitchen window.


  Despina came out a moment later, wiping her hands on her apron as they dismounted.


  Rak and Jisten eased the catatonic bard off Vrema’s back.


  “Matre, this is S’Tyll,” Rak began when the woman hugged Tyll.


  “I know. Si’Yeni tell Asfalea, Asfalea tell me,” she said and stroked Tyll’s hair.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tyll smelled the bread and cookies and sank into the pleasant softness of the older woman. His body started to shake. Deep in Tyll’s battered mind, he could smell his mother’s favorite perfume.


   


  “Tyll, my dearest love, you shouldn’t have gone to the orphanage,” his mother told him, and all at once, he was a gangly boy of eight once more. “You haven’t learned enough control yet.”


  “Mama, I wanted to help them, but it was so sad, and I couldn’t stop crying.”


  “Shhh, I know, I know. We will do our exercises and you’ll feel better. I’ll tell you what, after our exercises, you can pick the best and sweetest golden globe fruit from our orchard. I’ll take them to the orphanage every day, and every day, you’ll come one block closer. You’ll feel their sadness lift at the gift.”


  “I love you, Mama.”


  “I love you, sweet boy, to Zotien’s stars and back.”


   


  The perfume faded, and Tyll’s mind hid itself once more. So much pain, so much fear. He couldn’t help them. He couldn’t even keep them out. And the other thing. The thing he didn’t want to think about.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Good boy, skinny boy,” Despina said. “Inside and eat! All good boys skinny!” She held onto the nearly catatonic man as she bustled him across to her yard and then inside.


  Tyll docilely went where she led, and Rak followed after a single glance at the chapel.


  In his heart, Rak thought the chapel might be the better place to take his spouse, but there was also a lot of good to be said for Despina’s love and cooking. He didn’t want to hurt Despina’s feelings, and also, he was used to living in a matriarchy. If Tyll didn’t show signs of improvement before long, he’d find an excuse to take his spouse to the chapel, but for now, he acceded to Despina’s plans.


  Despina settled Tyll in the middle of her overstuffed, comfortable couch.


  Tyll then curled inward, almost into a fetal position, and shook like a leaf in a gale.


  Despina’s expression was worried as she beckoned Jisten to sit beside him.


  When Jisten hesitated, his mother gave him a sharp look and imperiously pointed at the couch.


  Rak eased onto the couch beside Tyll and stroked his back. Worry radiated off him despite his efforts to clamp down on it.


  Jisten slid next to Tyll. “What happened, S’Tyll?” He touched the man gently. “Are you hurt?”


  “What did they do,” whispered Rak when Tyll didn’t answer. He slid a hand under the garish yellow tunic. “We should change his clothes, check him for injury.”


  The captain was a solid support in the waves of emotion. “Into the bedroom then.”


  Rak stood and drew Tyll to his feet. He had the bundle of Tyll’s clothes that Dolron had recovered. They guided Tyll into the bedroom.


  Jisten easily removed the man’s shirt. “There, horrid color gone.”


  Tyll’s chest was unmarked. So was his back. Rak slid the pants down, and Jisten flushed and looked away because there was no undergarment. Jisten turned his attention to the pack of clothing and found the wrap.


  “There is no sign of injury,” said Rak, but his sharp eyes noted other details. “That is a relief.” Jisten’s eyes remained averted as he awkwardly shoved the wrap into Rak's hands. He put the wrap on his spouse to spare his lover.


  Once the wrap was on, the two men dressed Tyll like an oversized doll. Jisten put Tyll’s shirt on. “There, your own clothing. At least it’s silk.”


  Tyll didn’t resist, but his cooperation was entirely passive, and his body continued to tremble.


  “Shock,” Jisten said with regret. “Back to the couch. Some wine, some company, some food. I don’t know what else to do.” One of his mastigi clicked at him. The other two emerged and all three clicked.


  “He needs a healer,” said Rak.


  “I’ll ask for Elenna to come,” Jisten said.


  His three mastigi whirred away. They led Tyll back to the couch and Rak curled up with the man.


  Jisten felt a pang of jealousy.


  Despina came back with steaming mugs. “Mulled wine,” she said. She put them down and brushed the hair from Tyll’s face. “Drink, good boy.”


  Rak held the mug to Tyll’s lips, and the man obediently swallowed.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Sun blast it!” Jethain crumpled the note from Dienok whining about the release.


  “Sir?” asked Kordri, expression concerned. “Is there a problem?”


  “Father signed for that minstrel’s release! I can’t believe it! When does he free someone?”


  Kordri grimaced. “The dark one must have gotten to him, too.”


  Jethain stood up and paced. “Maybe it was Mother. She adores all musicians. And poets. And sculptors. And painters. And poseurs.”


  “And any would-be artist with delusions of grandeur,” muttered Kordri. “I will take steps to assure that this Tafflynn is always under the eyes of our guards.”


  “Not Sedrael, Kal, Orste or Largo,” Jethain said. “My bodyguard has been packed up with Jisten for a while.”


  “They all ride demon horses,” said Kordri disparagingly. “It’s clear enough where their allegiance lies.”


  “I ride an avtappi, too,” Jethain protested, noticing Kordri’s bias for the first time. “And I’m not taken in by that minstrel!”


  “Well, that’s different, Your Highness,” temporized Kordri. “The dark one gave you a gift, is all. But I’d be wary of that creature. Its first loyalty remains with the dark one.”


  “My brother isn’t the problem, Kordri, I thought you knew that,” Jethain said. “He’ll support me when I ascend.”


  Kordri stiffened. “He’s not the good man Captain Jisten thinks he is. Don’t you fall under his evil spell, too!”


  “Lieutenant! He’s promised me a full battalion of seasoned troops when I ascend, and we are in accord on the evilness of slavery, too. That’s a good thing,” Jethain said. “I’m not under any spell that makes me want to abolish slavery. You know that.”


  “I just don’t trust him,” muttered Kordri. “He’s no good. I know it.”


  Jethain wondered if perhaps Kordri’s version of events had been slanted by his dislike for Rak. “Just send for Jisten,” said the prince. He needed both sides of the story, needed time to work on the lieutenant.


  “Yes, Your Highness,” said Kordri stiffly and marched out to see to the prince’s orders.


   


  Chapter Sixteen: Music and Empathy


   


   


  Єnatεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari


  9th day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  It wasn’t long before there was a scratch at the door. Elenna and Ritsa stood there. Rak looked at them with hope in his eyes. “Please, dhelinas, help him.”


  Elenna sat beside Tyll. “Sunset’s blessing on you. May I take your hand?”


  “We think that he is in shock,” Rak told her. “He does not appear to be injured, but he is an empath and was in the gaol for several hours.”


  Elenna took Tyll’s hand in hers and stroked it then laid it against her cheek. She closed her eyes. “Such a horrible place it was.”


   


  Tyll heard his mother say, “Oh, Tyll, why, darling? Why the slave market? You aren’t ready for that. I know you’ve braved the orphanage for years now, but, oh, oh, my dear.”


  Tyll pressed against his mother and her lips brushed his cheeks. “Mamma, they hurt them. It’s cruel. Make them stop.”


  “It is cruel, so very cruel. I was wrong to bring you here, where slavery is legal. I only pray your father’s negotiations are successful.”


  Tyll shook against his mother. “Those poor slaves. Mamma, can we buy them and take them home? I know they’ll be happier with us and free, too.”


  “Of course, dear, we shall. Describe the ones that touched your heart and I’ll see to it. You cannot go again so soon, love. Let your emotions flow into me as you describe them. Remember our exercises?”


  “Yes, Mamma.” Tyll straightened his crumpled tunic and concentrated as he described the ones he’d been foolish enough to touch. His mother hummed as he continued. She stroked his hair and his back. “And the little boy. Why chain a little boy? He’s five, Mamma.”


  “So terrible,” she agreed. “Was his mama there?”


  “No, Mamma. That’s why he was crying. She was sold this morning and he wasn’t.”


  “Then you shall have a five-year-old brother. Would you like that?” She kissed his cheek again.


  “Yes, Mamma,” said Tyll. “I’d like to have a little brother.”


  “Do you feel better now?” she asked. “Sing with me, darling. You sing so well.”


   


  With an effort, Tyll pulled himself together and sang his mother’s favorite song, reaching for the magic in the music, the magic that was his birthright and deepest gift. Ritsa joined in the harmony. Tyll focused on her as she sang. Not his mother. Black hair, silver eyes, delicate features. The young girl was a real beauty.


  He heard Elenna’s voice replace his mother’s as the magic flowed into him, then through him to touch his audience. With a wrench, he cut himself off, afraid to inflict upon these kind people the horrors that still filled him, still threatened to overwhelm him.


  When Tyll’s song so abruptly ended, Ritsa boldly started an anti-slavery hymn to Zotien. It was the song Jisten had asked for during the court dinner.


  Tyll smiled at her, but he didn’t join in. He heard Rak’s light tenor pick up the melody line, and he relaxed further. He could sense his spouse now, a simmering point of love, grief and worry pressed against his side.


  Jisten was also nearby, and the man’s concern was strong but steady and focused. Tyll could feel him supporting Rak, calming him, loving him. Tyll focused his gaze and attention on Jisten, studying the bond to Rak once more. It allowed him to forget his own grief and the pain of the others that had been forced upon him. “You’re worried,” stated Tyll. “Why?”


  “Yes, S’Tyll, I’m worried about you,” Jisten said. “S’Rak said that it would be hard on you in there, and you were in shock.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Did, uhm, anything, uhm, happen?”


  Despina brought out a platter of tiny treats, each smelling heavenly.


  Jisten opened a bottle of Okyran red, poured glasses for all but set Tyll’s next to him. Tyll’s eyes focused on the tray then on the wine glass. “Thank you,” he said. His gaze transferred to Jisten.


  “Bad men in gaol,” Despina said. “Hurt you? Use you? Prisoners or gaolers?”


  “Mother!”


  “Jisten, drink wine, relax. You make empath crazy,” Despina retorted to her uptight son.


  Rak set his favorite treat in Tyll’s hand. “Eat.”


  “I don’t remember,” said Tyll. “I remember pain and fire and blood and screaming.”


  Jisten shuddered and slugged his wine when his mother glared at him.


  Tyll took a bite of the salami roll, losing focus as he tried to think about the gaol. He started to tremble again as the memories arose in his mind once more. There had been something there, something he didn’t want to remember. Something horrible. His mind shied away from thinking about it and began to retreat once more.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Stay with us, Tyll,” said Rak quietly. “Here, drink.” He pressed Tyll’s wine glass to his lips and the bard obediently drank and swallowed. He suspected Tyll was about to slip right back into shock on them. Something had clearly happened to Tyll in that gaol, something that did not leave visible injuries. Rak had noticed stains, however, while dressing the bard, stains of a particular nature.


  Desperate to keep Tyll distracted, Rak turned to the women. “How about the sunset hymn? Tyll has not heard it.” Rak prayed more music would keep Tyll from dwelling on the horrors he’d experienced.


  Elenna turned her troubled gaze on Ritsa and nodded. The two began together, their voices harmonizing in quite a lovely way as they sang the ancient refrains of the sunset hymn.


  He refilled Tyll’s wineglass and patted the seat on the bard’s other side. “Sit down, Jisten. Please?”


  Jisten eased down and joined in the singing, his baritone supporting the more intricate vocalizations of the soprano and alto.


  Tyll’s attention was on the singers, his alertness visibly improving with each measure of the song. When it ended, he said, “I like that one.”


  “There is the winter solstice sunset hymn,” Elenna said. “Would you like to hear it?”


  “Yes, please. Winter’s solstice is Zotien’s most sacred night.”


  Ritsa started the hymn, but Elenna’s voice soon joined hers in a joyous duet.


  Tyll and Rak listened intently to the happy tune. It sang of the refreshment of night, the end of labors and the joining of family to celebrate the solstice. Tyll’s eyes sparkled as he listened and enjoyed the hymn.


  Ritsa sat at Elenna’s feet and clasped her hand in the traditional ending. Elenna took Jisten’s hand and Jisten took Tyll’s. Tyll took Rak’s hand and Rak took Despina’s, while Despina took Ritsa’s hand to close the circle of those present. The song faded on a beautiful minor note.


  Rak and Tyll then sang the evening hymn for the winter solstice, the hymn that always started the nightlong event. It spoke of duty and vigilance and war.


  Jisten was able to pick up the harmony line, but the women stayed silent. The two hymns in combination highlighted the contrast between the House of Day and the House of Night. For one, the solstice was a celebration, for the other, a reminder of why they fought. Family and home were the themes that united both.


   


  * * * *


   


  When the hymn ended, Tyll stretched and looked around. “Where am I, and how did I get here?”


  “Thank the night,” Rak murmured. “I half feared that you would ask Who am I rather than Where am I.”


  “In family house,” Despina said stoutly.


  “S’Tyll, this is Despina, Jisten’s matre. This is her home.”


  “S’Rak my good boy,” Despina said. “His home, too.”


  Tyll looked at Jisten. “You’re okay with this?” He’d stabbed the man, and now, he was relaxing in his mother’s house? That didn’t seem right to him.


  “We have a common bond in S’Rak,” Jisten said. “And you defended our people, mine and S’Rak’s.”


  “After I stabbed you.”


  “Si’Yeni forgave that,” Jisten said. “And so do I. You acted to preserve your family.”


  Tyll shook his head, not convinced. “Your forgiveness seems too-readily given.”


  Jisten grinned. “I can punch you a few times if that would convince you.” He thumped his chest. “All that manly stuff.”


  A laugh was startled out of Tyll. “No, thank you. I’ll pass on that.”


  “Si’Yeni was quite firm in her declaration that you stabbed our cousin in what you felt was defense of your family,” Elenna said, and Ritsa nodded her head vigorously.


  “I have come to intensely regret that decision. There are others I would rather have stabbed.”


  “Oh, it’s all right!” Ritsa impulsively hugged Tyll, tears in her sympathetic eyes.


  Tyll suspected that if Jisten hadn’t been so easily healed, it would have been far from all right with his people. He patted Ritsa but backed off as soon as possible. Teen girl emotions were not something he was skilled at dealing with, and his nerves were still raw. He knew that he could easily slip back into shock if he wasn’t careful.


  Ritsa calmed herself when Elenna shot her a warning look.


  “She is a happy girl,” Elenna said, “but prone to strong emotion. She knows to behave around you now.”


  Tyll patted Elenna’s hand. “It’s okay. Her cheerfulness is pleasant to experience. Such a nice change.”


  Ritsa left the cottage blushing, and Tyll immediately felt guilty for running the girl off. “I’m sorry,” he was telling Elenna when Ritsa came back in.


  Ritsa presented a woven lute cover to Tyll. “I wove it myself, sir. It isn’t good enough for your lute, I’m sure, but most musicians have a spare.”


  Tyll stroked the cover with appreciation. “It’s wonderful, better than what I have now. Thank you very much! I’ll treasure this.”


  “Oh, can I weave something else for you? What would you like?” she smiled a guileless smile, eager to gift what she could.


  “Oh, don’t go to any trouble on my account,” said Tyll. “Weave whatever your heart desires.”


  “I’ve never woven a shirt. Would you like a Valer shirt?”


  “I would like that,” said Tyll, and he smiled at her. “We minstrels always need new tunics.”


  Ritsa clapped her hands. “It could be part of your disguise! How wonderful!”


  “Eat! Starving!” Despina declared.


  Ritsa ran into the kitchen and both Elenna and Despina followed her. A blue and green-specked mastigi flew into the living room through the open window, circled the room twice and landed on Rak, clicking urgently.


  “This is S’Meno’s mastigi. I have to check on the chapel,” said Rak. “Please excuse me, I will be right back.” He gave Tyll a peck on the cheek and strode out talking to the winged lizard.


  Tyll looked around then gave Jisten a rueful smile. “It’s just the two of us now. Are you really as forgiving as you claim? I tried to kill you, and I doubt I’ve atoned for that.”


  “I’m not fool enough to let my guard down around you. Something could spark your jealousy. And while I disapprove of...certain things...I won’t interfere between spouses,” Jisten said.


  “I give you my solemn oath that I will never again try to kill you. And although we Kephi are permitted to lie, an oath still binds us.”


  “That answers that question,” Jisten said. “How about maim? Cripple? Swear to not do that as well?”


  “I swear that I will never intentionally harm you.”


  Jisten’s posture relaxed. “Accepted, dark servant.”


  Tyll noticed that Jisten offered no oath in return, but then, he was the one who’d stabbed Jisten. The captain had offered him no harm since that first night.


  “Now, what can I offer you in thanks for helping my people? For battling at my side?”


  “I ask for no reward,” said Tyll. “I did my duty, nothing more.”


  Despina bustled out with a tray of appetizers. “Ach! Do much! Now eat! Starve before my eyes!” She placed the entire tray in Tyll’s hands and ran out before he could protest.


  “Try the salami and cheese one,” Jisten suggested.


  Tyll picked up the indicated tidbit and bit into it. “Mmm. Very good.” He set the tray on the table. “Please, I can’t eat all this by myself.”


  “Mother has amazing cheese magic,” Jisten said. He picked up a roll of cheese wrapped in translucent meat. “And S’Rak has funded the materials for her to work with.” He indicated the roll. “Smoked ham, paper thin, hideously expensive.”


  “I have often heard the phrase a wizard in the kitchen but never thought there was any real truth to it.”


  Jisten grinned and bit into the tiny roll. “Us men don’t receive the cooking magic.”


  “Not even one?” Tyll tried the ham and cheese next. “What about that shy boy who lives here?” He hadn’t seen a hair of the lad but still knew he was there, in the kitchen. It was the location of the boy that made him wonder.


  Jisten finished the roll. “You’re right. And since Mother adopted him, he is Valer now.”


  Tyll finished his second roll and reached for a third. “Your people are most gracious.”


  “They adore S’Rak,” Jisten said. “And we’re starved for worship of the House of Night. But you’re right; there is an inborn rule of hospitality that all Valers share. And a fierce love of family.”


  “How is it that there are so many of your people here, in the middle of a city?” Focusing on Jisten was so much better than remembering the gaol, and Tyll certainly didn’t want to have a deep, heart-to-heart discussion with the captain right now.


  “Since you serve Lord Zotien, I’ll be blunt. Katzrevia is attacking my clan, the Kydeno Vale clan, for helping S’Rak’s mother. My people here have been stranded, more and more, due to herd losses. At first, we believed it Si’Yeni’s curse for failing the Loftoni, but now, we know better.”


  “I know S’Rak has set wards,” said Tyll. “I will speak to him and determine what other steps need to be taken to safeguard your clan.” Like all dark servants, he took the attacks of the Unmaker very seriously.


  “You can do more?” Jisten asked with considerable interest.


  “Of course we can,” said Tyll. “Fighting the Goddess is what we do.”


  Jisten subtly pushed the tray toward Tyll, urging him to take another.


  Tyll selected another tiny roll of cheese and salami. “I defer to Rak’s expertise in matters like this. He’s the high priest, after all.”


  “Matters like what?” asked Rak as he came back into the house. “The released prisoners are in the chapel, being cared for by the Valers. The sun priests turned them away, calling them convicts, and the sun guard commander Teok threatened to arrest them all again.”


  “Teok again!” Jisten stood up.


  Rak kissed Jisten’s cheek and pushed the man back down. “We have things under control. I will send a message to Forael in the morning. He will deal with Teok.”


  “Eat, S’Rak,” Jisten urged.


  Rak settled into the narrow space between the two men and picked up a ham and cheese roll. “So what were you two discussing that Tyll had to defer to me?”


  “Protecting Valer Square,” Jisten said.


  “Ah, yes.” Rak had a second roll. “Asfalea would not permit the real, full warding. The sacrifice of a goat just does not yield much power.”


  “A goat?” Tyll chuckled. “No wonder the zealots came in so easily.”


  “What should have been used?” Jisten asked.


  “A man,” said Rak easily.


  “Human sacrifice!” Jisten popped up again.


  “What did you expect?” asked Tyll. “Bread and wine?”


  “Conduct human sacrifice and Valer Square will be burned to the ground, with the Valers in it!”


  “Only if we get caught, but that is why the wards were underpowered,” said Rak. “For now, I will respect the dhelion’s wishes and the laws of this land. A pity that the chapel protections could not be extended to cover the entire neighborhood. To do so would require a full temple; the chapel, as it is now, is not strong enough for that. We can only raise a full temple on the night of the winter solstice—Zotien’s Night, we call it.”


  Jisten sat back down. “I’m grateful for the protection for my people and for all the aid S’Rak has given.”


  “Without full wards, what can we do?” wondered Tyll.


  “I am working on that,” said Rak. “Troops would not be of any use. Perhaps a mage but getting one out of Okyro?”


  “Do you have a mage that would be friendly with Archpriest Forael?”


  “All our mages are dark servants. Friendly or not, they would not be able to get any closer to the Ylion than I can and perhaps not even that close.” Rak shook his head and sighed. “And Jisten is right about the Unmaker. She is attacking these people, I am certain of it. Before I set the wards, most of their goats were ill, impossibly ill with diseases that do not normally coexist. Many of them were also laced with chaos, draining them, making them sick and killing them.”


  “I knew it!” Jisten ground his teeth. “All those years, all that money!”


  “And after you set the wards, sun zealots just happened to decide to attack and slaughter the goats,” mused Tyll. “That is suspicious all on its own. Of all the things to attack, goats?”


  “The Valers depend on their goats for milk, meat and wool. Even stranded, they remain primarily herders. Without their goats, they have nothing.” Rak felt a sudden chill, almost premonition, but not quite. “I should send word to the Loftos temple. If the herds here were chaos-infected, what of the herds there? A collapse of the Vale herds would be catastrophic.”


  Despina came out of the kitchen bearing a loaf of steaming, fragrant bread.


  Rak’s interest and kironi hunger sharpened.


  “I study, learn, dark bread magic,” she said. “See if good.”


  “I appreciate it,” Rak assured her as he led Tyll to the dinner table. Quickly, he offered the blessing, “Humbly we thank Lady Si’Yeni and Lord Zotien, along with all the gods of Night and Day, for the bounty thus presented. We pray that this repast be free of taint and nourishing to all who partake of it.”


  Despina cut the gleaming dark loaf with a serrated knife, releasing more of the heavenly scent. She slathered a slab with butter and handed it to Rak first then another to Tyll and a third to Jisten.


  Rak bit into the bread and sank into his usual seat with a blissful sigh. “Why do I ever agree to eat anywhere else?”


  “No know!” Despina said, hands on hip, mock glare on her face.


  “Me neither,” replied Rak with a grin.


  “The argument has merit,” said Tyll, after he licked the butter from his fingers.


  Jisten had mulled Rak’s words over and as people began to eat, he said, “Perhaps the Unmaker’s attacks are why more Valers are stuck in the barrios each year. But if there were a plague…I don’t know if we could absorb that many people here. The Koilathans protest already at our numbers.”


  “It would be difficult,” Elenna said quietly. “Is there anything you can do, Thezomeh?”


  “I do not know. Perhaps…I may have to assign Thezi to ride with the tribes to protect the herds.” Rak didn’t look opposed to the idea.


  Despina clapped her hands once then clasped them together in joy. Elenna’s eyes widened before her face split into a huge grin.


  “Perhaps there are some young Valers who would be willing to take vows?” Rak continued, thinking it over out loud.


  “Ach! Some?” Despina said.


  “S’Rak, the young men here would be glad for an escape from the barrios and glad for the training.” Jisten said


  “The novitiate is not easy,” Rak warned. “But the education and the training there is none better.”


  “How afford?” Despina kept her hands clasped and looked at Jisten for help.


  “We can divert money from buying goats to training,” Jisten said.


  “The Temple pays,” replied Rak.


  They both looked at him in shock.


  “That is the tradition,” Rak explained. “Those who wish to serve the Lord of Night need only indicate to a priest that they are willing. From there, the Temple takes full responsibility for transport, housing, food and training.”


  “Much to do,” Despina said somberly. “There not many priests here.”


  “It is not as difficult as you think,” countered Rak. “We have three thousand years of practice at this. I give them the first set of vows, and then to Okyro they go as novices in the care of the Temple. Once they swear final vows, then I can assign them to the Valer tribes.”


  “You take all men, young women cry!” Despina said.


  “That is a good point; the training is four long years. But we would not refuse any young women either.”


  “Ach! Women!” Despina looked pleased.


  “The Thezi has always been one of the sects that permit women to join. We had to; half our available dragons are female!”


  “Most sects accept women in these modern times,” added Tyll, looking up from his plate. “One sect, the Sylli mystics, even have a female high priest.”


  Despina smiled. “Jisten, know what mean?”


  Jisten smiled back, “An empty Valer barrio?”


  “Truly a cause worth striving for,” said Elenna serenely. “I will tell Asfalea of your plans, and spread the word amongst our young.”


  Jisten focused on Tyll. “Feeling better?”


  “Much, thank you. Your prison is a perfectly horrible place,” Tyll told the Valer across the table.


  “I would have fought Jethain on imprisoning you there. Hence, he went over my head.”


  “And I went over his head in return,” said Rak. “He will be upset when he finds out.”


  “I’m surprised Owain sided with you,” Jisten said. “Did you know that the queen loved all bards and musicians?”


  “That is why he sided with me,” said Rak with a laugh. “I pointed out that freeing Tafflynn meant he would not have to endure the queen’s complaints.”


  “High Priest say Jisten need ravioli,” Despina said. “Say he want, you want. So I make.” She sighed in a sorrowful manner. “So you must eat.” She disappeared into the kitchen.


  “Ravioli are wonderful,” Rak told Tyll, “but Matre thinks it is peasant food and not suitable for company.” Rak took the opportunity to tell his men a slightly edited version of what happened in Owain’s office. He made it sound as if he’d done nothing Virien ordered. He didn’t like the memory of being forced to kiss Owain’s feet.


  “Lord Virien is a snake,” Jisten said. “Next time, have a death hound kill him or he’ll learn control.”


  “If the Sun Inquisitors leave anything,” said Tyll. “I’ve seen that office in action before. They don’t have a sense of humor.”


  Jisten raked his hand through his hair, further destroying the rough braid. “S’Tyll...” he began. He tortured his hair some more.


  Rak looked at the mess mournfully then brightened as he realized it would allow him to indulge in fixing it.


  “Si’Yeni accepts that you were trying to preserve your family, but sunset take it, you’ve made things much harder.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  “My men, my prince, hells, all of Karpos City thinks I’m the biggest moron under both moons for taking up with S’Rak.” Jisten yanked the last of his hair from the braid. “Now, since I’m not seeking revenge, and, all the creator gods forbid, I’m actually understanding about the knifing, I’ve gone to the intelligence of a yearling filly in her first heat.”


  “Denounce me,” said Tyll evenly.


  “What?” Jisten peered around Rak to look at him.


  “Or rather, denounce Tafflynn.” Tyll shrugged a shoulder. “I can return in a different disguise.”


  Jisten sagged back against his chair. “The queen adores the Minstrel Tafflynn. S’Rak, what do you think?”


  “Jethain knows Tyll’s real name,” Rak said slowly. “We shall wait on deciding this. Are you willing to accept Tyll?”


  “Ahhh, I’m only mad that he endangered your life,” Jisten finally admitted. “And that of our son. Otherwise, sun scorch it, I’d stab someone who tried to steal you, too.”


  Rak smiled at Jisten warmly. “He was horrified when he learned of his mistake.”


  Tyll nodded. “Blasted incomplete report!”


  The next dish Despina brought out smelled even more heavenly than the bread. She set it down in front of Rak and plated out portions. Then, she grated hard cheese over all their portions from her precious wedge that had recently taken to magically appearing no matter where she was.


  “Thank you, Matre,” said Rak.


   


  * * * *


   


  Once fortified with bread and ravioli, Ritsa and Elenna continued their songs. Their next tune was of a joyous reunion between two young lovers. Tyll was torn between the wonderful food and the wonderful music. When he couldn’t stand it any longer, he pulled his lute out of the air and strummed along. The tempo quickened and their voices strengthened with the accompaniment.


  “We have lost him to the music,” Rak told Jisten with a grin.


  Tyll rolled his eyes at them briefly then returned his attention to the music. Tyll’s bardic talent kicked in, and the Valer songs came to life in a shared vision of musical magic.


  Rak leaned against Jisten, expression content as the Valer put an arm around him and stroked his wings. Jisten tore a small cube of bread from the soft center of the loaf, generously buttered it and popped it into Tyll’s mouth.


  Tyll was surprised, but he ate the morsel then grinned at Jisten. He wanted to lick the butter off Jisten’s fingers but feared to be too forward.


  Jisten ducked his head, as if embarrassed by his boldness.


  Rak kissed Jisten’s cheek. That was sweet.


  “What got into me?” Jisten whispered to Rak.


  Despina snuck servings of grilled, spice-rubbed goat onto all their plates as if she was too afraid to name the dish. Tyll understood why—the meat needed to be used, but at the same time, she wouldn’t want to remind Rak of the goat massacre.


  Rak chomped into the goat and gave Despina a knowing look.


  Jisten used a fork to feed Tyll a piece.


  Tyll pouted at the fork, eyes twinkling. He ate the goat and kept playing. He was quick to pick up a melody when Elenna and Ritsa changed to a folk tune, bouncy and happy.


   


  Chapter Seventeen: Bribing the Prince


   


   


  There was a firm knock on the door.


  Rak chomped another piece of goat. “Always during dinner,” he muttered.


  “That is no Valer.” Jisten jumped to his feet to answer it. “Lieutenant Kordri,” Jisten said evenly when he opened the door. “How can I help you?”


  “The prince wants to see you right away. About the release of the assassin.”


  Rak stopped eating and stood up.


  “I don’t know of any assassins who were released, but a wrongly imprisoned minstrel was,” Jisten said. “Still, I’ll go and soothe the ruffled feathers.”


  Despina hastily wrapped the rest of the bread and set bowls of grilled goat chunks and vegetables into two baskets. She covered them with black and tan napkins and bustled over. “Ach, Kordri! You take back, eat!” She handed one basket to the lieutenant and one to Jisten. “Prince need food.”


  “I will go, too,” announced Rak. He touched Tyll and said, “Stay here, please? You need more time.” He stole the wrapped bread from Despina’s hand and set it by his spouse. “And eat!”


  Tyll paused his playing to kiss Rak. “Since you ask so nicely.”


  Kordri hastily took the basket before Rak could steal that as well. Rak accepted another basket, this one full of ravioli, from Despina.


  “Let’s go, Lieutenant.” Jisten hustled the man out.


  Rak followed them. He wasn’t about to miss this.


  Kordri’s gelding was at the end of his reins, eyes rolling at Zala and Vyld. Rak knew they weren’t above scaring off the mount so Kordri would have to walk. Vrema was creeping up on the horse’s other side. They all affected innocence when Rak appeared.


  “Zaaaalaaaa,” Jisten warned. She batted long black lashes over her red eyes.


  Rak stepped forward and took the horse’s reins. He laid a hand on the gelding and soothed the poor beast. He might not like Kordri, but the man took care of his horse. The horse deserved better than to be panicked by bored avtappi.


  “Your monsters tore into a guard’s horse,” Kordri said.


  “I did not know that,” said Rak, startled and angered. “I will deal with it and heal the horse.”


  Rak offered the gelding’s reins to him.


   


  * * * *


   


  Kordri covered his surprise at Rak’s anger. When his gelding whuffled Rak, he took the reins.


  Rak nodded to him. “Your horse likes you.” He turned to mount Vyld.


  Kordri scratched behind the gelding’s ears. “He’s been good to me. Only makes sense to take care of you and yours.”


  “Very Valer of you,” Jisten said. He mounted and led the way, so Kordri couldn’t ask him about the comment.


  Rak settled into Vyld’s saddle and followed Jisten.


  The ride was quiet. Kordri had nothing to say to Rak, and wouldn’t speak his mind to Jisten with Rak there. If Jisten and Rak had wanted to talk, Kordri’s presence put a damper on that as well.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak grinned as they exited the Valer district. “I got away,” he chortled.


  Jisten turned wondering eyes to him. “My guards are not here,” explained Rak.


  “They’re probably still busy with the released prisoners,” Jisten said.


  “No we’re not,” replied Dolron as his avtappi turned out of a side street to join them.


  “Nice try, Thez,” added Pikara. “The Valmites are tripping all over themselves to feed and clothe the bunch. They got no other entertainment, I guess. Kryt is helping them, oh, and mute boy.”


  “Stop calling him that,” growled Rak.


  “Soft gut,” she shot back.


  Rak turned a baleful eye on her. “And if your mare savages another horse or avtappi without my permission, I shall have no choice but to take her for retraining.”


  True fear flashed in Pikara’s face and she gripped Alga’s mane. “No, Thez, no more.”


  Rak’s expression softened. “Just keep her attention on our enemies, not our friends.”


  Alga looked back at Pikara, who nodded at her. “My fault, girl. I keep forgettin’ the real enemy. We’ll do better.”


  Ikayone and Dolron wisely kept their mouths shut.


  Rak caught a glimpse of Kordri’s closed, expressionless face and guessed that the lieutenant wasn’t happy at being outnumbered by the dark guards.


  They rode into the stable yard, and Rak swung off Vyld before the avtappi even stopped.


  Kennit came forward to take the stallion.


  “Ken ya heal Copper t’night?” the stable boy asked. “Bharis said to ask ya.”


  “Ai.” Rak glanced at the evening sky. “Let me speak with the prince, and then I will come heal him.”


  “Bharis gave ‘im morphea,” Kennit said. “Dose by weight ‘n temperament like ya said.”


  “Thank you,” said Rak. He’d given Bharis a variety of medicines, with explicit instructions, to use on various equine ailments. It pleased him that Bharis was making use of his teaching and would make the job of healing the injured horse easier. “Did you put the cream from the green jar on the wound?”


  “Only ‘round the edges,’ Kennit said. “Center too deep. ‘fraid to. Copper’s comfortable like, though.”


  “That should suffice until I can see to the injury. I will not be long.” Rak gave Kennit a pat and walked past the stunned-looking Kordri.


  “See you at Kynetha’s waxing?”


  “Or sooner,” agreed Rak.


  They walked to the prince’s suite.


  Sed and Kal were on duty. Sed gave finger signal for pissed off and Kal made a face. Since the lake, he’d been included in the prince’s rotation.


  Jisten flicked a thanks and knocked.


  The door was yanked open. “Jisten? Took you long enough!”


  “I was at Mother’s,” Jisten said.


  “With your would-be killer?”


  “I brought grilled goat and cannoli,” Jisten said. “You know she wouldn’t send ravioli.”


  “I have the ravioli,” said Rak. “Matre gave me a large bowl of them.”


  Jethain stalked back to his desk. “Bribing me?”


  “Anything that works,” said Rak.


  “Prince, while I appreciate your concern, this is more complicated than you think,” Jisten said.


  Jethain frowned at that, but he looked at Kordri. “Dismissed, Lieutenant. Thank you.” He closed the door on Kordri and on Rak’s guards.


  Jisten brightened.


  Rak dished out some of his ravioli. “Only because you are my brother,” he told the prince.


  Jethain chomped down on a cheese-filled ravioli. His expression softened until he swallowed. “Scorch it, food is love.” He shoved the bowl to the side. “I’ll eat it after I’m done chewing you out.”


  Rak sighed and flopped into a chair. He winced, sat up, spread his wings and flopped again. This time, his back hit the chair rather than his wings.


  Jisten smoothed the wings flat.


  “Aren’t I supposed to guard you? Aren’t you the one in the prophecy?” Jisten asked Jethain. “You don’t have to guard me.”


  “You can’t guard me from the grave,” said Jethain.


  “Jethain, it was an honest mistake,” Jisten said.


  “He stabbed you,” yelled Jethain. “He knew what he was doing.”


  “He thought I was stealing his spouse! Jethain! Men kill their spouse’s lovers all the time! Crime of passion! Perfectly understandable!”


  “He thought Jisten had stolen me,” said Rak sadly. “He thought he was being replaced.”


  “We put men in gaol all the time for murder,” said Jethain. “Even if it’s understandable, murder and attempted murder remain crimes.”


  Jisten ruffled his hair in frustration. “I mean, he wouldn’t now. He understands now. There’s no danger. Misunderstanding. Really.”


  “I don’t care what he says now. He tried to kill you then. That’s why he belongs in gaol.”


  “Brother, putting him back in gaol would kill him!”


  “Jethain, he was catatonic from the time he did spend there,” Jisten said. “Any crime he committed is paid for.”


  “Really?” Jethain sounded dubious. “Catatonic after a couple of hours?”


  “He is an empath,” said Rak. “Think of all the pain and suffering in any prison, and now, imagine that you can feel all of it like it is happening to you and cannot make it stop. We do not know what he went through; he has been unable to speak of it.”


  “Si’Yeni forgave him and I forgave him. My prince, please let it go. Pick your battles better and save your strength for the real fight.”


  Rak dished out some of the marinated goat and set it before Jethain. He whispered into the prince’s ear, “Tyll is a tool you can use. He is on our side, and what happened between Jisten and him is over and was my fault in the first place. Punish me if you must.”


  “Araken,” Jethain said. “I’m not going to punish you, please. But still...” He broke off with a frustrated sigh. “How can you be good with what happened to Jisten?”


  “I have never known Tyll to act so rashly,” said Rak. “I am still surprised when I think about it. But I love them both.”


  “That’s hardly fair to Jisten. What are you going to do now? You’re his first and his last, if he had his way.”


  “Jisten is my Valer. We are bonded by the gods. I will not give him up. I told Tyll that.”


  Jethain shook his head. “And when you go back to Okyro? Back to your spouses? And your children?”


  “I will not go back without Jisten. I will not go back until you are safe.”


  Jethain remembered Rak’s harsh words about what he’d given up to come here. “Araken, you really think that Jisten can adjust to being one of your three sexual partners? Being comfortable in a home built by you and your other spouses?”


  “Why do you not ask him what he can deal with? And I did not build that house. It is a thousand years old at least.”


  “Because how can he know?” Jethain asked in a sudden flare of anger. “He’s been sheltered his whole life, first by the Valers, then by me, then by his men!”


  Rak spread his hands, palm up. “I cannot give you an answer, brother. The best any of us can do is face each day as it comes and strive for the best.”


  Jisten frowned at Jethain’s loud statement. “That’s it! I’m not a love-blinded fool and I’m not an idiot! I’m not sheltered! You’re not the one who patrolled the woods while the troops raped the prisoners!”


  Jethain gaped at Jisten then flushed. “I’m trying to help you! You were stabbed by a jealous man and there’s no guarantee it won’t happen again!”


  “I swear that Tyll will never stab or try to kill Jisten again,” snapped Rak, angered into giving his word, unaware that Tyll had already sworn his own oath.


  “S’Rak!” Jisten said. “You cannot swear to another’s actions! And I’d be upset except I know it’s true.”


  “Oh yeah, what happens when Araken shouts out your name instead of his spouse’s? There might be another flare of passion and you’re done for.”


  “It will not happen,” said Rak. “My life is now at stake in this. If you cannot trust Tyll, trust that. I have given my word.”


  Jisten groaned. “How can Zotien hold you responsible for the actions of another?”


  To Jisten, Rak said, “Should not, not cannot. An oath is an oath.” On some issues, even Zotien was strangely rule-bound.


  “If a man formally swore the sky was purple, would he die as an oath breaker?” asked Jethain.


  “Yes, unless insanity was proven, or color-blindness, perhaps.” Rak changed the subject. “Once we are in Okyro, I will marry Jisten. I would do it sooner, but the laws here make that problematic.”


  Jisten smiled, a rare, full smile.


  “Does that mean he marries Tyll and your wife, too?” Jethain asked nastily. “You’ll need a big bed.”


  Jisten’s smile vanished.


  “No, it does not. He can choose who he wishes to bind himself to and who he does not.” To lighten the mood, Rak described a circular marriage he’d learned of as a novice. It was a chain marriage of single oaths between ten people that looped back around. It made for interesting sleeping arrangements, but the babysitting perks couldn’t be beat.


  Jethain looked stunned. He was the prince of a land that only permitted marriages between two people of opposing genders.


  “You’ve been sheltered,” Jisten said and patted him on the shoulder.


  Jethain looked at Jisten with wide eyes. “Tell me that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black!”


  “Hello, kettle, this is pot, you’re black,” Jisten intoned, deadpan.


  Jethain burst out laughing.


  “Can Tyll show his face in the palace again?” asked Rak.


  “Oh sure,” Jethain said, acting magnanimous. “Besides, Mother commanded another performance.”


  Rak groaned on Tyll’s behalf, then he brightened. “The Valers are teaching him their music.”


  Jethain snickered. “She’ll rave over it until we tell her it’s folk music. Then, she’ll be disgraced.”


  Jisten draped an arm around Rak and grinned at Jethain. “Now, you can eat.”
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