
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Never piss off a goddess.

	 

	 

	With the dark servant S’Tyll on the mend, High Priest S’Rak and Captain Jisten think they have all the time in the world to hunt the slave trainer Hasaviz and punish him for his crimes. They couldn’t be more mistaken, for their real enemy is now in play, seeking to stop the Victory Prophecy by making it impossible for S’Rak to give Prince Jethain an heir. Will S’Rak and Jisten be able to withstand the onslaught of an enraged goddess? Will S’Tyll, still recovering from a heart attack, be able to assist them at all, or will they be on their own against impossible odds?
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Chapter One: To Kill Hasaviz

	 

	 

	Protεra Ligo, Si’Yεni Fεngari

	1st day, 1st week, Si’Yeni’s moon

	 

	Rivday, the 22nd of Xrehnmon

	 

	The golden sun majestically rose amidst Si’Yeni’s rosy fingers, which painted the high-flying, fluffy clouds. Rak and Jisten leaned against Scorth’s chest as they watched the sunrise. The two men had spent the night at Tyll’s side, catching brief snatches of sleep here and there before worry woke them up again. Asfalea had even tried dosing them, to no avail, and finally, she’d shooed them out of her infirmary, claiming they were just getting in the way.

	“The dawn is softer, gentler here,” murmured Rak. “The humidity, perhaps?”

	Yes, the water in the air mutes the colors, replied the dragon, his thoughts heard by both men. Scorth stretched his immense wings, vaning them idly to test the morning breeze. Fewer thermals, too, but the heavier air is easier to fly in. What trouble are you planning for this morning? Or is it too much to hope that you might actually go to bed like you ought?

	“I have unfinished business with Hasaviz,” replied Rak. Anticipation raced through him and into Scorth, who growled in agreement.

	“Past time that wyrm met his end,” said Jisten. “This will be a morning to remember. Fondly.”

	“You cannot be present,” Rak warned the captain. “I will not give anyone reason to accuse you.”

	“I’m not afraid of Virien or Hasaviz!”

	“This is not about fear. It is about politics. Which, upon considering, is more daunting than battle. Please?”

	Jisten masked his face but nodded, and they resumed watching the sky.

	The sun finished climbing above the horizon, hiding the vault’s last western stars behind the blue veil of day.

	Rak wasn’t at all fooled by Jisten’s expressionless face; their bond let him know how the captain really felt. “If he only sees me, he will not suspect anything until it is too late. But if he sees you, he’ll be on his guard.”

	“I hate it when you have a valid reason to exclude me,” Jisten sighed.

	Rak stood, stretched, allowed his wings a vigorous flapping and said, “Time to dance for Pehroz.”

	May your prey freeze in terror as you stoop, said Scorth.

	Rak and Jisten laughed.

	Jisten reluctantly veered off while Rak headed for the slave trainer’s quarters. This early in the day, Hasaviz would just be awakening. It pleased him to think that the man would die naked on his sword. But Hasaviz wasn’t in his quarters, and the rumpled depression in the mattress was no longer warm. He decided to try the office.

	I could skin him alive, or perhaps, I should disembowel him. It would be fun to watch his expression as he stared at his insides spilling out onto the floor. Rak failed to control his glee as he strolled to the slave master’s office.

	You are a vindictive, bloodthirsty killer, teased Scorth. Rather like me. I approve.

	I will take that as a compliment, replied Rak as he turned into a corridor he was all too familiar with. Hasaviz had hurt him deeply, had humiliated Jisten and, now, at last, the man would pay. He opened the office door and strode in, catching the slave trainer by surprise.

	Before you kill him, make him free that nice guard’s sister. He said her name was Yilindra.

	Hasaviz turned midway between the serving table and his desk, a mug of café in hand, mouth opening, probably to snap at the person who had dared to bother him before the official, posted business hours. When he saw Rak, however, he smirked and the familiar look of concentration came over his face. The trainer’s second surprise of the morning came when nothing happened.

	Rak offered an ice-cold smile, and Hasaviz’s face drained of color.

	“I wish to purchase and free a slave,” said Rak, tapping his sabre’s hilt in time with his words. He’d packed a replacement for the one that he’d given Jisten and hadn’t been above pointing it out to Scorth, who had vigorously complained of his over-packing. Today, he wore it, because it lent a greater impression of power than the short swords he preferred. He also disliked relying on one method of fighting to the point where he might be handicapped if he switched.

	“Yes, of course,” agreed Hasaviz, too quickly.

	Rak could almost see his thoughts scrambling like the trapped rat he was.

	The slave trainer sighed once he had the desk between Rak and himself. His expression was one of relief, as if he'd barely gotten to the other side of the desk alive. He quickly pulled out the required forms and the palace slave register. “Slave’s name and position?”

	“Her name is Yilindra. She is a maid.” Rak watched Hasaviz flip through the register. He would bide his time before attacking, savoring the sweet anticipation as much as he would savor the man’s gruesome death.

	“Twenty royals. Maids aren’t as valuable as body servants,” said Hasaviz without looking up from the forms he was filling out.

	Rak insolently dropped the coins on the desk one by one with a skilled flick of his wrist that made each spin on edge like a child’s top before clattering noisily onto the wood.

	“Stop that,” growled the slave trainer after the fourth coin.

	“Oh, does this bother you?” asked Rak. “I am so sorry to hear that.” He dropped the fifth coin identically to the fourth, and Hasaviz’s non-writing hand slapped it to the wood. The sharpened edge of Rak’s sabre rested on the slave trainer’s wrist a moment later. The small noise that escaped Hasaviz’s throat bore a strong resemblance to a whimper. It made Rak smile. The sabre returned to its sheath. He counted the remainder out in the normal fashion so that he could move on to the main course of killing the slave trainer.

	Hasaviz adjusted the ledger, swept the coins off his desk and the triplicate documents were signed. The trainer thrust Rak’s copies into his hands and sprinted for the training-room door.

	Even though Rak had been expecting something like that, the ploy still bought Hasaviz a few desperately needed moments. He was at the door before Rak could put the documents away, and a moment later, he was through it. Rak froze for a moment when that door was opened. A clear voice, a young man’s voice, carried to his hears, sobbing for help.

	Rak followed Hasaviz through the training-room door and discovered why the slave trainer had been in his office so early in the morning. Enraged, he turned on Virien, Hasaviz forgotten for now. Grabbing Virien by the belt, he hauled the man off the couch and flung him into the wall.

	Virien’s head hit the stone with a satisfying smack, but the man was still moving.

	Rak knew that he couldn’t afford to kill the chancellor; war would result. So he swung his sword arm with the blade reversed in his hand and bashed Virien’s face with the pommel.

	Virien went down, hard, blood spurting from his split lip and nose.

	With the chancellor down, Rak was free to turn his attention to the victim. He methodically sliced through the leather straps holding Gill in place, but there were a lot of them, and the leather was thick and resisted being cut. It took time, time Rak didn’t have. A breath of air moving tickled his wings, and Rak concentrated, senses alert. His nose twitched. A familiar odor, one of leather and steel and sweat—Thaxor. Rak had absorbed enough of Thaxor’s seed to know him through the magics of the slave potions.

	A hint of motion seen from the corner of his eye sent him spinning, his sword lifting to block the overhand swing of Thaxor’s heavy two-handed great sword, which traced a deadly arch toward Rak’s skull. Rak’s far lighter sabre stopped the great sword in its track, though the impact of the block numbed his arm to the shoulder. Rak was used to the pains of combat and knew how to fight on past numbness, pain and even sheer exhaustion. His sabre slid out from beneath the great sword, slicing inward to carve Thaxor’s heart from his chest. Thaxor managed to move his rather unwieldy sword into a block but not a perfect one. The best he could do was to deflect the heart strike into his thigh.

	The sabre cut deep enough, but Rak didn’t think the wound would prove to be lethal. With his off hand, Rak flung a dagger at Thaxor’s eyes to force the man to duck. The nightstone set in the hilt of the dagger smacked into Thaxor’s forehead, and the man staggered back a step, roaring in anger and pain. He somehow managed to keep a hold of his heavy two-handed sword while simultaneously clutching his bloody thigh and burned forehead.

	Rak turned back to Gill and resumed setting the young man free. He sliced through the last of the leather straps, and Gill rolled off the couch and started kicking Virien.

	“Filthy bastard!” Gill screamed, going berserk as he attacked the downed noble who’d hurt him.

	Thaxor roared again, his sword swinging at Gill.

	Rak interposed himself between the two, his wings spread in rage. The sabre rang like a bell as it met the heavier two-hander full on a second time, and Rak prayed that the blade remained strong.

	“Run,” shouted Rak. “Go to Tebber!” His voice broke the spell that trapped Gill, and the young man raced out.

	Virien, conscious now, scrambled out the door, leaving Thaxor to cover his escape.

	His face grotesque with rage, Thaxor screamed, “Die, freak!” His great sword twisted off the sabre and sliced cleanly into Rak’s left wing, just inside the leading edge between the mizzen and jigger spars.

	Now Rak screamed, in agonized shock and fear, as the sword slit the membrane open to the trailing edge. His wings clamped to his back in their tightest furl but that didn’t stop the blood or his instinctive terror of losing his wings and his dragon.

	Thaxor was smiling as he drew back his sword to finish Rak off.

	Like a gift from the gods, Jisten arrived, kicking in the door and lunging at Thaxor, the point of his sabre perfectly aligned with Thaxor’s heart.

	Rak’s attention refocused itself when Jisten entered the fray. His sabre arched into a head cut.

	Thaxor jerked his whole body in an attempt to avoid Jisten, but he was forced to block the more lethal of the two strikes, and Jisten’s sword bit deeply into his side. He screamed in pain and fell to the floor.

	Velpaer flung the servant’s door open and lunged into the room. He positioned himself over Thaxor and laid about to keep Rak and Jisten back. There was a sound outside the office door.

	“Everythin’ okay?” Sed’s voice called out. “I gots Largo an’ Fentri with me.”

	“Get in here!” shouted Jisten. Three more swords sprouted on their side of the room. “You’re outnumbered,” snapped Jisten. “Take him and go.”

	Velpaer glared and spat to one side, but he reached down, grabbed Thaxor by the arm and dragged him back toward the servant’s door.

	Rak lunged and Velpaer jumped, impacting the wall.

	Sed and Largo laughed.

	Velpaer was red faced with rage, but he obviously knew that remaining was suicide. He looped his commander’s arm over his shoulder and stomped out, muttering dire threats under his breath.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jisten noticed Rak’s injury, and his hand was on the injured wing a heartbeat later. Rak hissed and blood poured over Jisten’s hand. He wiped the blood away and cursed in Valer. His hand turned into an efficient tourniquet against the blood, and Rak whimpered in fear.

	“Si’Yeni, help me!” Jisten burst out.

	“I shall,” the voice of a concerned mother answered.

	Rak looked around at Jisten. “What?” His glazed eyes and panting breath told Jisten he was slipping into the shock winged things were famous for after wing injury.

	Jisten felt overwhelmed. He had said Si’Yeni’s name not as an invocation but as an expression of surprise. Now look what happened. He had a shocky Loftoni and a Goddess to deal with, and he wasn’t a priest, nor was the Mai’eras present! He looked at the stunned guards and knew that they would be of little help. They had even less experience with deities than Valers and much, much less than dark servants.

	“With My help, My Valers can heal wing injuries for their bonded Loftoni,” Si’Yeni’s voice soothed, a mother to her frightened children.

	Rak responded to the soothing and slowly spread his wing, allowing Jisten to see the extent of the damage.

	“Oh, Si’Yeni, yes, please,” Jisten breathed as he saw the sliced membrane, the nicked spar.

	“Let the sunset touch you, High Priest of the Night,” Si’Yeni almost sang to Rak.

	“I honor thee, Dawn Lady,” Rak managed, though Jisten was surprised by his coherence. “You are always welcome in my heart.”

	“Ah, dear High Priest, I have seen you as you watch each sunrise and sunset, and it bespeaks of romance in your soul. Now, My Valer, spread your hands against the wound. Sing the healing chant.”

	Jisten did so, and now, Rak had a sunset to watch, one that took over his lover’s body.

	Rak relaxed under Jisten’s hands, calmed by the touch, the soothing sound of the chant and the beautiful colors of the Goddess’s power.

	Her power didn’t flow like water as it did with Zotien; instead, it wove like a fine cloth over Rak’s wing. The strands wisped together, mimicked the pattern disrupted by the sword and settled onto the wing. The membrane knit itself together, as solid appearing as if it had never been injured. Rak’s relief was a palpable thing that Jisten could feel through his hands as he sang the final stanza and he faded the song out.

	“Oraia,” said Rak, which Jisten knew was the Okyran word for beautiful. Then Rak thanked the Goddess. “Pol'εvhra.” He craned his neck to peer at the wingsail.

	“You are welcome, beloved of Zotien,” Si’Yeni said and faded out, the sunset draining from Jisten.

	Rak caught one of Jisten’s hands and kissed it. “Thank you, also.” This time, he spoke Koilathan.

	Jisten drew him closer. “I wish a different kiss.”

	Sed cleared his throat, and Jisten literally jumped away from Rak. He backed out of the training room and busied himself with the documents on Hasaviz's desk, fooling no one.

	“I have business to finish with Hasaviz,” Rak said, following Jisten into the trainer’s office. He stretched his wings once then twice. The membrane held. Rak had a look of satisfaction on his face as he furled the wings to his back.

	“Can I come this time?” Jisten asked. “He knows you’re after him now, so there’s no surprise factor remaining. And I want to hunt with you.”

	Rak’s smile lit up his eyes. “Now that sounds like fun, and you are entirely correct.”

	Jisten smiled back. “Sed, Largo, Fentri, my thanks as always for your quick response.”

	“Gill was bleedin’,” Sed said. “Knew somethin’ bad goin’ on.”

	“S’Rak, did you obtain Gill’s manumission forms before you attacked?” Jisten asked.

	“For that boy? Ix, Hasaviz was running out the back entrance before I saw what was going on in here. I asked for Yilindra.”

	“Hmm, shall we forge his signature or have Jethain free his page?”

	Rak set Yilindra’s bill of sale and manumission down and studied them. “Can you copy these? Three copies of each is required.”

	“I’ll do it,” Fentri said. “I examine these documents all day long when I’m on gate duty.”

	“Let me find Gill’s registration number,” said Jisten as he flipped through the slave register. “The prince will taste what I felt over Tebber’s abuse.”

	Rak remembered which drawer Hasaviz kept the blank forms in, so he retrieved them and laid them out on the desk.

	Fentri wrote down the number as Jisten read it out, and sure enough, the older guard had a steady hand and good eye.

	Rak examined the documents over his shoulder, and the handwriting looked the same to him. “They look perfect.”

	“Save the prince some grief over freed slaves,” Fentri said.

	“Yes.” Rak added the correct amount of gold to the metal coin box. “Now, the king can yell at me for buying all the slaves.”

	Sed guffawed.

	Rak put Gill’s papers with Yilindra’s and asked Fentri, politely, to drop them off with Tebber.

	“Gentlemen, again, I thank you. Please return to your regular duties. S’Rak and I must hunt,” Jisten said.

	“Good huntin’ with them hounds.” Sed saluted and the three started off.

	“Avtappi are that way,” said Rak, pointing toward the stable.

	“Do they enjoy hunting humans?” Jisten asked.

	“That is new to them,” said Rak. “Most of the Unmaker's human servants remain in the safety of Polemo and send only the monsters they help her to make against us. The chaos monks have never been seen outside her borders. Occasionally, a chaos mage is sent out to cause havoc where they may, but those try hard to avoid detection by us.”

	Vyld and Zala were not only saddled and waiting, so was Vrema, and all three of them were wearing their armor. Something big was up, and they clearly knew it.

	Morth, Ostea, the rest of Rak’s pack and Jisten’s puppy, Sivle, lounged in the shade cast by the equines, and the adult hounds were wearing battle harnesses, too.

	“Ready to avenge S’Rak?” Jisten asked them all.

	The avtappi pricked their ears and snorted.

	Nearly a dozen death hound tails thumped the ground.

	“Time for battle,” approved Rak.

	A page scurried up to Jisten. “Captain, the prince needs you right away. Lord Virien has summoned the council.”

	Rak met Jisten’s gaze. “I will come with you. We know what this is about.”

	 


Chapter Two: Privy Council

	 

	 

	Rak stalked at Jisten’s side, expression cold and masklike. Only the narrowed slits of his eyes and the tension in his half-unfurled wings gave away his rage. A furious-faced Jethain awaited Jisten, and the captain saw that he knew what had happened to his page.

	“Jisten, I don’t know whether to give you the Valor Medal or demote you to the border patrol for a year! Virien will destroy you!” Jethain ranted.

	“And you sent me away for a month after Virien raped Tebber?” Jisten said with satisfaction. The prince was the man he thought him to be if he was enraged over Gill’s treatment.

	Rak grunted agreement. “I enjoyed hitting him. I wish it had been with the other end of my sword.”

	“You hit Virien, Araken?” asked Jethain. “He’s accusing Captain Jisten!”

	“That kεratεnio!” said Rak with feeling. He spat. “Ai, I hit him, and I would do it again in a heartbeat!”

	Jisten put a hand on Rak’s arm. “Prince, what do you want me to say? Shall I own it over S’Rak’s protests?” He looked fondly at the high priest. “S’Rak might burst a blood vessel over the lie, but I trust your political savvy.”

	“Ix!” Rak shook his head. “I am an envoy and a prince. He cannot have me executed.”

	Jethain nodded slowly. “Yes, but I’m sure he has plans other than execution. Uncle has long wanted to be rid of Jisten. He thinks my captain will sacrifice himself to save you. Which, you may have noticed, he just tried to do.”

	“Let us go in,” said Rak. He gestured to the council chamber. The three men tried to enter, clearly a united whole. And clearly a minority.

	Breavey, once Kion’s staunchest supporter, and now firmly in control of that faction of the council, protested. “No! This is a privy council meeting. No foreign envoys permitted!”

	“He’s right,” said Peneron, walking up. “The envoy was not invited, he cannot attend. Leave, S’Rak. This does not concern Okyro.”

	All the optimism drained out of Jethain.

	Jisten locked down into stony guard face.

	“But I was there, I am a witness to the events,” said Rak.

	“What events?” asked Peneron. “Whatever you saw or didn’t see may not apply. The business of the privy council is not for you to know.”

	“Eyewitnesses to an assault are allowed,” Jethain said, breaking protocol.

	“I request the king’s ruling on this,” said Rak, clearly gambling that Owain would allow him in.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Owain arrived and looked at all the councilors waiting in the antechamber. “What is this?”

	“False accusation against Jisten,” Jethain said in that unfortunate tone that put his father’s teeth on edge. The king called it the I’m whining about slavery tone.

	Rak planted himself in front of Owain. “Father, I must attend this meeting. I was there when Lord Virien was hit.”

	“Foreign envoys aren’t allowed in privy sessions,” said Breavey.

	“He’s my son and a prince of this land and the father of our new heir,” said Owain. “If he saw it, he’s also a witness. He can stay.” Even if Owain had wanted to deny Rak admittance, he’d have allowed it after Breavey protested.

	Jethain looked triumphant and Jisten relaxed imperceptibly.

	The council assembled in the council chamber, and Owain noted that Virien did not looked pleased to see Rak there.

	Jethain shot Virien a furious look while Rak openly admired the mess someone had made of Virien's face. The chancellor’s whole lower face was puffy and discolored. The healer hadn’t done a very good job, in Owain's opinion. Obviously not Forael’s or Photas’ handiwork.

	“A serious charge has been leveled against this man Jisten,” began the king, not using any titles or ranks for the captain. “He stands accused of attacking a royal, namely, our trusted Lord Virien.”

	“He lies,” said Rak. “I hit him, not the captain. He deserved it.” Rak grinned at Owain boyishly.

	Breavey looked triumphant. “Foreigners are executed under the law of treason.”

	“And in Okyro, rapists are gelded,” said Rak sweetly.

	“I’m sure your perverted brethren enjoy castrating real men, but you are not in your land,” Breavey shot back.

	“I caught Virien with his dick in a boy so young the lad’s balls had not even dropped yet.”

	“Araken is not a foreigner,” said Owain, neatly sidestepping the rape issue. “He is a prince of the realm. How many times do I need to repeat myself on this issue?”

	Rak kicked Jethain. “Some help here?” he hissed urgently.

	“It’s power. Use it for now,” muttered Jethain.

	“No evil servant of the night will ever be crown prince, nor his foul demonic spawn,” Breavey snarled.

	“I already am your prince,” said Rak coolly, glaring at Breavey. “And if you insult my son again, I will kill you myself.”

	Owain felt triumphant at Rak's admission, but again, he noticed Virien, who looked ready to burst.

	“Since Captain Jisten didn’t lay a finger on Lord Virien,” said Jethain in a bored tone, “There’s no point to this meeting. Can we go now?”

	“Yes, yes, the charge is dismissed,” said the king. “Council adjourned. Son, a word?” Owain ignored Jethain and looked at Rak, who looked rueful, but waited for the councilors to leave.

	Jethain scowled then turned to Jisten. “Come with me, Captain. We need to go over the patrol schedule since that’s all I’m good for.”

	“My prince, you are good for a lot more than that!” Jisten protested.

	Jethain steered Jisten out of the room, leaving Rak and Owain alone.

	Rak glared at Jethain’s back and muttered something under his breath.

	“Cookie?” Owain asked, and a page with a platter magically appeared.

	“Ix, thank you,” said Rak.

	“Have you arranged for my heir Tavelin’s visit yet?”

	“I have not had a chance to write to my wife as of yet. Bastards raping the pages and other such nonsense interfered.”

	Owain gaped for a moment, and Rak pressed the advantage. “May I go now? I need to write my wife that letter.”

	“Yes, yes,” Owain said. “Please, let me know as soon as you hear something.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak fled and looked for Jethain and Jisten. He found them in Jisten’s office with maps and charts spread out all over the place and hesitated to disturb them.

	Jethain looked up at Rak. “You’re killing Hasaviz and leaving me out of it?”

	“I have sworn to protect you,” said Rak. He settled on a stool. “How is allowing you into battle protecting you?”

	“Battle? Aww, Araken, it’s just one little slave trainer. He doesn’t even have a sword. I want to see you kill him! Besides, I’m the commander of the army. I’ve seen battle before, so stop trying to wrap me in silk and sticking me in a bower!”

	Rak had to grin at Jethain. “Daxi, enough! You can come, too.” He wondered if Gill and Tebber would ask to tag along next. He proceeded to tell the two men about the deal he’d struck with Owain.

	A page rapped on the door once, entered and flipped Jethain a salute. “Your Highness, Lord Peneron wishes to speak to you if it’s convenient. He and Lord Maziel await your pleasure in the Blue Tea Room.”

	“I’ll be right there,” Jethain replied, expression pleased. Once the page departed, he said, “They’ll want to talk about what Virien did.”

	Rak stood up and asked, “Do you want my help?” He stifled a yawn.

	Jethain shook his head. “Let me handle this. You weren’t invited and Peneron can be a stickler for such things. I’ll go play the game and assure them that I am still the heir, no matter how Father acts in council.”

	Jisten, however, had seen that yawn. “You should check on Tyll and then try to rest. Hasaviz can wait. The prince and I will deal with the councilors, and we can hunt Hasaviz later.”

	“Captain, escort the envoy to his suite. I don’t trust him to rest otherwise.” Jethain grinned at them knowingly. “And I expect an update on S’Tyll’s recovery. We might have need of his skills soon.”

	Rak offered Jethain a bow. “I am proud to call you my brother.”

	Jethain returned the gesture. “And I, you. Now, shoo! Go to bed.” The prince took himself off, heading for his meeting.

	“I plan to bar your door,” Jisten said. “You have to sleep sometime.”

	“So I am told on a regular basis. I am not sure I believe it, though.” Rak winked.

	Jisten grinned. The two men walked companionably to the suite.

	The first thing Rak did was check on Tyll. The bard was sleeping, his body relaxed and face peaceful.

	Tebber was sitting nearby, a book in hand to keep himself awake, and a pot of medicinal tea in easy reach on the hearth. He had been instructed to get Tyll to drink a cup of that tea every time the bard woke up, and Rak knew his dedication to duty—Tyll would get every drop of the medicine he needed.

	 


Chapter Three: Just Rewards

	 

	 

	With Tyll resting in Tebber’s capable hands, Rak felt justified in retreating into the bedroom. He pulled Jisten in with him. He did need sleep but that could wait. Rak cupped his wings around Jisten and settled his hands upon the buckle of Jisten’s belt. “Permit me to reward my bold hero for saving me from Thaxor.”

	Jisten stroked Rak’s surrounding wings. By necessity, he stroked the undersides, since that was all he could reach.

	Rak shivered as exquisite sensations rolled through him. He undid Jisten’s belt, leaving the leather strap to dangle from the fabric belt loops of Jisten’s uniform pants and tackled the laces holding said pants closed.

	Jisten’s baritone chuckle vibrated the air. He pulled Rak to him and held him tight as his mouth closed over Rak’s.

	Rak’s lips parted and Jisten’s tongue thrust into his mouth, writhing over his tongue and palate. He accepted the dominating kiss, enjoying Jisten’s plunder of his mouth, gently sucking on the invading tongue even as he stroked it with his own.

	Jisten’s hands slid into his pants, cupping his buttocks perfectly. Jisten pulled him even closer, his thumbs circling Rak’s opening in a maddening tease.

	Rak moaned, vibrating Jisten’s tongue and grasped a double handful of Jisten’s shirt to steady himself.

	Jisten released his mouth and squeezed his ass. “Undress me.”

	Rak pulled on Jisten’s shirt, since he already had a good grip on it. The yellow fabric slid easily over Jisten’s silken skin, and Rak drew the shirt off and tossed it aside. He paused to admire Jisten’s bare chest, kissing and licking the man from his collarbones to his nipples.

	Jisten alternated squeezing his ass and tormenting his hole, and finally, with a groan, Rak dropped to his knees and undid the laces of Jisten’s pants with his teeth. Then, he eased the pants and shorts down Jisten’s long, muscular legs…with his hands. His mouth was busy kissing and licking Jisten’s balls and erect cock.

	He worked Jisten’s heavy, dangling sac into his mouth while his fingers undid the lacing of Jisten’s left boot. He sucked on the balls as the boot came free of Jisten’s foot and thumped to the floor where it had been thrown. Rak pulled Jisten’s left leg free of his pants and shorts, then his hands slid up to caress Jisten’s muscular thighs. Jisten’s quiet moans and the pleasure washing through Rak via their bond encouraged him to take his time on the massage of Jisten’s scrotum. He loved having Jisten’s large balls filling his mouth, loved the feel of the soft skin of their sac against his tongue.

	Rak could sense Jisten’s lust and his growing tension, so his hands slid down Jisten’s right leg, and before long, that boot thumped to the floor beside its mate. Once Rak had pulled Jisten’s pants and shorts completely free of him, he eased his mouth off the scrotum and kissed the head of Jisten’s jutting pole. He slowly licked up the pre-cum oozing from Jisten’s slit, casting a quick glance upward to take in the look of bliss on Jisten’s face.

	His lips parted over Jisten’s head, and he swallowed the cock to the base in one smooth motion. Jisten groaned and clutched his head, his hips thrusting forward reflexively. Rak eagerly pressed himself into it, burying his nose in Jisten’s pubic hair and smacking his chin on the still-damp sac. He hummed, vibrating his throat against the hot hardness of Jisten. His reward was in feeling the pleasure he caused and hearing Jisten’s soft sounds of enjoyment. Jisten’s hips recoiled, and Rak swallowed and sucked, as if to prevent the cock from pulling out. He sucked in air as Jisten reached the end of his outward arc then again pushed himself into Jisten’s inward thrust.

	Jisten released his head to stroke his wings, which Rak lifted into Jisten’s hands until the leading edges rested against Jisten’s shoulders. Jisten continued to pump steadily down Rak’s throat with deep, languid thrusts that gave Rak plenty of time to show off his skills.

	He lavished pleasure upon Jisten’s cock, sucking, vibrating, stroking. His hands came up to massage Jisten’s balls and to stroke the cock whenever it was pulling out of his mouth. Rak could feel the tension building in Jisten, the need for release, but somehow, Jisten was holding it off, prolonging the pleasure by denying himself climax.

	Rak tilted his wings, angling the spars to cup about Jisten and drawing him closer, shivering in tactile delight as the sensitive insides of the sail membranes slid across Jisten’s bare, muscular body.

	Jisten cried out, overcome with his lust for the wings, which now surrounded him and stroked his body. A wave of ecstasy reared up, curled over and broke atop them as Jisten’s hot seed shot down Rak’s throat.

	Rak swallowed against the pulsation of Jisten’s cock, drawing out the climax to the greatest possible extent.

	Jisten softened in his mouth, but neither of them seemed inclined to move. Rak’s wings were still wrapped about Jisten like a living blanket, and every finger length of Jisten’s strong body pressed against his wings sent deep tactile pleasure straight to Rak’s core. Eventually, Rak let the softened member slip from his mouth but only so that he could turn his attention to licking the musk of sweat and sex from Jisten’s balls. He was just getting into it, preparing to take the sac into his mouth again, when Jisten broke out of his post-climatic trance and pulled Rak up into his arms. Rak came up willingly, but without releasing Jisten’s frame from the folds of his wings. Jisten didn’t appear to mind.

	He relaxed against Jisten, resting his head on Jisten’s shoulder and enjoying the way he fit so perfectly against Jisten’s strong body. Jisten’s heartbeat was soothing to listen to, and the rise and fall of his breathing acted almost as a lullaby. If Rak’s fires hadn’t been roaring through him in a nonstop, crescendoing paean of agonized lust and need, he’d have succumbed.

	Jisten clearly sensed his need, for the man guided them over to the bed. He lifted Rak up off the ground, and Rak quickly set his wings for the powerful upward toss Jisten so loved to indulge in. There wasn’t really enough airspace or speed for Rak to glide, but his wings stalled his descent for an extra second or two, and Jisten loved watching his wings work, even for so brief a time as that.

	Rak landed on the mattress, and Jisten pounced on him, pinning his wrists with his large hands, his knees pushing Rak’s legs apart. Rak laughed and made a token attempt at escape, making it obvious that he was just playing.

	Jisten’s mock growl vibrated Rak’s body as the larger man used his weight to prevent Rak from wriggling away. The point of Jisten’s erect spear prodded Rak’s crotch, blindly seeking to impale his opening. He stopped his struggle and pushed his ass back encouragingly.

	Jisten found his hole and Rak relaxed, concentrating on letting his tunnel stretch about the large, wide head seeking entry into him. He moaned as the crown slipped in and tugged back against his anal ring. With just the head in Rak, Jisten paused to kiss along his neck and fondle his wings. Rak’s hips rolled, pushing Jisten deeper.

	Jisten made a pleased noise, but he took hold of Rak’s hips and held them still as he gave Rak a powerful inward thrust.

	Rak gave a startled cry of pleasure as what felt like half of Jisten’s length stretched him open and powered into him, rearranging his insides to suit. He could feel his internal muscles quivering as they came to terms with the thick, hard object that now resided in his tunnel.

	Still gripping his hips tightly, Jisten withdrew, and Rak moaned in entreaty, wordlessly begging Jisten not to leave him. Jisten’s head tugged his anal ring, then the cock pistoned forward again, this time shooting even deeper. Rak broke free of Jisten’s confining hands, and his backward push drove the shaft the rest of the way in. Rak could feel Jisten’s coarse pubic hair scratching the skin of his crack, and Jisten’s heavy balls pressed against the base of his own ball sac.

	Once again, Jisten started to pull out, and this time, Rak clamped down, squeezing Jisten’s hefty cock with all his internal strength. Jisten’s baritone chuckle rumbled through Rak’s frame, setting up a sympathetic vibration in his very bones. The sensation of rough, callused digits fingering his widely dilated pucker caused him to shiver, but Rak didn’t give in and drove himself back against the hard shaft of his lover with enough force that Jisten’s balls slapped him.

	Jisten’s hand moved to Rak’s front and grasped his cock. He pumped it, setting a rhythm that Rak quickly acceded to, thrusting himself on Jisten’s shaft. Once Rak got going, Jisten’s fist no longer had to pump him, for his own action did the work of pleasuring them both. Jisten gasped and ground into Rak as he came, spilling his seed into Rak’s thirsty tunnel, triggering Rak’s climax a split second later. Rak cried out as the orgasmic wave crashed through him, as Jisten caught his seed and brought it to his lips, whispering what sounded like a prayer.

	Jisten rolled them into a spooning position without withdrawing and drew Rak closer, his chest pressing into Rak’s back, his long runner’s leg pinning Rak’s muscular thighs beneath him. Rak sighed in contentment at being full of Jisten, surrounded by Jisten, and drifted off to sleep, as Jisten had no doubt planned.

	 


Chapter Four: Communications

	 

	 

	Virien pushed the rolled document across his desk to Hasaviz. “Deliver this to the priest along with the usual offering.” He seethed with anger at Rak and his interference and at Owain’s pig-headed support of the subhuman freak. He would get his revenge one way or another, but for now, he had to deal with the impending disaster.

	Hasaviz eyed the document like it was a poisonous snake. “What does it say?”

	“Just some formality that Owain has told me about,” Virien said, face blank at the bold lie.

	“And he must know about whatever it is?” Hasaviz picked up the scroll and inspected it. It was sealed.

	“If he doesn’t know, we will both pay a severe penalty,” Virien replied.

	Hasaviz set the scroll on the table and tucked his hands into his belt. “I’m sure of that. But, my lord, I went last time.”

	“Yes, but I’m very busy. Be a good functionary and do as you’re told.” Virien could feel his face flushing and small droplets of sweat beaded his brow.

	“I’m the slave trainer, not the slave,” Hasaviz said grumpily. “So stop treating me like one. What does this say that you are so nervous?”

	Virien leaned across the desk to whisper, “That foul dark priest has promised an heir to Jethain.”

	“What?” Hasaviz shot to his feet. “Isn’t that exactly what Die—he wanted us to prevent?”

	Virien growled, “Maybe if you had trained the dark one better, he wouldn’t be so eager to leave his get here! Still, the mother of the brat must agree.”

	“What brat? Agree to what?” asked a cold voice from the shadows.

	Virien gasped and froze in fear. He could feel the blood draining from his face. Hasaviz wasn’t any happier, Virien noted, watching as the trainer tried to become one with the wall behind him.

	“My lord,” Virien said, trying to control the tremor in his voice. That wouldn’t do. Showing fear to a chaos priest was always a bad idea. “This has not yet happened.” He pushed the scroll with one finger toward the chaos priest.

	The chaos priest stepped forward, expression amused. He picked up the scroll and cracked the seal. The amusement vanished. “I told you to not allow this to happen.”

	Virien wiped the now-dripping sweat from his brow. “It is not yet complete.”

	“If you think that his wife will not agree, you are a bigger fool than I thought,” said the chaos priest. “How will you salvage this?”

	Virien snapped at Hasaviz, “Make the sex slave understand how terrible this kingdom is. How he could not possibly leave his get here.”

	“I’ve done that,” replied Hasaviz. “It’s not my fault he broke the control spell! But—”

	Virien cut him off. “Not well enough. Obviously, he has not sniveled to his wife about his treatment. Renew the control spell and step up your training.”

	“No,” said the chaos priest. “There is not enough time for this nonsense. Neither training nor torture will stop him from defending the prophecy.”

	“Kill the child,” Virien suggested. “His name is Tavelin. I know your powers are mighty.”

	The chaos priest cut off Virien with a gesture and a glare. “I will deal with this. I will kill the dark one and the prince.”

	“As you will, my lord,” Virien said and gave his brow a mop.

	The chaos priest vanished back into shadows, and Hasaviz slumped in relief.

	Virien sat back with a thump.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tebber had finally caved in to Tyll’s nagging. After consulting with Asfalea, Tyll had been allowed out of bed. He was enthroned in the most comfortable, overstuffed chair in the parlor, dressed in a clean sleeping robe, with a geometric tan and black blanket tucked around him tightly enough to make exit from the chair unlikely.

	Rak kissed Tyll’s cheek in passing before he settled at the desk. He pulled out parchment and checked his pens.

	“Writing a letter, m’dear?” asked Tyll, eyes twinkling. “Another ten-page missive, perhaps?”

	Jisten groaned. “Do I want to read that letter? Or is ignorance bliss?”

	“I have to write to Ave,” said Rak. “I...It would be best if I wrote it myself, too. It is about Tavelin becoming Jethain’s heir.”

	“What? You gave away our son?” Tyll’s face greyed and Tebber leaped to offer the remainder of the medicated wine.

	Jisten put the teapot on the hearth fire, readying it for the medicinal teas.

	“I did not give him away!” He turned to face Tyll. “I have only given him the choice to be Jethain’s heir if he wishes it.” He mixed morphea and lisryna into some wine and handed it to Tebber.

	“My dear! What in all of Ydron happened? A new prophecy?” Tyll asked before drinking.

	“And by doing so, I have made an alliance between Okyro and Koilatha a near certainty and protected my brother’s future. He must live or the agreement is void.” Rak explained the details of the deal he’d worked out with Owain.

	“Clever, love,” Tyll approved. “Owain would rid himself of his son in no time. But somehow, I doubt Ave will see it that way.” His gaze slid to Jisten. “What does your prince think of this?”

	“Jethain is in shock. He finds it hard to comprehend that he has a real, live heir, albeit one that is halfway across the planet.”

	“The prince’ll like Tavelin,” said Tyll, warming up to the idea. “He’s quite the artist, you know. Only eight, but already, he paints like a master. And he questions everything.”

	“The king calls Tavelin his heir already,” warned Jisten. “He intends the lad to bypass Jethain to the throne. The prince isn’t jealous, don’t fear, but the king is hard to dissuade.”

	“We cannot permit that to happen,” said Tyll serenely. “Prince Jethain will make a fine king, and I wish Tavelin to have a childhood, not be forced upon the throne at too young an age.”

	Rak had set pen to parchment and started to write while Jisten and Tyll conversed. He balled up the first sheet and started over. Moments later, he balled up another piece of paper and tossed it into the fire where it popped and hissed as it burned. “I do not know how to word this,” he complained. “Dear Ave, I gave Tavi away, please send him at once? Do not worry, my half-brother will take good care of him. In the sun kingdom. Where there is still slavery. Three thousand stadia away from home.”

	Tyll choked. “My dear, do you want her to fry you?”

	Jisten laid a supportive hand on Rak’s shoulder. “My dearest wife, I have found a way to preserve the Victory Prophecy.”

	“Hmm,” said Rak. “That is better.” He laboriously wrote that down in his tiny script that made the Eklomeh curse and use his glasses until he had a headache. He read back what he’d written and then said, “All we must do is give Tavi over to the care of the Koilathans.”

	“Uhm, not the best wording,” Jisten said carefully. “How much have you told her about Jethain? Describe his antislavery tendencies, how he will nurture his heir in the same ways, and not only will the prophecy be fulfilled, but slavery will be banished in a sun kingdom for the first time in recorded history.”

	“Ahh, clever man.” Rak grinned. “Get her to like Jethain, and perhaps the idea will be more palatable.” Rak started to write.

	Tebber set the tea to brewing now that the water was hot enough.

	“From Koilatha, the antislavery movement can grow. The other kingdoms will see our prosperity after slavery ends. They will be emboldened to do the same. King Jethain’s and soon King Tavelin’s allies will all abolish slavery as well.” Jisten spun out the dream that he and the prince had shared since adolescence, according to Tyll's sources.

	Rak’s tongue peeked out from between his lips as he concentrated on writing the letter. It was rather cute. Jisten began to oil Rak’s wings carefully.

	Tyll wondered if his poor spouse could sit down for more than a few minutes without Jisten itching to touch his wings. “You do that well. His wings’ve never looked better.”

	“My duty is my joy. How many men can say that?”

	“Many of us who serve the Lord of Night say that.”

	“I stand corrected,” Jisten said with a grin.

	“The king expects Tafflynn to play at the garden party tonight,” said Tyll, changing the subject. “With what can I bribe a dhelion?”

	“A dragon ride,” Jisten said after a moment’s thought.

	“Is it a good idea, Tyll? You died, you know.” Rak was firmly on the side of coddling his spouse.

	Tebber pointedly handed Tyll his cup of medicinal tea.

	“Playing and singing doesn’t put a strain on my heart,” countered Tyll.

	Jisten looked from one to the other, not wishing to come between them.

	“If Asfalea agrees that it is safe, before you offer her a bribe, then I will withdraw my objection.” Rak looked up from his letter, which was now on the second page.

	“I’ll send a mastigi,” Jisten said and his three emerged. He wrote the note and gave it to the green one. The three flew out together. “One tires carrying a message that large because they are so young, so I told them to take turns.”

	“And they understood you?” Tyll looked at Rak for explanation.

	“Most Valers have Loftoni blood in their veins. Jisten is not the only member of his clan who can hear the mastigi easily. I am setting up recruitment, with the dhelion’s blessing.”

	Jisten had a little smile on his face as he pulled out a different vial of oil.

	Tyll noticed. “You changed oils?”

	“Spar oil this time,” Jisten said. “Heavier.”

	“Interesting,” said Tyll, encouraging Jisten to speak more.

	“The spars are thicker skinned and need thicker oil,” Jisten explained. “The wingsails shouldn’t be weighted down with it, though.”

	“That makes sense. Do you oil one side of Rak’s wings or both?

	“Usually only the one side,” admitted Jisten. “I do have a third oil for the undersides of the wings, but the undersides are so sensitive, I don’t oil them daily. The membrane is thin enough that it isn’t necessary.”

	His expression made Tyll’s eyebrows lift. He knew that the captain was holding something back and that the man was both embarrassed and stimulated by the knowledge, while Rak was entirely stimulated. A mystery, Tyll decided. He and Rak shared a passion for puzzles, and this was one secret Tyll resolved to ferret out.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	In the amount of time it took an avtappi to translate to Valer Square but canter back in the rolling student gate, Asfalea pounded on the suite door with her staff. Jisten recognized her by the sound of the staff on wood and leaped up to let her in. He quickly crossed the reception chamber and opened the door.

	“I told her that I’d let her in,” Kal said, looking embarrassed.

	“Bah! Want to hit palace doors!” Asfalea brandished her staff at Kal. “No need escort!”

	“Mai’eras,” Jisten said politely, “One of the palace guards was sure to escort you. Please be gracious that it was Kal and not another, less friendly, guard.” He nodded to Kal, dismissing the man back to his post.

	“Less friendly! I teach them!” Again, she waved the carved staff.

	Jisten deftly steered her into the parlor where everyone had gathered, as usual.

	As soon as she spied Tyll, she was on him like a hawk on a lure. “Bad patient want up more! Let up a little to chair, now demand more!”

	“Playing doesn’t strain me, and the king is expecting me to play. I can’t risk ruining my cover as a minstrel.”

	“Minstrels no get sick?” Asfalea challenged.

	“Minstrels cannot have heart attacks?” wondered Rak, and he and the old lady exchanged grins.

	“I won’t do anything other than walk, slowly, with assistance, down to the gardens, where I will sit, comfortably, and play my lute.”

	“You are the healer, dhelion, I will defer to your judgment,” said Rak.

	“Head sick? Want go palace dinner? Bleh!” Asfalea looked ready to spit but eyed the carpet and restrained herself.

	“As a minstrel, I have every right to be here as a guest of the crown,” said Tyll. “As a dark servant, I don’t. I’m not officially a member of Rak’s entourage. Therefore, if I want to stay here, I have to perform my musical duties for the king, my host and current patron.”

	“S’Ioli and Nymis will accompany Tyll and aide him. And I reserve the right to tell the king that the minstrel is not feeling well,” Rak said. “So that he limits his demands.”

	“I don’t need a gaggle of nursemaids!” protested Tyll, scowling at Rak.

	“Yes, you do!” snapped Rak.

	“No nursemaids, no go,” Asfalea said calmly. She rested both hands on her staff.

	“But if that’s the only way you’ll let me attend the party,” finished Tyll, “I agree to the conditions.”

	“The guards, S’Ioli and I will eat before the feast,” said Rak. “I do not care for the fancy creations masquerading as food at the court dinners.” He grinned at Asfalea. “And I want S’Ioli and the guards to be alert and able to care for Tyll, not hungry and wishing to eat.”

	Jisten brought a chair over. “I have to attend the prince during the feast. The party is not until after.”

	“I have to eat with the court,” said Tyll. “It wouldn’t be in character if I didn’t.”

	Rak signed the letter, rolled it, sealed it and took it to the altar. When he came back into the parlor, he asked Asfalea, “Is Tyll well enough for sex?”

	“Only if lie on back,” Asfalea said in a serious tone. “No crazy stuff!”

	Jisten was scarlet on Tyll’s behalf. He couldn’t believe they were discussing this so casually.

	“But oral sex would be okay?”

	“Best,” Asfalea said. “Less effort.”

	“That doesn’t help his fires,” protested Tyll. “Enjoyable though it is.”

	Jisten cleared his throat, still red faced.

	“Ah! Young! Lithe! Do exotic things!” Asfalea’s face lit up.

	Jisten slumped down.

	“What wrong?” Asfalea asked with the concern of a healer.

	Jisten slid his grey gaze at Rak.

	Rak patted Jisten’s shoulder. “Do not worry about that. I do not need the exotic the way Asfalea thinks. What we share now is more than enough to satisfy me.”

	“Need enhancing herb?” Asfalea eyed Jisten with a practiced eye. “Which problem? Weak stiffening or early climax?”

	“No problem!” Jisten squeaked.

	“Ix problem,” confirmed Rak. “Jisten, help me put Tyll in bed.”

	Jisten shot to his feet and quickly got an arm under Tyll’s. With Rak on the other side, they got the grumbling bard to his feet and past the musing Asfalea.

	 

	 


Chapter Five: Dinner Plans

	 

	 

	In the bedroom, Rak said, “Tyll on the bottom for oral pleasure. Jisten on top to relieve my fires.”

	Tyll lay on the bed, undoing the simple wrap-around robe he’d been wearing. He was naked underneath, and Jisten flushed and looked anywhere but at Tyll’s bared body.

	Rak stripped himself, flashed a reassuring smile at Jisten and slid onto the bed between Tyll’s legs. He positioned himself carefully on all fours, lowering his front end to rest his weight on his forearms, which he slid under Tyll’s thighs. This brought his mouth down to the proper level but left his ass in the air for Jisten. He found his husband’s package and gently honored it with the proper kisses. Next, he gently cleaned and stimulated Tyll with his tongue, bringing the shaft to full erection in due course.

	His wings unfurled and lifted from his back, the membranes stretching out as the spars spread. He heard Jisten’s sigh of appreciation then felt the man’s hands on his back, skillfully scratching his wingbases. The enormous, crested head of Jisten’s thick snake pressed against the pucker of his opening. Relaxing himself, Rak pushed back right as Jisten thrust forward, and he moaned in pleasure as the spear impaled him, vibrating the cock in his mouth.

	Tyll exclaimed softly and stroked his head and shoulders.

	Jisten stroked his wings as he pumped his hips, driving his pole all the way into Rak’s yielding tunnel.

	Rak massaged Jisten’s length as he deep-throated Tyll. His wings flapped against Jisten, enshrouding the man in his sails.

	Jisten’s response was to increase the speed and depth of his driving thrusts while sliding his hands down to play with Rak’s dangling cock and balls.

	Rak worked the cock in his mouth and throat even as it moved, twisting about as Tyll changed positions.

	All of a sudden, there were four hands playing with Rak’s package.

	Tyll shifted a little further, and as Rak went down on his cock yet again, Tyll slurped Rak’s head into his own mouth.

	Jisten’s hands retreated to Rak’s balls, yielding the cock to Tyll’s ministrations. Jisten rolled them and squeezed them with great enjoyment, something that Rak could sense through their bond.

	The combined sensations of his two men rolled through him, and between Jisten’s bond and Tyll’s empathy, Rak was certain that both his lovers were feeling everything he felt.

	Jisten’s climax curled Rak’s toes, and his back arched as the pleasure smashed into him, triggering his own orgasm, which in turn triggered Tyll’s. Jisten’s hot seed filled Rak’s tunnel only a moment before Tyll’s sweet, delicious seed filled his mouth, and somewhere in there, Tyll swallowed down the seed that spurted out of Rak.

	Tyll sighed softly as Rak finished him off and switched to licking his balls. “My dear, I’m too tired for more.” He eased out from under Rak and propped his head on his fist, but his legs remained open, and Rak’s head remained between them.

	Rak worked Tyll’s scrotum into his mouth and gently sucked, rolling his tongue against the perfectly sized balls.

	Jisten settled to Rak’s side, rotating them both into a spooning position so that his long cock would remain sheathed in Rak’s body. He was encased in wings, and Rak’s sense of him, through the bond, told that he was utterly content to be there. Jisten fell asleep first.

	Tyll snagged some pillows and repositioned himself more comfortably, but in such a way that Rak could continue to suckle him. He stroked Rak’s short hair until he, too, fell asleep.

	Rak thrummed with pleasure, struggling to stay awake so he could continue to wallow in the submissive contentment of his position, but it was a battle he couldn’t win. Traespo, Lord of Sleep, snuck up and stole him away not long after capturing his lovers.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Waking was the worst torture and the sweetest. Jisten woke first, as he frequently did. And, as often occurred when he woke sheathed in Rak, he awoke hard and horny. Jisten’s hips rolled, driving his engorged shaft into Rak’s pliant tunnel. At first, the tight, velvet warmth of Rak’s body was quiescent, but within a couple of strokes, the tunnel walls rolled along his length, massaging it, pleasuring it and pulling it in deeper, for the pattern of the contractions always sought to draw the cock in rather than expel it. Jisten soon had a need to change positions, because he couldn’t hammer Rak in the spooning position, and Rak needed to be hammered. He needed to feel his balls slapping Rak, his pubic mound grinding into Rak and his cock driving into Rak as deeply as possible.

	Jisten had just begun to move when Tyll’s voice broke into his half-asleep reverie. “Pull him up; I want to get beneath him.” Jisten blinked at the bard, having briefly forgotten that he was still there, then he did as requested, shifting himself into a kneeling position and taking Rak up with him.

	Tyll stroked Rak’s erect cock for a moment then rolled onto his stomach beneath Rak and spread his legs.

	Jisten understood and released Rak from his embracing arms.

	Rak took himself in hand and positioned his cock at Tyll’s entrance before lowering himself atop Tyll.

	The pleasure that washed back through the bond told Jisten that penetration had been successful. Jisten pressed closer to Rak, thrusting strongly, which drove Rak forward and down.

	“Ooohh,” moaned Tyll. “Night, that feels so good.”

	Jisten considered stopping and permitting Rak to do the work of pleasuring all three of them, but he was in the mood to be in control, so he continued his deep, powerful rhythm. Rak’s lusty counterpoint was enough to make sure that Tyll was as well screwed as Rak himself was, but for the first time, Jisten considered taking Tyll. He imagined the bard beneath him, yielding to him, accepting his dominance as submissively as Rak did. The idea of it excited him, and he drove into Rak harder and faster than he’d ever done before.

	Rak’s shriek of pleasure accompanied the wings, which enfolded him, brushing soft, suede ecstasy over his hot, sweaty flesh.

	Jisten roared as he came with a final mighty thrust, filling Rak yet again with his seed. Rak shrieked again as he orgasmed in turn, and then, Jisten felt another climatic wave crash through him right after Rak’s and knew that Tyll had also climaxed. Jisten thrust a few more times, winding down but not yet ready to release the dominant high he was riding.

	“That was marvelous,” said Tyll softly. “Thank you.”

	Jisten pulled out and relaxed on the bed. He just wasn’t ready to ask Tyll. Some other time, he told himself.

	Rak sat up and stretched. “Time to get ready for dinner.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Dεftεra Ligo, Si’Yεni Fεngari

	2nd day, 2nd week, Si’Yeni’s moon

	 

	“I ain’t eatin’ no sunny palace food,” Pikara told Dolron as the two sat sharpening their swords. “Alga hunted me up some plump rabbits, and I’m roasting them now. Wanna join me?”

	“That palace food gives me the butt runs,” Dolron agreed. “I love roast rabbit.”

	“Cook told me that he was making his special beef and venison stew tonight.” Rak glanced over from his personal journal, the one record he made an effort to maintain, though his tended to be half artwork—sketches of people and places. “It is his best dish, not that it ever graces the king’s table.”

	“That’s what you’re eatin’?” Pikara said. “I thought you loved roast rabbit.”

	“I do, but Cook made this stew especially for me, as a thank you for his puppy,” replied Rak. “And it is a very good stew.”

	“Isn’t that the sunny cook who nearly killed Prince Sunny and Captain Useless?”

	“No, he had nothing to do with that.”

	“Must been some other sunny head cook at the palace,” Pikara said with suspicion. “Well, enjoy!”

	“I’d rather have domesticated stew than wild rabbit,” said Zeleri.

	“Made by a murderous sunny cook?” Pikara asked sweetly.

	“Rabbits carry that foaming disease,” said Ikayone helpfully. “And the buboe one.”

	Poor Zeleri was faced with three horrible deaths, and he moaned slightly. It was one of the reasons he was so thin. That and all his nervous energy.

	“I vouch for the stew,” said Rak patiently to Zeleri. “Cook now has a death hound puppy to keep chaos at bay. It was not him anyhow, but an illegal chaos amulet pretending to be a sun amulet.”

	“I’ll go with you, Thezomeh,” Zeleri agreed.

	“There’s only enough rabbits for those of us on stable duty,” said Dolron. He winked at Pikara. “Right?”

	“Absolutely!” she agreed and punched his arm. “Let’s go.” The two guards sauntered out.

	“Hey!” protested Phonasa, then she subsided. “Better be a blasted good stew. Roast rabbit, mmm.”

	“When have you ever had roast rabbit?” asked Rak with suspicion. “There are no rabbits at home.”

	“I’ve been to Rython and Ippos before,” Phonasa said. “And we did just travel through the entirety of the Riverlands. Lots of rabbits there. Big, plump ones.”

	“You know, they aren’t on stable duty,” said Nymis. “Kryt and I already took care of those chores.”

	 

	Rak sniffed the stew appreciatively. It smelled heavenly. The rich brown liquid was chock full of tender chunks of meat and vegetables. Warm, plump loaves of golden bread and several pitchers of the red-amber ale Rak liked best completed the repast.

	Jisten had offered to escort Tyll to the palace feast, and Tyll had accepted, pointing out to Rak that he had a cover to maintain.

	Rak was forced to concede that it would look odd if Tyll were seen being escorted and waited on by the dark guard.

	Rak’s guards and his assistant, S’Ioli, were gathered around the table, politely waiting for Rak to bless the meal before they shared it out. “We give thanks to the Lord of Night and all the Lords of Creation for the bounty of the land thus provided for us and beg that this repast be nourishing and free of taint.”

	Everyone watched the meal closely, but there was no sign of trouble. Before long, the stew was ladled out in a fairly egalitarian fashion, the bread was sliced and generously buttered, the ales poured and everyone had settled down to enjoy the meal.

	“This is good,” Phonasa said after the first bite.

	“Very good,” said Nymis.

	“It is Cook’s specialty,” replied Rak. “I am happy every time he makes it.”

	After that, conversation ceased in favor of concentrating on the wonderful meal.

	 

	 


Chapter Six: A Night to Remember

	 

	 

	“S’Rak,” whispered a voice.

	Rak turned in place, seeking the owner of the voice and finding no one.

	“S’Rak,” the voice whispered again, closer, or at least louder, easier to hear.

	He remained alone in the chill night air, the trees pressing in about him. Trees? His last memory was of after dinner, kneeling before the Altar of his Lord, which was definitely not in a stand of trees. So how had he gotten here?

	Shaking his head, he concentrated on waking up. Nothing happened. Except that the voice, which sounded very close now, once more said, “S’Rak.” That was becoming repetitive. Rak turned again, searching for a break in the trees, for a way out. He slid between two pines that weren’t as closely spaced together as the rest, his bare feet silent on the bed of pine needles, emerging into a clearing larger than the one he’d left. It was still within the copse, but now, he wasn’t alone.

	A vranyxi raised her slender muzzle from the trickling rill, ears cocking toward him, scarlet-rimmed nostrils quivering as she sampled his scent.

	Rak smiled at her deadly beauty and approached the predatory equine with due caution. Rak reached out with his mind, sending an image for her to consider—a lake, peaceful and still, that reflected the light of the two moons. It was a calming image, an image that friends would share. The mare’s posture relaxed, no longer poised on the offensive, and when he rested a hand upon her satiny black shoulder, she sent an image of her own—jagged mountains, blanketed firstly with the rich green of trees then clad in pristine snow, ice needles gleaming on the heights.

	Rak’s eyes closed, his left hand resting on Teeth-of-Ice’s chiseled head between horns and nose blade, his right hand on her back just behind the withers, snug between the jagged spikes of her bone crest. They pressed against one another as the images flowed back and forth, entering the subtle communion of the Dreaming.

	The thought processes of vranyxia were alien. While they were as intelligent as humans, it took years for a man to understand them. Man and beast stood amongst the trees, minds bent toward one another, exchanging images that served to tell of little but gossip—the night’s hunt, the health of the packs, the prospect of another foal at last. Rak sent congratulatory images at that last, offering the foal his priestly blessing, for the vranyxia were sacred to his Lord. They drifted further into arcane realms of thought, achieving that perfect moment of total understanding.

	Teeth-of-Ice screamed a warning to him as she pulled back and reared up, milky eyes rimmed in pure white. The scream of the vranyxi sounded like the wail of a lost soul, shivering through Rak at a visceral level. The mare whirled and plunged away, and a moment later, she translated into the spirit realm to escape. But escape from what? What could possibly terrify a vranyxi? Rak spun into a crouch, eyes probing the dense darkness. His breath came faster when he discovered that his gaze couldn’t penetrate this darkness that surrounded him. It pressed in close—cold, clammy and putrid.

	“S’Rak. S’Rak. S’RakS’RakS’Rak,” whispered the voice from every direction, as close as his right ear and as far as the edge of the clearing.

	Made nervous by the vranyxi’s warning, he stepped back into a tree’s scratchy embrace. That partial concealment was better than to be completely exposed to whatever hunted him this night. Before him, the darkness parted, opening like a tear in the fabric of reality to reveal the unreal.

	She stood before him, clad in a floor-length fall of serpent-entwined ebony hair, her skin translucent white in contrast. Dainty feet, slender ankles, long, long legs, a darker area of promised pleasure framed by curved hips, topped by a slender waist continuing up into a full bust. Her breasts were two perfect mounds, and the darker pink of plump nipples contrasted ivory-pale flesh.

	Rak’s eyes rose no further, though he was peripherally aware that her head was bowed. Despite himself, he felt his interest in her, a certain tightening and expanding as he looked upon feminine perfection.

	With an extreme effort of will, Rak tore his gaze from her nude loveliness, staring instead at the top of her bowed head. He refused to look down again, fearing to lose himself if he did.

	As if she sensed his resolve, the woman looked up, revealing a face so perfect that he knew she could not be human. Her eyelashes, lowered in a demure display, denied him a positive identification. But still, her beauty smote him like a hammer.

	“You are beautiful.” He said the first inane thing that popped into his head. Well, telling her that she is beautiful is nothing more than a statement of fact. There was no answer to his errant thought.

	The woman’s perfect mouth curved upward into a smile. Her eyes flashed up and pierced him with their crystalline brilliance.

	Rak whimpered, deep in his throat, as the eyes of the Goddess flayed him. Around him, the darkness pressed in, ever closer, denying hope, denying will, leaving only Her. He knew Her. How can this be? How can She manifest to me, imprisoned as She is?

	The well-healed scar on his ankle throbbed. Oh. Of course. But being able to work out how the Bitch Goddess had found him wasn’t any help in working out how to be rid of Her.

	“S’Rak,” whispered Her sultry voice.

	Had Her lips moved? He couldn’t be certain. Her body drew so close that Her flesh nearly touched him, yet She had not taken a single step. He was certain that She hadn’t moved. He froze in place, barely daring to breathe. There was no way to escape, he was trapped by his own actions, the tree’s scratchy embrace to his back and sides, Her much softer embrace beckoning before him.

	A red, red tongue flicked out, caressing soft, pink lips. “Would you deny Me what you give to another so freely?”

	Ai, he would deny Her. His mouth opened to tell Her so, but he never got a word out. Her arms shot out, grasping his head, as She took advantage of his opening mouth to kiss him deeply. In subconscious protest, he raised his hands in refusal, preparatory to pushing Her away. Plump nipples brushed against his palms, the soft mounds filled his hands. Conscious thought fled, his will to resist draining away unnoticed, unwanted.

	Her hands slid from his head down his back. She released his mouth as She pressed herself against him, pinning his hands on Her breasts with the weight of Her body. “Yes,” She purred, “Exactly so.” Her belly brushed against his arousal, sending shivers of desire through his gut and down his trembling legs. “You want Me,” She told him, daring him to contradict Her while his manhood stood erect against Her.

	Her hands slid over his skin like a brush of silk. He couldn’t recall removing his clothes, and at that moment, he didn’t care. Flesh melted into flesh, and Her will consumed him. She laid him down on a bed of fragrant pine needles, his wings cupping over them in an arching canopy of color.

	As She enveloped him in an intimate embrace, Rak vaguely sensed Her mind pressing against his own once more. Some small part of him thought that this should alarm him but was overruled by the rest. His mind yielded to Her as fully as Her body yielded to him. But was he ever alone in his own head? The familiar presence of his God seeped in, supporting his mental defenses as She rode him toward the foregone conclusion.

	The Goddess seemed unaware of the God as She tried to suborn Rak’s mind and make him Hers.

	Zotien gently held the core of Rak’s soul, denying Her access to more than the most superficial regions of Rak’s self.

	Ecstasy flashed through Rak as the Goddess brought him to climax. For a long moment, the world held still as Rak rode the wave of transcendental pleasure.

	Then, Zotien reached out, channeling Himself through His servant in the glowing aftermath. “Are Your own servants so displeasing that You must service Yourself on one of Mine? Are You truly that desperate and lonely, Katzrevia?”

	She knew who had spoken. The Goddess jerked back, hissing in displeasure. “How dare You. Leave Us. This one I claim as Mine.”

	Zotien laughed at Her. “I think, My dear, that My servant might not agree to Your…desire. While I admit that he is handsome, I must wonder what attracted You. Was it really his mortal looks, or was it something deeper? Perhaps the essence that perfuses him? Could it be that he reminds You of another?”

	Katzrevia stood, sparks of dark flame flying off Her figure in manifestation of Her rage. “Vlakas.” She spat.

	Zotien taunted Her, “You can assume any form You wish, and that is what You chose? My dear, I think I preferred You plumper. How can You walk on those stilts? And how can it be that those magnificently out-of-proportion teats don’t bow You over? Are You nursing something other than Your self-indulgent rage? Come, My dear, give Us a suckle.”

	She stepped back and became larger, with black-chased steel armor covering Her flesh. She clawed the air with talon-like fingers, glowing darkness lingering to mark their passage. “Your so-called servant is Mine to do with as I please. Show Yourself, You coward.”

	The Lord of Night manifested in response to Her challenge. He spared a glance for His priest.

	Rak found himself clothed once more in the simplest of sleeping robes, and better still, his head mercifully empty of Deities. That part pleased him the most. Having two Deities arguing in his head was a bit much, even for him. As his God faced the Goddess, Rak stood on shaky legs. His hand wrapped around his staff, and he leaned against it, grateful for its support.

	Katzrevia smiled as if She’d won a prize. Her taloned hand shot out toward Rak. “Come to me, slave,” She hissed.

	“Slave? After what we just shared?” Rak laughed. “You overreach Yourself, Goddess.”

	Zotien laughed as well. “Your control isn’t as complete as You had hoped for, is it, My dear. Did You really think that I would fail to notice Your pathetic attempt at suborning My servant? I quite enjoyed watching You humiliate Yourself in the embrace of a mortal lover. The funniest part was that You had to strip him of free will to get him to lay with You at all. Tell me, My dear, did You at least enjoy it as much as he did?”

	The Goddess snarled, speaking in the guttural tongue of Polemo.

	Rak caught the gist of it; She was calling Zotien foul names in a childish display of temper. Goddesses should not throw tantrums. It just is not pretty or even cute. Then, She suggested that Zotien do something to Himself that was anatomically impossible. At least, it would be for a mortal. Rak started wondering what the God would have to do to manage it. The idea boggled his mind, and he concluded that it would be impossible even for a God. Probably impossible. Then, She started in on Rak, calling him slave and worse. She insulted his ancestry, his physique and his intelligence.

	The Lord of Night listened to Her entire rant with His arms crossed over His chest, an amused expression on His face. When She wound down at last, the God commented, “Well, My dear, if You want it that way…shall we apply the laws of Zoth to this situation? You serviced My priest in public and before a witness. Doesn’t that make You a slave?”

	Rak laughed out loud, making no effort to conceal his mirth. An ex-slave, he knew the Zothian Codex well. Narvain had used the law Zotien referred to more than once. Any woman caught servicing a male sex slave in public could be collared for it.

	Spitting with rage and embarrassment, the Goddess fled, disappearing into the darkness She’d come from.

	Rak watched Her peculiar brand of darkness dissipate with a faint sense of regret. “She was a decent lay,” he observed in the wake of Her departure.

	Zotien stared at him for so long that he began to fear that he’d offended his Lord. Finally, the Lord of Night said, “Aye, She was. It saddens Me that She has become so evil.”

	 

	 


Chapter Seven: Philosophy

	 

	 

	Rak walked back toward the palace, glad that his robe had survived the visit of the Goddess. He was totally bare underneath it, and barefoot, but that wasn't so bad, given the alternative. He’d found himself at the edge of the palace grounds, and now, he had the time to wonder how that had occurred. In all likelihood, I will never know. He didn’t mind the walk, for he had much to think about, and the grass was pleasant against his feet.

	He hadn’t made much progress when a deep upwelling of fear and worry beset him. Something was wrong. When he lifted his gaze from the faint path at his feet to the bulk of the palace, the feeling of wrongness solidified. He reached out. Scorth? Is there a problem?

	No answer. Not even a hint of acknowledgement. Rak didn’t pause to wonder why. He launched himself into a flat-out run. A prickle on the back of his neck gave warning, some instinct peculiar to winged things, that allowed him to duck in time. A dark something shot overhead, curved talons missing him by scant inches. It twisted in midair, a physical impossibility, and returned for a second try at him.

	He raised his staff, the capstone flaring into life, verdant green against the black of night. The thing fell back with an inhuman shriek, but Rak knew that he had done little more than give it pause. The vengeance of the Goddess wouldn’t be forsaken so easily. He continued his headlong run, because now was not a good time to stop and gather moss. Besides, a running target was harder to hit, wasn’t it?

	Rak ducked again as the thing took a second swipe at him. He lashed his staff in its wake to encourage it to keep its distance. Oh, that will help. He ignored the sarcastic part of himself that tried to fill in for his missing dragon. The thing returned much faster this time, but Rak was ready. He impaled it with his staff, roiling black around a green star.

	“Apεlthε.” he roared, the power of his God thundering through his veins.

	The thing emitted a long, drawn-out scream before it imploded.

	Rak resumed his run. He had to get to the palace. Have to. He just wished that he had the slightest idea why. He reached the boundary of the formal gardens where the court often spent the evening in entertainments of one sort or another. Reality twisted about him and became something else.

	Attack, second act, suggested the irreverent part of himself as he gazed upon a landscape warped and twisted into strange new shapes. For a moment, he stared at an inverted tree. Leafy branches snaked across the ground to support a leaning trunk that did not appear wooden. Above the not-wood trunk, roots writhed like a platter of worms against the odd color of the night sky.

	Leaning? Rak leaped to the side. The trunk crashed to the ground exactly where he’d been standing a moment before. The trunk curved toward him, slimy roots reaching out, seeking to grab him. Rak didn’t take the time to consider this too deeply. He turned and ran deeper into insanity.

	First, he ducked to avoid an attack of flying purple wedges. Then, he ran across a collection of bouncing orange octagons. The edges of the things pulsed bright yellow with each bounce. They were rolling toward him. He laid into them with abandon, his staff a blur in his hand.

	He discovered that they were light enough to flip up into the air and bat. Orange octagonal streaks flew toward purple wedges, exploding in rainbow-neon colors when they contacted. His path cleared, and he resumed forward travel, senses alert for any threat that might be about.

	He heard a noise. He skirted a fountain of cobalt and teal flames and avoided another tentacle tree that tried to snatch him. He found himself standing on a level field of lurid eye-scorching orange sand. Such a shade of orange could not possibly exist in nature. At least, he prayed that it didn’t. Dotting the wincingly bright sands were tall spires of acidic green crystals. He approached the nearest one with great caution.

	“If mortal existence can be defined as a short span of time set between two phases of spiritual existence, why do we strive to lengthen our stay upon the physical plane? Would it not be better to end this existence as quickly as possible and thereby rejoin the Divine?” asked the crystal.

	Philosophy? From a rock? Now that he hadn’t expected. Bemused, he answered, “There is no proof for the first phase of spiritual existence you speak of. The spirit realm is eternal, and we are created by the Gods from the essence of what was, what is and what may be. Until that act of creation, we do not exist. We are created and born into physicality to grow, much as a seed grows into a mighty tree.”

	The crystal pulsed in a nauseating manner. “Very well, if we accept that argument as valid, the soul does not exist until the Gods act to bring it about on the mortal plane. That does not answer the second question. Why not give up, mortal, and join the Divine?”

	Rak laughed. “You would send a seedling to the Gods when what they are asking for is a tree? Mortal existence enables the soul to grow. In the spirit realm, all is static, unchanging, eternal. No growth can occur there. Even the vranyxia only visit that realm.”

	“Do not many souls depart this existence before their time? Do the Gods disdain to accept the untimely soul?”

	“Truly, the Gods weep to accept such souls. Only two of the Gods are unmoved by such a harvest. But ai, accept them they do.”

	Again, the crystal pulsed, a pattern of light and dark across the facets.

	Rak watched the display as he awaited its response. Then, he heard screams. He realized that this was a trap that had been set for him. He’d walked right into it, taking the bait without thinking. The Goddess knew him all too well. Delaying him with philosophy.

	He spun and ran toward the sound of screams, weaving a course through the maze of green crystals, ignoring the questions flung at him as he went by.

	“Can you define evil? What makes an act good in one situation but evil in another?”

	“If all was once chaos and the creation an act of ordering it, why does chaos still exist?”

	Oh, how he wanted to stop and discuss those questions, but there wasn’t time. He charged forth, praying that he wasn’t too late. He wasted no time on regret for having fallen into the Goddess’s trap. He’d regret, if remorse was due, after he had dealt with the crisis at hand.

	He exited the place of the lurid orange sand and blinked as reality reasserted itself. That was too easy. He resolved to remain wary for Her next attack. He ran down the broad path of crushed pink shell bordered by rose bushes covered in a glorious array of scented blooms—red, orange, yellow and pink. This path led to the pavilion field where the evening entertainment occurred in decent weather. The screams were growing louder, proving to him that he was at least going in the right direction.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Scorth giggled as the blue rectangles danced with the pink triangles. Green spheres spun on purple points. Colors he had no names for rolled in geometric patterns at the periphery of the display. Every so often, he felt a tickle in his mind, like someone talking to him, but it was so hard to concentrate. And the colors were so pretty. He cocked his head and crooned encouragement to the lilac hexagons creeping in to dance with the rectangles and triangles.

	In the next room, Ioli glared at a wooden cloak-rack, fingers flashing as he argued with it about the best way to treat a vranyxi’s cracked hoof.

	In the reception chamber, Zeleri, Nymis, Ikayone, Kryt and Phonasa were dueling with sheathed swords, for it hadn’t occurred to any of them to remove the leather and steel cases first.

	 


Chapter Eight: Divine Retaliation

	 

	 

	Rak shot through the trellis archway of clinging ivy and into the greensward. The screams faded into nonexistence as the courtiers turned to stare at him. He paused as much to catch his breath as to figure out what was going on. The screams had sounded so real, and yet, all appeared peaceful. He collected himself and walked toward the raised gazebo where the king would be found. Snickers trailed in his wake as the courtiers reacted to his appearance. He wondered if he was that obviously in a state of disarray.

	Then, he looked down. The tattered edges of his sleeping robe were covered in some slimy substance. Whatever it was, it had already eaten a great deal of the fabric and was working its way up. He hadn’t noticed while in the field of illusion. Perhaps the eaten fabric had been replaced by illusory cloth. Now, with the illusions gone, he was exposed in a most intimate manner. Vengeance, indeed.

	Taking a deep breath, he decided to brazen through it. Embarrassing though it was, his sense of something being amiss was growing stronger by the moment. The damage to his reputation, if damage it was, was already done. Besides, he had nothing to be ashamed of down there. Except my hairlessness. Oh, and the tattoo-brands.

	He spread his wings and positioned them in such a manner that they obscured the brands on his hips and walked faster, hoping to gain the relative privacy of the gazebo before his clothing dissolved completely. He kept his hands over his groin to make the lack of hair less obvious, his eyes locked on his goal and ignored the laughter, the whistles and other assorted hoots and catcalls. The Goddess was being well repaid for Zotien’s cutting remarks about Her nudity before them. He'd been kept nude for many years as a slave and had no body modesty as a result, but there was something about this situation he found humiliating. He didn't permit a trace of that to show.

	Giggling ladies trailed in his wake and frequently skipped on ahead for another look at him. Rak ignored them as well. By the time he reached the gazebo, he was bare from the waist down, and while the tattoo-brands on both hips had been shielded as he passed through the courtiers, the black dragon on his belly, and the tail of the phoenix on his back, were visible.

	He padded up the steps and found himself facing the king.

	His father looked him over expressionlessly before commenting in a bland tone, “Araken, you appear to be having some difficulty with your apparel.”

	“Ai, I noticed,” Rak admitted, explaining, “I think that I have annoyed a Goddess. This is Her idea of retribution.”

	Owain’s eyebrows shot up. Then, he turned to a servant. “Have fresh clothes brought for the prince. We can’t have him running around like this, no matter how much the ladies of my court may approve.”

	The servant nodded and ran off toward the palace without a word.

	The king handed his cloak to Rak and motioned him toward a chair. “Have a seat, son,” he said, as if nothing at all was amiss. Then, Owain turned away, walking back to his own spot.

	As Rak walked up the last step and into the privacy of the gazebo, a hand caressed his left hip, trailing back to his buttock. “Now the whole court knows what you are,” whispered Lord Virien. “I shall revel in your downfall, slave. And when you’re collared by the law, I swear you will be mine.”

	His gut clenched and his balls shrank, trying to claw their way back up into the safety of his body. Rak didn’t respond to Virien, and then, he was past the gauntlet of the chancellor. He sat down, covering himself with the borrowed cloak and trying to control his various reactions to the situation.

	Jezaia looked over at him. Her gaze trailed down his body and paused pointedly at his crotch as she smirked. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t need to. Rak’s humiliation was close to total, and the king, her husband, was seated next to her.

	Rak readjusted the cloak, discovering in the process that he was now bare from the bottom of his ribcage on. He sighed and removed the remaining shreds of cloth. There was little point to keeping them on his body, for they were concealing nothing at all. He would have been fully nude but for the loaned cloak, and he watched the slime eat the rest of the silk robe with great speed. He decided that he was fortunate that the slime only liked fabric. Given the source, it could have had a taste for skin as well.

	“Brother,” Jethain said easily. “Take my jacket until the servants return.”

	He offered the garment, but the Goddess renewed her attack without warning. Out of a ring of boiling pitch came her minions, malformed creatures the likes of which had never been seen outside of A’filozenoi. Rak heard screams again, but they were real ones this time. Men and women screamed in equal terror as the creatures reached toward the edges of the crowd.

	Rak cursed as he burst out of the gazebo to meet the threat, cloak falling, abandoned, to the ground. No one laughed at his nudity. Jisten was at his side, sabre drawn.

	“Dolron, guard Tafflynn,” commanded Pikara as she leaped to cover Rak’s other side. “Dragon-blasted abyss, Thez, couldn’t ya put some clothes on first?”

	“It is on my to-do list,” snapped Rak.

	The courtiers cowered back, pressing in toward the center, away from the creatures. They also formed a physical barrier around the king and prince. The border between ring of darkness and green grass was shrinking as the creatures advanced.

	“Thank the Night, no blood has been shed yet. The creatures will show no mercy to anything they catch.”

	The stone on Rak’s staff blazed emerald fire as he sent out his call. The vranyxia responded first, translating into the mortal realm between the humans and the Enemy. They danced about the perimeter, snorting smoke, twisting their heads and necks to flash their nose-blades at the creatures in a threat display. Upon their heels came the thansymia, baying as they flooded the gaps left by the equines.

	Rak spared a moment to regret the lack of aerial support. And where is Scorth, anyway? He tried again to touch the mind of his mate and had as little success this time as last.

	Battle was joined a heartbeat later. The creatures of the Goddess charged into the waiting blades and jaws of the beasts. Three thansymia leaped on a creature, bringing it down. A fourth hound ripped its throat out.

	Elsewhere, a vranyxi’s head dipped low as a creature charged. The vranyxi’s head jerked up, catching the creature’s skin on the nose blade, disemboweling it in a single smooth motion.

	There, a creature leaped to avoid the bladed head of the vranyxi, claws extending as it landed on the equine’s shoulders. It impaled itself, foolish creature, upon the bony spikes of the vranyxi’s neck and upper back. The vranyxi flew into a spate of bucking, attempting to dislodge the creature. Vranyxia to either side of that one reared up, attacking the malformed thing on the back of their pack mate.

	Rak could not leave his beasts to face the Enemy alone. He strode forward, Pikara and Jisten at his sides, gathering power to himself with each step. He scanned the ranks of the Enemy, searching for a leader or any other creature his allies couldn’t handle unaided.

	There. The creature that looked like an octopus mated to a cockroach with a hint of rat thrown in for flavoring. Rak pointed it out. “The leader. Octoroach?” It was a game in Okyro to give names to the creatures the Goddess sent against them. She was endlessly inventive when it came to new and ever more hideous forms. And the priests were just as inventive in giving the creatures derogatory labels.

	“Good one, Thez,” said Pikara

	The octoroach turned to face him.

	He grimaced at the mass of writhing, suckered tentacles, waving, jointed limbs and antennae. “Can it be any more disgusting?”

	The creature spat a glob of purulent green and yellow slime at him.

	“Thez, don’t ask them questions!” Pikara protested. “The answer ain’t ever pretty!”

	They dodged the mucus balls and continued their advance. “Jisten, shouldn’t you guard Jethain?” Rak asked.

	“I am, by going on the offense,” Jisten replied. “There are good men who will give their lives defending him should we fail.”

	In retrospect, Rak wished he’d had the presence of mind to snatch a sword off one of the guardsmen who were busy standing guard around the mass of over-dressed nobility that pressed close to the king’s gazebo. He knew that the best of the guards would give their lives to safeguard the royals.

	At least a staff was a useful weapon against a creature empowered by the Goddess. At the moment, he was using it to knock tentacles out of the way. The body of the thing was covered in a thick layer of cockroach chitin. If Rak got lucky, he might manage to bash its brains in, assuming it had a brain in its head. The last leader he’d faced had hidden that brain in its chest. The head had exploded, and the skull shrapnel had killed three soldiers. The creature had continued to fight, headless.

	Jisten was having more success with his nightstone sabre. So was Pikara on his other side. Since the two guards had things well in hand, Rak left off attacking it physically. Trusting Jisten and Pikara to guard his flanks and bared back, he raised his hands to the night sky and drew upon his power. Chanting in the elder tongue, he prepared to destroy the creature. “Ymε toh Thέzi. I am Thezi. Parεxεtε ‘mu imborion, o Kyrion Nyxion. Grant me your power, O Lord of Night.”

	Lightning fell from the cloudless, star-filled sky in huge bolts that crashed down upon the Enemy. The largest bolt struck Rak. Green fire roared upward in a column around his body, the flames morphing into the shapes of dragons. The green-flame dragons roared even over the thunder of the God’s fury and attacked the octoroach.

	For a time, the creature held off the attack. But only for a time. The octoroach crumpled to the ground, defeated, but still alive.

	“Apoponomai. I renounce you. Aparnonomai. I reject you. Ysε an’imboro dhεn va pεirazεis εnthadhon. You are powerless to do harm here. Apεlthε. Ypayε. Begone.”

	The column of green power arched. It slammed into the octoroach. Blue, red and violet flames shot out from the point of impact, roaring across the field. As the octoroach disintegrated, it seemed as if the world itself was alight in colored flame, an outpouring of power that brought Rak to his knees.

	A profound silence followed in the wake of the night flames, and for a moment, all was still. Then, the vranyxi and the thansymi killed the remaining creatures.

	Rak pushed his sweaty bangs back out of his face, feeling his exhaustion bone deep. It wasn’t even midnight, and yet, it felt so much later. The green grass was quite comfortable for kneeling upon. And it was far too much effort to find some other place to collapse. Jisten knelt beside him, covering him with his uniform cloak.

	As the vranyxia and thansymia cleared the field of the Enemy, the courtiers regained their courage.

	Rak heard whispers and soft footfalls behind him. He expended no effort in stretching his ears to catch their words. If it were important, someone would repeat it loudly enough for him to hear. Otherwise, he was far too tired to care.

	Hands touched him, grasped his elbows. Pikara and Jisten helped him to his feet, though he wasn’t certain that he wished to be upright. A second cloak was draped about him and that really was too much. Sweat was dripping off him, and the cloth was heavy, scratchy wool. But he knew it for a gesture of gratitude, so he allowed them to cover him without protest. The hands tugged at him, and he allowed them to guide him, one slow step at a time, back toward the gazebo. The trip was even longer than he’d thought it would be.

	Jethain stood near the foot of the gazebo stairs, shouting orders to the courtiers and palace guards, trying to bring order out of chaos by sheer force of will.

	Something moved in an odd manner. Without pausing to think, Rak yanked a sword from someone’s belt. As the man lunged for the prince’s back, Rak leaped forward, and their combined momentum served to spit the man upon the soft metal of the decorative blade. Blood gushed everywhere as a dagger tumbled out of the man’s hand.

	With a speed that belied his recent heart attack, Tyll scooped the dagger up with a discarded towel and displayed it to the guards. “Look, an assassin’s blade.”

	Murmurs greeted this pronouncement as Rak knelt by the man’s head. “Who sent you?” he snarled.

	For an answer, the man spat, rolled his eyes up and expired.

	Rak’s eyes crossed as another wave of dizziness crashed over him. For a timeless moment, he knelt on bloody grass and stared at a multitude of identical, rotating dead men’s faces. He shifted his gaze down with an effort and considered the jewel-encrusted hilt of the ornamental sword sticking out of the man’s chest. How in the heavens did that sword manage to break the man’s skin? It’s not even sharp. Rak giggled as he noticed how the sapphires and rubies set in the sword matched the crimson blood droplets beaded on the cobalt brocade.

	Tyll darted forward, faster than Pikara could move to block him. He flung a dagger at a second man. The blade made a mess of the second assassin’s throat, blood spraying everywhere as he fell to his knees with a shriek. Tyll lunged forward and finished him off. The bard ended on his knees beside the dead assassin, gasping for air. He pitched forward.

	Pikara cursed in Okyran and turned Tyll over.

	Rak turned toward Tyll, coming out of his fugue. He lunged for his spouse with a wordless wail of despair, ignoring the blood covering his hands. He placed his ear on Tyll’s chest, straightened and yelled, “All back! Stand clear of us!” His voice was strangely amplified. He raised his hands, chanted and a single lightning bolt arrowed down onto Tyll.

	Jezaia wailed, “He’s killing my minstrel!” Owain held Jezaia back with practiced ease.

	Rak checked for a pulse. “Nothing,” he whispered.

	Dolron started chest compressions.

	Pikara scrubbed her face with a mailed fist.

	Rak closed his eyes briefly, gathering his remaining strength. A minute trickled by then another. Rak opened his eyes, took a deep breath and shouted, “All back again! Stand clear of us!” The second lightning bolt blasted into Tyll, and he arched his back. Again, Rak checked for a pulse. He slumped in relief when he found one. “He lives. Let us move him inside.”

	Jisten finished sending out reinforcements over the entire palace grounds. “How is S’Tyll?” he asked. Rak’s worried look told Jisten all he needed to know.

	“Captain, return to your post,” demanded Owain. “My court is in an uproar, there are bodies in my gardens, blood everywhere…it just won’t do!”

	“Do your job, Vegemite!” Pikara snapped over her shoulder. She helped Dolron lift up Tyll, and they bore him inside, shoving aside courtiers who didn’t move out of the way fast enough.

	“King Owain, the patrols are out and each hour a sentinel will report to me,” Jisten replied, but he stayed next to Rak. “The Blood Control Unit is already here and working. This will be cleaned up within the hour.”

	Rak took Jisten’s arm and hauled the captain toward the door in their wake. He snapped at Owain, “You deal with the blasted crisis for once! Jethain! Jisten! Wine in my quarters, now!”

	Jethain and Jisten exchanged glances. Rak looked ready to collapse himself.

	Jezaia fixed on her son. “Yes, go with the evil one. Protect the minstrel for me.”

	“Father, do take care of Mother,” Jethain said with a concern that made Rak gag and Jisten hide a smile. “She is so fragile and delicate,” he continued until Jezaia set up the desired wailing. Jethain grabbed Jisten’s arm and spun him around. “Lead on, Araken.” Rak marched into the palace.

	 


Chapter Nine: Aftermath

	 

	 

	A white-faced Pikara was on guard at Rak’s door. “S’Tyll is inside. No visitors, especially Prince Sunny and Captain Stressful.”

	Rak’s staff flared with green light. “Do not cross me, Pika. Get out of the way.”

	She took one precise step to the side, eyes focused straight ahead. “Yes, sir! Disobeying the healing old grandma’s orders, sir!”

	“Thank you,” replied Rak. He opened the door and motioned the two men to enter first. “Pika, you must come to terms with Captain Jisten. He is not going anywhere. We are bonded by the Gods.”

	“Then, the Gods will accept him into their halls, sir!”

	“And I will follow, Pika.”

	“Not after four months, sir!” Ramrod straight, Pikara was the epitome of a good soldier.

	“Even then, Pika, even then.” Rak gave up arguing. Jisten and Jethain were within and so was Tyll. He went through the door.

	Asfalea, and how she'd gotten here was a complete mystery to Rak, was in her new infirmary with Tyll, who lay on a bed, eyes closed. The old lady sang a healing lullaby as she touched Tyll in various spots.

	Rak slumped onto the bed beside Tyll, leaned over and kissed his forehead. He was careful to stay out of Asfalea’s way.

	When the healer paused, Rak asked, “Did you order Pikara not to let Captain Jisten or my brother in?”

	“Say no visitors, no annoying royals,” the old lady replied. “No moronic, wailing queen!”

	“Jethain is hardly annoying,” said Rak. “Even if he is a worse patient than I am.”

	“No time be specific,” Asfalea grumped, “No write out guest list!”

	“Pikara hates all sunnies in general and my bonded Valer in particular.” Rak looked beyond Tyll and discovered Scorth, Ioli and the rest of his guards laid out on pallets. “What happened here?”

	“Pretty colors,” mumbled Scorth. A snatch of sung nursery rhyme was heard from Ikayone.

	“Drugged,” Asfalea said. “Euphoric, mystic herb—rye fungus. No fatal, no even sick, feel good!”

	Dawning comprehension colored Rak’s expression. “Which is why it passed the poison test. Much is now explained.”

	“They’ll be all right?” Jisten asked. Now that they were in the same room, both Rak and Jisten were sensing Scorth’s hallucinations.

	“Yes, yes,” Asfalea dismissed. “Happy.”

	“I suppose it is too much to hope that I hallucinated the Bitch Goddess?”

	Asfalea focused on Rak. “Bitch Goddess? Here? Exam, Thezomeh.”

	Rak scowled but submitted to the exam. The cloaks were scratchy anyhow.

	“Tell me,” Asfalea said clinically as she gently ran her hands over Rak.

	Jisten took up guard position next to Rak’s head.

	Rak told her, in exquisite detail. By the end of Rak’s tale, Jisten was sitting next to the Loftoni, stroking what he could of his wings. Rak really enjoyed relating the discussion with, and questions of, the green-acid crystals.

	“Hoho! Sex with Bitch Goddess!” Asfalea crowed. “She leave nasty diseases. Penis rotting disease! Ball shrinking one!”

	Jisten shuddered.

	“I was not exactly in my right mind,” defended Rak. “Not that Ave will accept that. She will fry whatever is left of me...”

	“Lucky Zotien there,” Asfalea said, after a gentle exam of Rak’s genitalia. “Block diseases here. Ask Him nicely explain to wife?” Asfalea straightened. “All good.”

	“I will,” said Rak, praying that would help. After covering himself again, he reached up and took Jisten’s hand. Even Asfalea’s gentle exam stirred his fires, but he clamped down on them, bringing them under control again. He needed, but he would wait until the proper time. So long as said time was soon.

	Jisten squeezed Rak’s hand.

	“No go too deep into bond with dragon.” She cocked her head at him. “Unless want visions.”

	Jethain had been listening to the singing guards with an expression of barely concealed amusement. He’d wandered over to that end of the reception room, apparently to give Rak a semblance of privacy for the exam, but now, he came back.

	“Now you have sex!”

	“You’re prescribing sex?” Jethain asked in awe.

	“Yes! Much! Help!”

	“Perhaps the bedroom,” said Rak. “My Valer is shy, and I am noisy.”

	“He could wake the dead,” confirmed Jethain.

	“Ha! We know! All Valer Square know!”

	“I’ll come in and tell you if you’re too loud,” Jethain said with mock helpfulness.

	Jisten rolled white-rimmed eyes at him.

	Rak smiled sweetly at Jethain. “You can be on the bottom if you want.”

	“Ah, no thank you.”

	“Ix? Then stop being so interested in what happens in my bed.” Rak blew a kiss at Jethain before he took Jisten’s hand and led him into the bedroom.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Asfalea cackled and returned to her healing chant. She had a hunch that Tyll would need to be at his best, and soon, so she spared nothing to heal his poor, overburdened heart completely. She sang, she wove and she glowed with the most magnificent sunset that Koilatha had ever seen.

	Deep in the healing trance, Si’Yeni showed her the network of vessels that fed the heart itself. Asfalea sent magical lances of power into these vessels, burning away the accumulated debris adhered to the tunnel walls. In three different vessels, the plaque nearly occluded the pipe completely, but once Asfalea was done, the blood rushed through without impediment.

	Next, Asfalea turned to reviving the dead muscle, findings the areas that weren’t moving and healing them, then the areas that weren’t moving as they should and fixing those as well. She found a strange little area that sent powerful signals of its own to the entire heart, causing the heart to beat, like a conductor at a symphony. Si’Yeni encouraged her and showed her how the spot was supposed to work, and Asfalea’s power strengthened the conductor so that it would continue to send out the proper signals, rather than some of the odd rhythms she knew it capable of.

	When she finished, Tyll had the heart function of a man thirty years his junior. Satisfied, she curled up in the embrace of the overstuffed chair and passed out.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	In the bedroom, things were quickly progressing. Standing fully nude in the middle of the room, Rak stretched slowly until his back arched and the tips of his fully spread wings quivered.

	Jisten feasted his eyes on the sheer loveliness of his mate’s body. He left a trail of discarded clothing on the floor as he moved behind Rak to get a better look at those wings.

	They drew him in like a lure drew in a hawk. Jisten pressed up behind Rak, going under the trailing edges of the spread wings to reach Rak’s front. Finding Rak’s cock and balls, he gently inspected them by touch, and when the cock grew hard in his hands, he gave the dangling sac a squeeze, causing Rak to gasp softly and his wings to retract, enfolding Jisten in the membranes.

	“Ahh,” Jisten sighed in bliss. Being surrounded by Rak’s wings was one of the best things in the world. His erection rubbed against Rak’s lower back, and Rak squirmed, dancing in place as if trying to stimulate him with his back muscles. He was succeeding, Jisten realized, as his desire steadily strengthened the more Rak danced for him.

	Jisten rubbed his belly against Rak’s back and repositioned his cock downward, so that it slid along the crack in Rak’s delectable, perky ass. He cupped Rak’s buttocks in his hands, squeezing them and pulling them apart. His shaft stroked the inner depths of the crack now, and Rak was squirming with obvious lust.

	“I once dreamed of this,” Rak murmured, as Jisten rolled his balls in a strong hand. “You lifted me up and took me, holding me off the ground as you had your way with me. It was a pleasant dream.”

	Jisten chuckled, gave Rak’s balls a last squeeze and released them entirely. He reached over to the dresser, barely an arm’s length away, and snagged a vial of oil. He quickly coated his cock with the oil then rubbed the extra on Rak’s ass, even working a finger into the puckered opening to his tunnel.

	Rak tried to hump his finger, but Jisten pulled out before the smaller man could really get going.

	Once he’d wiped the last of the oil onto his chest, Jisten grasped Rak by the waist and lifted him into the air.

	Rak’s body arched in his hands, pushing his ass toward Jisten, his strong dancer’s legs spreading.

	Jisten’s cock found Rak’s rosebud, and with gravity assisting him, it took almost no effort to penetrate. Rak’s hot velvet slid home around the crested head of his spear, and Jisten groaned in pleasure while Rak emitted a wild, joyous cry.

	He lowered Rak onto him, holding firm to Rak’s waist, and he didn’t stop until his entire length was in Rak’s tight, constricting sheath. He enjoyed feeling the tight flesh first yielding to and then spreading across the probing head of his cock. Rak’s insides, pressed snuggly against him, squeezed and relaxed about Jisten, and the tactile intensity of it was enough to curl his toes. Gods, being sheathed in Rak was the greatest sensation in the world.

	Rak’s feet hooked about his strong calves, anchoring the smaller man further. Jisten thrust into Rak, holding him in place easily. Rak wasn’t heavy, and once Rak’s hands came back to rest on Jisten’s shoulders, he was well balanced, too. Jisten groaned as he realized how helpless Rak was in this position. Rak couldn’t escape him if he wanted to. Of course, Rak didn’t want to, but the submission inherent in the position still struck a chord in Jisten. He loved it. Absolutely loved it.

	Jisten pounded Rak’s ass with a lusty heart, and in response, Rak’s wings gently flapped, alternately encasing then exposing Jisten. In time to the rhythm Jisten dictated, Rak ground his body against Jisten’s, and his internal muscles continued their serpentine massage, increasing Jisten’s pleasure greatly. Jisten appreciated Rak’s efforts and rewarded him with stronger, deeper thrusts, making sure that his head raked across Rak’s special spot with every withdrawal, and of course, that meant the spot also got stroked on the forceful inward thrust. He couldn’t hear the sound of his flesh slapping Rak over Rak’s cries of pleasure, but he could feel it, and he enjoyed it.

	With a last, deep thrust into Rak’s velvet sheath, he loosed his seed into the body of his love. Rak’s body convulsed around his shaft, milking it for every drop, and Rak screamed with the pleasure of his own climax, his seed spattering to the floor. Rak’s wings enfolded Jisten, tightening about him in a living blanket as Rak’s pleasure crashed back into Jisten, and he gasped again, just as quietly as when he’d come himself.

	When he softened, Jisten gently pulled out and set Rak on his feet.

	Rak immediately turned and knelt, and Jisten closed his eyes as pleasure blossomed along the length of his flaccid cock. Rak licked him clean, his agile tongue stroking over every bit of his large, dangling, sweaty balls and the thick, dirtied meat of his cock.

	Jisten looked down, enjoying the sight of Rak’s pink tongue dancing across his jewels almost as much as he enjoyed the pleasure Rak’s actions brought him.

	He wanted more, but he was tired of standing. So once he was clean, but before he was fully erect, Jisten stepped back, away from Rak and toward the bed. He climbed onto the bed and gestured for Rak to join him.

	Rak sat on the edge of the bed, near Jisten’s feet, and smiled mischievously. He bent down and Jisten gasped in pleasure as Rak’s attention focused on his tired, aching feet.

	Jisten groaned, trying not to think about it too hard as Rak’s long tongue bathed his feet clean of the accumulated dust and sweat, as his strong hands massaged the ache away. He was a puddle of podiatric happiness and then it got even better. Rak sucked on his toes, his mouth a hot, relaxing sauna, his tongue a rolling, continuous massage, the suction serving to draw out and eliminate all the ache and stress of the long day.

	Rak sucked all ten of his toes into limp surrender before Jisten spread his legs, pulling his feet away from Rak’s mouth. Rak didn’t need to be told what to do next. Jisten watched, his eyes half-lidded, as Rak slid up the bed in the space created by his spread legs, until his mouth could reach Jisten’s package. Rak gently kissed him on each ball, on the base of his flaccid cock and on the head, right on the piss slit. Jisten knew Rak preferred to start that way, with the Zothian slave’s gesture of respect for his master. It felt really good, and it made Rak happy, so Jisten didn’t protest it.

	The formal greeting over, Rak’s tongue lapped at his balls, coating them in another layer of his stimulating saliva then lifting them up and working them into Rak’s mouth. Jisten sighed in satisfaction as Rak swallowed his scrotum. He could feel the tongue under his balls, massaging them as Rak’s lips sealed against his soft flesh. Rak sucked, and Jisten groaned in pleasure.

	Jisten reached down and gently grasped Rak’s wings at the wrist joint. He pulled the wings up so he could reach them easier. He tipped oil onto his hands and oiled what he could reach of Rak’s wings. The soothing activity of the wing oiling enabled Jisten to remain patient, his cock at half-mast as Rak continued to suckle his balls.

	He could feel the magic imbued in Rak’s spit infusing his scrotum, giving him a sensation of euphoria. Jisten knew that it would increase his stamina greatly. The more of the magic that entered him via Rak’s submissive, loving mouth, the more stamina Jisten would have, and the more pleasure he could give to his partner.

	Sensing that he’d reached the peak of readiness that could be achieved by a single session of ball sucking, Jisten rubbed his stiffening cock over Rak’s face.

	Rak let go of his balls, moving up to claim the prize. Rak’s tongue now curled around the base of his cock and pulled up in a spiraling embrace that caused Jisten to gasp from the intensity of it, leaving him fully erect and impatient for what came next.

	Instead of allowing Rak to fellate him, Jisten pulled the smaller man up and rolled him into the mattress, smoothly straddling Rak in the process. He leaned down and breathed in Rak’s ear, “How do you want it?”

	“Long, deep and slow,” Rak replied.

	Jisten kissed him as he penetrated. The tunnel, already well reamed once this evening, didn’t need stretching for him this time. Jisten thrust in balls deep smoothly and with little effort. The rhythm he set, one of long, slow, drivingly deep strokes, pleased them both greatly. As he made love to his mate, Rak’s wings enfolded him, adding to Jisten’s bliss. Jisten reached around the wings to rub Rak’s inner wingbases, finding the erogenous areas with skilled ease. Rak’s renewed shrieks of pleasure made him smile. Jisten wasn’t sure, but he thought that Rak came at the same moment he did.

	 

	 


Chapter Ten: Investigation

	 

	 

	Musday, the 23rd of Xrehnmon

	 

	“Where did the food come from?” asked Rak of Cook. A death hound pup gamboled at the man’s feet.

	“T’was my special venison and beef stew, just like you asked,” said Cook. “Direct from my hands to your servant’s cart.”

	“Who took the cart?” Jisten asked.

	“Tebber did,” said Cook. “We talked about Bone, there, so I know it was him and not some imposter.”

	Bone wagged his whole hind end.

	“S’Rak, did Tebber mention meeting anyone on the way to the suite?” Jisten patted the happy puppy and received a hand washing.

	“Would he remember it?” asked Rak. “He ate with us, you know.”

	“We should ask him,” Jisten said. “Thank you, Cook.”

	Rak slipped Bone a treat and thanked the cook. He and Jisten joined Tebber in the servants’ long dining hall just off the back of the kitchen.

	 

	Rak picked up a pair of boiled eggs from the serving table before he sat beside Tebber. Boiled chicken eggs were a favorite of his now.

	Jisten pushed the salt closer to him.

	Rak thanked Jisten and peeled the egg. “Tebber,” he said, “What do you recall of last night?”

	The young man rubbed his temples. “Other than screaming courtiers, masses of monsters and shouting guards with avtappi and death hounds entering the melee? Not much.”

	“I was thinking of before that. Dinner.” Rak wondered how the servant, who’d been found raving in his bedroom, remembered something he’d not seen. He realized that odds were Tebber had dreamed of it or had a vision of it, given the drugs.

	“Dinner? I brought the cart,” Tebber said. “Everyone was franticly busy with the party preparations. I talked to no one in the kitchen, nor met anyone in the corridors.”

	“Thank you, Tebber.” Rak looked at Jisten. “Cook was not lying. Tebber is not lying. What does that leave?”

	“Magic,” Jisten sighed. “I really hate that.”

	“Same here.” Rak bit into the egg. “I will miss these. Not only eggs but wasting water on boiling them.”

	“The Valers use the hot water to wash with,” Jisten said. “As long as none of the eggs cracked, it’s still good.”

	“I would try that, but we do not have chickens.” Rak finished the egg. “Let us gather up some food to take back to the suite.”

	Jisten efficiently packed up Rak’s favorites.

	Rak added some additional items. “S’Tyll,” he explained. Then, he added Jisten’s favorites. And something for Asfalea.

	After a few moments, Rak asked to borrow Tebber’s cart. The servant snorted with laughter and retrieved the cart himself. Then, they loaded it with food for the recovering guards as well as Tyll and Asfalea.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jisten maneuvered the cart into the reception chamber and noticed that Asfalea was dozing on an overstuffed chair, feet propped on an upholstered ottoman. Both had been relocated from the parlor for her comfort.

	Rak set her tray beside her and said, “Breakfast, dhelion.”

	She blinked awake. “Cheeky High Priest now serve?” she asked in a hoarse morning voice.

	“Café,” said Rak, offering a mug. “Think you that I am too proud to serve? I, an ex-slave?”

	She patted his hand, still looking tired and sleepy. “No proud, eh? Stay here, put up too much.”

	“Mai’eras, how did the night go?” Jisten asked as he buttered the sweet bread for her.

	She sipped her café. “Up, down, up, down. No problem. No sleep much anyway.”

	Rak checked his guards, setting a plate of food beside each along with a steaming mug of café.

	The old lady nibbled the bread, drank half the mug and then dozed again.

	Rak and Jisten moved on to the bedroom.

	Tyll sat up at their approach.

	Jisten smiled shyly at the man but squashed it out of habit.

	Rak sat the tray down and poured three mugs of café. “One for you, and two for me,” he joked.

	Jisten fumbled in his pocket. He took out an envelope and tapped the contents into two mugs and offered them to Rak and Tyll. “Powdered chocolate,” he explained.

	“You do not want any?” asked Rak.

	“It’s for you,” Jisten demurred.

	“I will not if you do not,” said Rak.

	Jisten stared at him in surprise. “But, it’s chocolate for the high priest!”

	“And you are my bonded Valer.”

	“The dhelion called me stubborn?” asked Tyll.

	Jisten mock grumbled and tapped some chocolate into his mug.

	Rak smiled and sipped. “Oh,” he said. “I like this.”

	“S’Liast will have a fit if you don’t share it with him,” said Tyll.

	“I can’t wait to meet your personal healer,” Jisten said. “I’m sure the Mai’eras will pounce on him and start swapping remedies.”

	“He’s very skilled, but he’s addicted to chocolate and sarcastic enough that he was assigned to Rak,” Tyll informed him.

	“How are you doing?” Jisten stroked the bearded cheek before pulling his hand away automatically.

	“Better,” said Tyll. “I feel like a new man.”

	“Lying?” Jisten tilted his head slightly to regard him.

	Tyll shook his head. “I assure you that I’m not. The dhelion spent the night pouring power into myself and every guard. I can’t believe she isn’t comatose.”

	“She fell back asleep before finishing her café,” said Rak. “This is as significant as a horse not finishing her feed.”

	“Give her a horse tonic,” Jisten said with a straight face.

	“Don’t encourage him,” said Tyll, an expression of alarm on his face.

	“He gives them to the prince,” Jisten replied.

	“The prince can’t summon a Goddess,” Tyll pointed out sagely.

	“But Zotien created horses for Si’Yeni. She might look with favor upon that.”

	“I will make her a mint tonic,” said Rak firmly, “when we return from the council meeting.”

	Jisten grinned, glad that he had teased both Rak and Tyll gently.

	Gill knocked on the door. “High Priest? Captain? Th’ prince sent me to tell you the council is assembling and demanding your presence.”

	Jisten slugged his cafe. “This will be a day terror of epic proportions. After last night, every noble and merchant with coin has hired every mercenary and street thug in the city to protect them. They’re running my guard ragged.”

	Rak drained his mug more slowly, but he did finish it. “It is too bad that I cannot call lightning down on them all.”

	As Rak finished his café, Jisten put a hand on Gill’s shoulder. “How are you? Do you need someone to talk to? Tebber and my mother both have kind ears.”

	“M’fine, sir,” said Gill. “Watchin’ the high priest beat th’ tar outta th’ basterd did wonders fer me heart.”

	“You know that you can go to Okyro whenever you wish. Just because Tebber stayed doesn’t mean you have to.”

	Gill shook his head. “Not gonna leave m’prince. Not.”

	“Good lad,” said Rak, approvingly. Dark servants prized loyalty, as Jisten now knew.

	“Good man,” Jisten said with an inward sigh that Gill wasn’t a lad any longer. Jisten stood, stroked Rak’s wings along their length and said. “Ready for underhanded battle? No honesty, only accusations and lies. Oh, and hysteria.”

	“Hmm,” said Rak. “I wonder what I can do to add to the hysteria.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	There were raised voices and the sound of swords rattling, if not in actual combat, when they approached the meeting room. Half a dozen palace guards had their swords drawn before the council chamber doors, but a motley crew of mercenaries and thugs outnumbered them.

	Rak gestured to Pikara. She stomped forward, shouting, “Clear th’ dragon-blasted hallway a’fore I send you to meet your creators!”

	“She’s the high priest’s captain!” Largo warned.

	“Ain’t no restrainin’ her,” Sed agreed.

	“She’ll kill you all,” Orste said cheerfully.

	“We help!” said Dolron in the thickest accent he could fake up.

	“It is nice to have backup, is it not?” asked Rak of Jisten with a wry grin.

	“Especially well-trained and insanely aggressive backup,” Jisten replied loudly.

	The ruffians backed up, thoroughly intimidated by the sharp, gleaming edges of well-honed and clearly used swords. They were armed with cudgels and truncheons, due to city restrictions on bladed weaponry. The door was cleared in no time as the mercenaries retreated up the corridor.

	Rak and Jisten entered the council chamber to see a harried Kordri standing close by the equally harried king. Rak signaled Pikara and the dark guard to remain in the hallway to keep the ruffians at bay.

	“We were attacked by monsters!” shouted Virien. “Trade will be ruined! Our allies will vanish if we can’t even protect our own palace grounds!”

	“I heard that the food was drugged,” Baorik said in a sour tone. “Not that I would know, never being invited to such parties.”

	“We killed all the monsters,” said Rak calmly.

	“How did monsters get lose on the palace grounds?” demanded Keron, a counselor newly come to court to claim his dead uncle Kion's seat. Barely arrived, already he was on the attack against Rak. He stood and pointed at Rak. “The evil one let them in! That’s how!”

	There were angry murmurs of agreement. “We never had monsters anywhere in Koilatha until he came!”

	“If I let them in, why would I kill them all?” asked Rak.

	“To make yourself look good! To lull us into believing you’re not an evil demon!” More vehement agreement followed.

	“Why else would they come now?” demanded Breavey.

	Owain frowned. “Son, did you bring the monsters?”

	“I did not call them,” stated Rak.

	Jethain crossed his arms on his chest. “He cannot lie. He risked his life to save us.”

	“If he didn’t bring them, they still came because of him,” challenged Peneron, usually a voice of reason. “No chaos monsters ever troubled us before Araken returned to us. It defies logic that the two are not related.”

	“He was sent here to protect us from the monsters,” Jisten said. “There was a prophecy.” Technically, he didn’t lie.

	“Bah! His arrival caused it! If he’d never come, the monsters wouldn’t’ve either!” claimed Virien. “If there is a prophecy, his very arrival triggered all of this, including the attacks on Prince Jethain!”

	“My brother has lost much to come here,” Jethain said, voice intense.

	“A small price to pay to cause an entire kingdom to fall into darkness,” snapped Keron.

	“I’ve studied prophecy,” snapped Virien. “If he hadn’t come here, none of the starting conditions would have been met to trigger all these attacks. Deny that, priest!”

	“No, but then the prince would have died,” Jisten said.

	Rak shook his head at Jisten. Scorth mentally told the captain, Say no more about what the prophecy involves! But Rak knew that some damage was already done by the captain’s speech, and the next few statements from the councilors bore this out.

	“No big loss,” Keron muttered and sat back down.

	“Fair exchange to not have our kingdom become a battle ground for monsters,” another said.

	“The loss of a dead end versus our kingdom? I’ll take that!”

	“If you really studied prophecy,” said Rak carefully, addressing Virien, “then you know I cannot speak of it. I cannot risk invalidating it by careless word or action. But the prince is alive, and all the chaos monsters are dead.”

	“I’ve studied politics, too,” Virien said. “And I can see how you have acted to destabilize our fair kingdom. Very convenient, not to be able to speak of the prophecy.”

	“He has provided us with an heir,” said Owain. He had watched the debate like a spectator in the arena.

	“Bah! Some bastard demon get dragged from who knows where,” Keron said.

	“We need a verifiable heir,” Virien agreed.

	“How dare you speak of our heir like that! The boy is royal on both sides of his family!” There was rage in Owain’s eyes now. “This meeting is over. Dismiss your ruffians back to the slums they came out of!”

	The council doors were opened to reveal an ongoing fistfight between Pikara and one of the thugs. The councilors paused, taken aback and too wary to attempt to slide by.

	Rak, Jisten and Jethain pushed their way to the fore.

	The ruffian had a black eye and a swollen lip, while Pikara was untouched. The two circled, fists up.

	Dolron held Pikara’s sword and both the dark guard and palace guard looked extremely pleased.

	Rak casually leaned against the wall, foot propped and arms crossed over his chest, and watched.

	Pikara closed the distance, punched in rapid fire first with her right then with her left onto the man’s chin. His head snapped first right then left and then he fell.

	“Sorry to keep you waiting, Thez,” she said as she accepted her sword back from Dolron.

	“No apology necessary,” replied Rak. He ignored the impatient councilors. He glanced at the fallen thug. “Impolite, was he?”

	Pikara flipped her short hair. “He said the color was unattractive. After you, Thez.”

	The palace guards snickered. So did a couple of the councilors.

	“Ahh, uncultured,” said Rak. He looked at the palace guard. “If you do not mind, please remove the trash for us?”

	“Be a pleasure, sir,” said Fentri, far too cheerfully.

	“Try to get some rest, S’Rak,” said Jisten with a fond smile.

	Rak thanked Fentri then shook his head at Jisten. “I have to check the stables first. Do you have time? I want to show you Cupcake. I have been working with her.”

	“Of course I have time. I check on the stables regularly myself, and now’s as good a time as any.”

	 


Chapter Eleven: Kazia

	 

	 

	Jisten led Cupcake out of the stable and up to Kazia. The mare had a spring in her step acquired from losing weight. Her flaxen mane had been braided with pastel blue ribbons.

	“Cupcake!” Kazia squealed and hugged her horse’s muzzle.

	The good-natured beast allowed this manhandling and even whickered at her rider. Cupcake looked better than she had in a long time. Her golden coat over sleek flanks glowed in the sun.

	“Cupcake would have died from that last bout of colic had not S’Rak intervened,” Jisten said gently. He smiled at his old friend. “I know you always mean the best, but it doesn’t work out that way, does it?”

	“Bharis said he was an animal healer,” Kazia said.

	“The best. Can someone with such a love for horses, and all animals, truly be evil?” Jisten asked, pressing her to think.

	She stroked the soft muzzle. “Cupcake looks...well, she looks...” Kazia shook her head, confused. “But he’s dark. A demon.”

	“Not a demon, Kazia. You’ve been talking to the wrong people,” Jisten said. “Remember when you were finishing etiquette classes and Ayndia pretended to be your best friend?” When Kazia nodded, he pressed on. “I know you remember how she revealed what she truly was. She said I was only fit for the slavers on account of my blood, and you broke off your friendship immediately.”

	Kazia’s lips pursed. “Yes, I remember. But, Jisten, he yelled at me.”

	“Yell or criticize?” Jisten’s tone was that of a longtime friend, one who had stayed by her when noble ladies and noble men had mocked her lack of wits.

	“Criticize,” Kazia admitted with a sigh. “And he was right, wasn’t he. Cupcake looks a lot better.”

	Jisten patted the palomino. “You love her. S’Rak healed her when he didn’t have to. I really don’t think he could have earned the love of all these horses had he been a demon.”

	Cupcake nudged Kazia with her muzzle.

	“They all do love him, don’t they? All of the horses reach out for him when he walks by. Even the mean ones.”

	“Remember Baron Ghareid? You thought you loved him. You thought he was wonderful and didn’t listen to my warnings. But your eyes were opened when you saw him whip that horse until it was down,” Jisten said.

	“You want me to apologize to him, don’t you?” Kazia looked at him.

	“He’s not evil, and I’m not love-blinded, no matter what anyone says. I still care for you. You’re still my friend. I want both of you to be on agreeable terms. For Cupcake as well as for me,” Jisten said and flashed a rare full smile.

	“Where is he?” Kazia asked, accepting the situation with grace. “If you really do love him, I will try to be his friend, too.”

	“In the stable,” Jisten said.

	“Of course,” Kazia said with a laugh. “I should have known.”

	They walked into the stable and Jisten called out for Rak. The dark priest came out of another stall and dunked his hands in the wash barrel. He dried his hands on a limp hand towel as he walked over. Rak immediately put a hand on Cupcake. “Jisten, you took her out before I was finished. Look at her tail!” Cupcake swished her perfect cream-colored tail.

	“Stop fussing over your perfect braid job,” Jisten said with more teasing than reproach. He tossed his head, just a bit, and two discreet night stones sparkled in his own braids.

	Rak cocked his head, admiring Jisten’s hair. “Mm. What were we talking about?”

	“Kazia wants to thank you for taking care of Cupcake.”

	“Cupcake looks better than she has in a long time,” Kazia said. “Jisten reminded me of that. And other things.”

	“My duty. I hope you are happy with her.”

	She cast a rueful look at Jisten, a look that made lesser men melt or scheme on how to bed her. “I’m happy with you. You healed her. Jisten reminded me that much can be told of a man by the way he treats animals.”

	“I did nothing I would not have done for any beast.” Rak was regarding her with mild astonishment.

	Kazia smiled. “Which says much. I suppose I shall have to dash the gossip of how you bathe in blood by the full moon.”

	Rak snorted a laugh. “I only do that under Skozia’s light.”

	“Real blood?” Kazia’s voice quavered and Jisten shot Rak a warning look.

	“Of course not,” Rak assured her. “That was a joke. The reddish light of Skozia reflects on the water.”

	“Oh, silly me,” Kazia said and her expression showed real remorse. “That’s what I am, aren’t I? Just a silly noble lady.”

	“Your concern was understandable,” Rak apologized. “I forget myself at times and am more sarcastic than I ought.”

	“You’ve been around the wrong noble ladies, Kazia, if you believe that,” said Jisten. “They see your sweet heart and love to denigrate it.”

	Rak scratched Cupcake’s chin. “There is yet another reason I prefer the company of horses to other people.”

	“I’m so sorry that I believed all those horrible things. It can’t be nice for you here.”

	Jisten smiled at his friend. “That’s the Kazia I know.”

	Rak offered her a wry smile. “It is not all bad. There are some good things about Koilatha. Jisten, for example.”

	Kazia’s face lit up. “He is the best!” She hugged Jisten and he patted her back.

	Rak handed her a carrot. “Now, my lady, this is an appropriate treat for Cupcake.”

	Kazia took it. “Really? Do you want it, sweetie?” She offered it to the placid mare.

	Cupcake’s upper lip grabbed for it.

	“I just want you to be happy, sweetie,” Kazia told her mare truthfully.

	Cupcake chomped the carrot. Little bits of orange shrapnel flew every which way.

	Kazia laughed.

	“Anything that a man can eat that comes directly out of the ground or off the tree can be safely fed to your mare as a treat or snack. Nothing with sugar added.”

	Jisten guessed that Rak planned to harp on that until he was certain that Kazia had learned her lesson. Although Jisten had often seen Rak offer peppermints as treats, he never did so when the horse had a weight problem.

	“Yes, High Priest,” Kazia said with respect.

	Rak relented and smiled. “Except for bread. Most horses adore a nice chunk of bread. But no cake!”

	“I really will squash rumors about you,” Kazia offered. “But I am not very powerful politically, Jisten will tell you. Most nobles just laugh at me.”

	Jisten squeezed her hand. “I’ll take kind over powerful any day.”

	“I appreciate your offer. I have few allies and would be happy to count you as one of them. I do not care about the politically popular.”

	“You have friends in lowly places, S’Rak,” Jisten said.

	“Ai, that I do. You, Jethain, Forael and Kazia.” Rak laughed.

	“Forael is lowly politically? That’s so unfair!” Kazia’s big blue eyes showed distress.

	“Forael is not without power,” Rak assured her.

	“You just keep attending services, Kazia, and learning,” Jisten soothed. “Now ride Cupcake. She will outshine all the other ladies in the hunt ride along. They’re gathering now.”

	“Let me finish her tail first!” Rak looked half-panicked.

	Jisten smiled. “Fine, but the ladies are waiting!”

	Rak’s fingers flew through the tail, finishing the braid with more pale blue ribbon that matched Kazia’s riding outfit.

	“Oh, thank you!” Kazia impulsively hugged Rak before riding out.

	“The ladies ride along is notorious for gossip,” Jisten said. “The men hunt the beasts while the ladies hunt reputations.”

	“I do not blame the women for this. I blame the culture that looks down on them so much. It amazes me that Koilathan men let them go outside unchained and with their faces uncovered.”

	Jisten laughed. “At least she married a nice man. Once I weeded out the bastards. It was dicey for a while.”

	“A nice man is one who does not beat her?” Rak sounded tired. “I was told that this was a patriarchal country. I still did not expect women to be treated as just a bare level above slaves.”

	“Not everyone here thinks that way. There are some Jethains out there.”

	“Even Zoth treats free women better,” Rak told him. “Here, they cannot even own property in their own name, and Night forbid one dare hunt. A ride along? How insulting.”

	Jisten shook his head. “Valers might be patriarchal in terms of the tribal chief, but after that, the women run everything. Especially while the men are out enjoying themselves hunting.”

	“We will not change Koilatha overnight,” Rak said. “But we will change it.”

	Jisten grinned. “I love you, my optimistic High Priest.”

	“My duties here are done. I plan to check on S’Tyll and then sleep. You?”

	“I have duties also. Guard reviews, so it’s not something I can postpone.” Jisten offered an easy shrug.

	“Tonight, then?”

	“Yes, tonight.” Greatly daring, Jisten gave Rak a peck on the cheek before they went their separate ways.

	 


Chapter Twelve: Tebber

	 

	 

	Tebber smiled at the kitchen staff as he collected café and food for the dark servants. It was a beautiful spring afternoon, sunny with a hint of crispness to the air, the sort of day that made a man happy to be alive. He had enjoyed a visit to Despina's earlier today and was looking forward to his now-nightly lessons in swordplay and equitation.

	He hummed as he carried the full tray toward the suite. How his life had changed since Rak had arrived in Koilatha. He thanked the gods nightly that the palace slave master had assigned him to serve them. At the time, it had been meant as a punishment. Some punishment, he laughed to himself, as he did every time he paused to think about his good fortune.

	Shadows flitted about him, and then, his vision went black as rough fabric was thrown over his head. The tray in his hands crashed to the tiled floor as someone shoved him backward. Hands caught him, wrapping his arms inside the enveloping blanket. Tebber struggled, but he was at a severe disadvantage and outnumbered. His captors carried him off without difficulty.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	A short time later, Virien frowned at the tray, the contents of which were spilled over his otherwise spotless floor. “Whose was this?” he asked in a quiet, dangerous voice.

	Cook swallowed, but this time, the culprit was one who Virien couldn’t beat for clumsiness, so he answered readily, “Tebber, m’lord, for the dark ones.”

	The chancellor glared as if that alone could change the answer. “Very well. Make sure this is cleaned up. We can’t have food and drink fouling the hallways. What a disgrace. No telling what the dark servants have done to him.”

	Cook heaved a huge sigh of relief as Virien stalked off without another word. He waved to his assistants, “Let’s get the mess cleaned up before his assholeness returns to lay about with his accursed whip.”

	Before Cook could stop him, Bone darted forward and snatched up the spilled food, expertly spitting out the large pottery pieces.

	“Not the café, boy,” Cook said when the puppy sniffed it. “You could accidentally lick up the tiniest splinters.”

	Bone whined, but Ostea materialized and reinforced the command. The puppy backed between Cook’s legs.

	“Well, go on, mop up the café,” Cook told his wide-eyed assistants. “You’re used to Bone. One day he’ll be that big.”

	Ostea kissed the face of the servant who bent forward with a rag. He laughed and the assistants finished cleaning with merrier hearts.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	It was late afternoon when Rak padded back into the parlor, much refreshed by a decent, uninterrupted, period of sleep.

	Pikara was at his heels the moment he left the bedroom, shadowing him, much to his annoyance. Whenever he complained, she answered, “Doing my duty, sir!” in perfect military fashion until he gave up.

	Scorth was enthroned on the most comfortable couch, coiled about a thick tome and oblivious to the world.

	Rak left the dragon alone as he looked around. He padded into the other bedroom, the one S’Ioli and Scorth now shared. Jisten had not been happy the time Scorth had tried to remain in the bedroom with them. Rak assumed that eventually, the Valer captain would loosen up about such things. It wasn’t like Scorth had wanted a turn with either of them. He simply wanted to stay with his bonded rider and Valer.

	The second bedroom was empty because Ioli was at the Valer chapel along with the now-recovered guards, and the attached servant’s room was empty because Scorth was in the parlor. Since Scorth slept in draconic form as often as not, he had chosen to leave the larger room to Ioli.

	Rak padded back into the parlor and continued to ignore Pikara and Scorth, though he was aware of the dragon’s yellow gaze now tracking him. Rak walked into the chapel. He bowed to the altar. He could sense the lingering presence of the Lord of Night, but there was no one else there. So Rak padded into the parlor yet again.

	Scorth heaved a sigh and asked, “What are you looking for?”

	Victory, thought Rak. He managed not to smile as he turned toward Scorth. “I am looking for Tebber,” he said. “Have you seen him?”

	“Yes, he was… uhm…” Scorth frowned. “Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen him all afternoon.”

	“What?” Rak turned his full attention on Scorth. What had started as mild curiosity about his servant’s schedule and a chance to tease Scorth had turned serious. “Is this usual?”

	“No, it isn’t, or I’d have said so,” growled Scorth, closing his book. He was fond of Tebber.

	Rak just stared at him for a moment.

	“Well?” prompted Scorth.

	“Now we have to wipe the asses of little boys playing dark servant?” Pikara grouched.

	“He is sworn to me,” said Rak.

	“So what if some sunny swore to you? He was just a slave looking for a way out,” Pikara said.

	“He swore to me after I freed him,” said Rak. “He is S’Dektoi. He swore his oath to Zotien. And need I remind you, I was once a slave, too?”

	“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with bein’ a slave,” Pikara backpedaled. “If he swore to Zotien, he wasn’t just looking for an escape.” She well knew how indelible that oath was. When Rak told her a little of Tebber’s history, she added, “Captain Useless didn’t stop him from being raped either, huh?”

	“Jisten has no control over the palace slaves or the uses they are put to. It bothers him, though.”

	“And how much did he make selling Tebber to the palace? I guess any money is something to those dirt-poor nomads,” she retorted.

	“I doubt Captain Zielkander was ever bothered by the excesses of the Zothian princes,” Rak countered. “Jisten did not sell Tebber to the palace. He was a junior cavalry ranker newly assigned to the guard when Tebber’s clan was raided. The boy was Lythadi and a war prize. It was all he could do to stop his rape that first night.”

	“Yeah, compared to Captain Valtoy, you must seem like an avatar of Zotien himself,” Pikara admitted. “I don’t blame the boy for swearing to you. Still, he ain’t here, is he? Maybe I ain’t so wrong after all.”

	“I will get dressed,” Rak told Scorth, ignoring Pikara. “Then, I will go find him.” He didn’t assume it to be nothing, he assumed foul play. He turned and walked into his bedroom.

	Tyll lay on the bed, nude and watching his spouse with a small smile of appreciation.

	Pikara stopped at the doorway and resumed her guard position.

	Rak selected a padded tunic, designed to be worn under chain mail, and put it on. The padded leather pants, half armor, half covering, followed, and the armored, steel-toed boots. Next came the chain mail. Rak shrugged it on and Tyll slid out of bed to help with the laces.

	Scorth wandered in, curious. Unlike Jisten, Tyll never minded Scorth in either the bedroom or the bed with him.

	“Preparing for battle?” Tyll asked as he tied the laces.

	“I can hope. Tebber is missing.” Rak put his working tunic over the chain mail. He checked his various hidden weapons before he strapped on his sword belt. “I do not know if he has disappeared to the same place as Essina. While I would not begrudge the pair the chance to be together, Tebber would have told me if he had located her.”

	Every signal Rak gave off told Scorth that his mate was spoiling for a fight. Scorth knew that in human form, he was worse than useless in a fight, but he couldn’t stand the thought of being left out of all the fun, either. He liked the cheerful young man who had always been nice to him. He would not spurn that friendship. Anger burned in his draconic heart as he realized that there were three humans he cared for in this miserable kingdom, and now, two of them were missing.

	“I can ask around for Tebber as well,” Tyll said. “I will dress, go into the city and search there.” He selected some of his minstrel’s finery and started to dress, taking care to check all his hidden weapons in the process.

	“Tyll, your heart,” Rak said but stopped at his spouse’s look. “You should ferret out information from the queen’s ladies. That could be far more helpful than working the city.”

	“You’re gonna make Tyll kill himself over this brat now?” drawled Pikara from the doorway.

	“Stopping Tyll from helping is about as likely as stopping you from saying things you should not.”

	The female guard favored Tyll with a wry look. “Yeah, unstoppable forces, aren’t we.”

	“Exactly right,” said Tyll. He patted Pikara’s shoulder. “Thank you for caring, Pika.”

	“Take half my guard and S’Ioli and search the nearby woods. Perhaps his Lythadi kin have come to reclaim him whether or not he wants to go.” Rak knew Pikara would prefer an assignment where she could ride Alga.

	“Woods, huh? Trees, bushes, ambushes. Sounds like fun,” Pikara agreed.

	“And bring us back a deer to roast.”

	“Ya got it, Thez.” Pikara marched off.

	Rak looked relieved for about a heartbeat. Then, he turned his attention back to finding Tebber.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tritεra Ligo, Si’Yεni Fεngari

	3rd day, 3rd week, Si’Yeni’s moon

	 

	The armored dark priest and jet-black man attracted attention. Those nobles that had a disdainful expression for Rak were questioned by the formidable-looking, horned demon. The servants, and those nobles that were terrified of Scorth, were more gently questioned by Rak. Before long, the entire palace knew that Tebber was missing and that the dark priest was searching for him. Rak told several people that he would seek for Tebber until the servant was found or until he died, whichever came first. Then, Rak would pause and add that he would continue his search from the spirit realm.

	Scorth smiled, full fangs showing, at the servants’ expressions upon hearing this. The servants swore to join the search and report their findings directly to him. The courtiers, for the most part, avoided the pair. Several nobles summoned the palace guard, claiming that the dark one had lost his mind and was on a rampage.

	“Yer scarin’ th’ court, S’Rak,” Sedrael greeted.

	“Can we help?” Kal grinned wolfishly.

	“I am seeking Tebber,” said Rak. “He is missing.”

	Sed and Kal fell in with them and the presence of the two guards helped calm the nobles. Sedrael advised Rak on whom to speak to, choosing the biggest gossips in the court who were not violently opposed to the dark servants.

	Jisten walked up, and it was obvious to Scorth that he had been summoned in a hurry. His uniform jacket was mis-buttoned, but his braids glistened with emeralds and night stones. Jisten looked at Kal, Sedrael and Rak talking to an earl’s son.

	Scorth filled the captain in.

	When Rak finished speaking with the gossip, he turned to Jisten and offered a smile.

	Sedrael offered a salute while Kal openly admired Jisten’s hair.

	“We should speak to the king,” Jisten said. “By now, you’ve alerted every servant and gossip, which will ensure that everyone else knows, too. And we should ask Jethain to join us or he’ll feel left out.”

	“You are right,” said Rak. “It is time to head to the top.” He motioned for Jisten to walk with him.

	Before Scorth could pout, Sedrael fell in beside him. “Please warn me,” said the guard, “if’n ya transform.” When Scorth gave him a look, Sed shrugged. “Don’ wanna get squished. An’ told ta tell ya that I taste terrible.”

	Scorth laughed.

	 

	Rak and company tromped into the study where Owain was enjoying a brandy.

	Scorth split off from the group. He still hadn’t forgiven the king for vomiting on him. He went to speak to Jethain, since his last little talk with the prince over missing servants had gone so well.

	“Yes, my son?” Owain asked.

	“My servant, Tebber, is missing,” announced Rak. He stood there with his hand on the hilt of his sword like he expected something to be done about this right now.

	“You’re bothering me about a slave?” Owain said and sipped his brandy. “Talk to Hasaviz.”

	“He is not a slave,” Rak snapped. He would pretend he’d brought Tebber with him if he thought it would help.

	“If your dark brethren are wandering about, that could cause trouble.”

	“I am more concerned for the trouble he may be in than for the trouble he may cause,” Rak replied, choosing not to refute the king’s assumption.

	Owain snapped his fingers at Jisten. “Do something, Captain.”

	Expression carefully blank, Jisten answered, “Your Majesty, my guard is searching the palace as we speak. Nothing so far.”

	Rak turned around in disgust. “Let us go.” He stomped toward the door. “Do something!” he muttered.

	“Don’t you want a brandy?” Owain asked Rak’s back.

	“Ix. And I do not want a cookie either!”

	“What do you have against cookies?” Owain helped himself to one from the platter on the side table.

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen: The Search Broadens

	 

	 

	Rak looked at Jisten as the rest of their group exited back into the hallway. “Hasaviz? Or Virien?”

	“Hasaviz will just crow about Tebber being gone,” Jisten said. “And Virien will be worse than that. Did you ask Morth to track Tebber?”

	“Not as of yet,” Rak admitted. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t immediately summoned Morth. The death hound could greatly simplify the search. He concentrated for a moment, calling the hound.

	Morth translated to his side in a swirl of grey smoke.

	Rak dropped to one knee and stroked Morth’s head as he tasked the hound. He thought of Tebber, not just the young servant’s appearance, but his personality, his laugh, the cadence of his voice, all the things that made Tebber, Tebber.

	When Rak was certain that Morth knew the target, he released the hound.

	Morth padded down the hallway, turned and came back. The hound seemed confused. Morth winked out, translating back to the spirit realm. He returned, paced the hallway twice, shook himself and winked out again.

	“What is he doing?” asked Jethain.

	“He is trying to find Tebber’s soul,” said Rak. “He will alternate between this world and the spirit world until he has located it. Then, he will lead us to it.”

	Morth reappeared and whined.

	Rak frowned and touched Morth’s head. “Blast,” Rak said. “Morth is not able to locate Tebber.”

	Scorth strolled up. “The servants say he’s not in the palace. Kennit told me that Tebber was planning on stopping by Despina’s.”

	“I will feel very sheepish indeed if it turns out that Tebber was at Despina’s all along, being stuffed with her excellent food.” Rak used a light tone to mask his certainty that he was looking for a corpse.

	Jisten smiled. “Don’t feel sheepish. Feel hungry! You cannot leave Mother’s without eating.”

	“I am always hungry for Matre’s cooking.” Rak headed for the stable.

	 

	“He too skinny,” Despina said as she offered the bowl of cheese ravioli.

	Rak wasn’t sure if she meant himself, Jisten or the orphan boy that Sed and Kal had unofficially adopted. Probably all three.

	Lad, a small boy with sandy brown hair and hazel eyes, clutched her apron and stayed behind her. That he was actually in the same room with the rest of them rather than hiding in the kitchen, was entirely due to Tyll’s efforts at healing him.

	Rak took one with a smile and decided to assume she meant him. “Well, Matre, until you move in with us and take over all the cooking, we will remain skinny.” He settled onto a stool and dug into the ravioli, more a snack than a full meal, but his pregnancy ensured that he was always hungry.

	Jisten uncorked a bottle of wine, poured five goblets and handed them out.

	“Ach! Tease!” Despina patted the small boy. “Go to Father,” she urged. The boy scurried across the room and clamped onto Kal.

	Kal stroked the boy’s back. “We’re going fishing on our day off. You know how to swim?”

	The boy fixed his large hazel gaze on Kal and shook his head.

	When Rak finished the meal-sized snack, he asked Despina about Tebber.

	“He eat, say go back,” Despina said. “He no there?”

	“Ix. If he were there, I would not be here looking for him. What time did he leave here?”

	“Before sunset,” Despina told him, looking thoughtful.

	Rak started to pace. Then, he realized there wasn’t really enough room for pacing, so he stopped and sighed. “Time to resume our hunt.”

	 

	Out in the city streets once more, Rak summoned smoke hounds and gave them a sample of Tebber’s scent. The smoke hounds led him back to Despina’s. So Rak summoned cats, rats and even the occasional bat. He worked the route from Despina’s back to the palace, trying to speak to every living thing that might have been nearby when Tebber was there. Time passed slowly as Rak meticulously questioned scores of small animals. With as many rats and cats as came to speak to him, by rights, one of them should have seen something. He came up empty.

	Rak checked the position of the moons in the cloudless sky. “Neither soul nor scent remains of him and that is not possible. I need to meditate on this.”

	“What could make Tebber’s trail vanish?” asked Jisten.

	“Death can stop a death hound’s tracking. The death hound tracks the soul, and there is a transition phase between life and death where the hound cannot find the soul. But a smoke hound tracks by scent. They are not deterred by death, only by something washing away the odor trail, and it has not rained since Tebber vanished. For neither type of hound to find him is impossible. Only magic can do this.”

	“More magic,” Jisten grumbled, “We’ve suffered attack after attack that can be directly or indirectly linked to chaos. We killed Murson, but someone broke Avontos out of the sun prison, and you said he was a chaos priest.”

	“A chaos mage,” corrected Rak thoughtfully. “About half of the chaos priests are also mages. The Unmaker collects them in great numbers, even though magecraft is the rarest of all talents. The Arrai think the mage’s hunger for greater power leaves them vulnerable to Her.”

	“That’s not good news,” Jisten pointed out. “Mages are hard to kill.”

	“The best way to kill a mage is with another mage. So what mages are there in this kingdom?” Rak expected that would be a short list. He healed a festering wound on a cat’s tail. How the feline had avoided the flies was beyond him.

	Jisten hand fed a piece of sausage to one of the cats. “Forael. I’m not sure about Photas. Dethrian and Pennick were, but they’re in Okyro now. But as the Ylion, Forael will have a vested interest in tracking the mage down.”

	Rak wondered if there was some cat deity protecting the little hunters. “Hmm, ai, he would, but Forael would be outmatched, going against a chaos mage.” He hated to denigrate Forael’s abilities, but he knew the Ylion had been magically aged. The very life force that a mage depended on had been sucked out of him to feed Xaethien, and Rak chose to protect his friend’s secret. His cousin was already under attack for befriending him, and Xaethien’s actions would give their enemies more leverage. “He would have destroyed the chaos mage himself at the sun plaza if he could have. Auranz would have permitted it.”

	The healed cat wound first around Rak’s legs then sashayed to Jisten, who was holding out sausage.

	“Poor Forael, he would be outmatched,” Jisten said. “And he would die trying. Dullat is next in line for Ylion and Photas would conveniently disappear if that came to pass.”

	“Cupboard love,” Rak told the cat, who gave him a feline look and a tail flick for his trouble. “We cannot risk involving Forael. Tyll and I will have to find and eliminate the chaos mage. Fighting chaos is one of our primary duties, and we are better suited to it than even the strongest of sun priests.”

	“Can you cast about for chaos magic instead of Tebber?” asked Jisten. “We’ll follow that trail instead.”

	“Tomorrow,” said Rak, “I will continue the search while you and Jethain collect taxes. Sometimes, the light of day reveals what the night hides. Besides, only a fool would hunt for chaos in the night. Far better to seek the Enemy when they are weaker.” Rak hoped Jisten missed the obvious problem that he would also be weaker during the day.

	“Then, you need to return to your quarters and sleep now.”

	“Ai, that I do,” agreed Rak, who had no intention of sleeping. “After I meditate.”

	Jisten crowded companionably against Rak, herding him toward home.

	Rak let himself be herded, but the cats who kept winding about his legs were not as amenable.

	Jisten finally flung a handful of sausage bits far and wide to disperse the cats.

	Rak sighed with relief but predicted, “They will be back.” He spied his spouse skulking in an alley. “Tyll! What are you doing out in the city! How do you feel? Do you have any chest pain? Or more indigestion? Do you need willow tea? This is too far for you to venture!”

	“I haven’t felt this good in years,” said Tyll. “I think the dhelion healed me completely, so you can stop fretting. She certainly prayed enough to Si’Yeni and poured enough power into me.” He separated from the shadows and joined them. “There’s a slaver’s warehouse that I want to take another look at tomorrow. It’s locked up tight as a sunny noble lady’s chastity belt.” He narrowly avoided tripping on a cat, danced to avoid a second one, only to trip over the third cat instead. He caught his balance and glared at the offended feline. “If you don’t like it, don’t get under my feet!”

	“Tebber might be S’Rak’s servant, but I’ve known him since childhood,” Jisten said. “Can we look harder? Do something else? Call some other creature?” Jisten looked at Tyll with supplication.

	“I have called everything,” said Rak, sounding defeated and exhausted.

	Tyll openly studied the worried captain but asked Rak, “Have you asked the vranyxia?”

	“They do not like cities,” said Rak dubiously. “But I can ask S’Ioli to send out his ayel in search, too.”

	Tyll massaged Rak’s tense shoulders. “And Scorth? Have you asked him?”

	“Scorth cannot hear him,” said Rak, even more hangdog as each idea failed to pan out.

	“You need to eat.” Tyll peered into Rak’s eyes. “We must feed our kironi,” he told Jisten calmly. “The magic fuels his appetite to grow your son.”

	“Let’s go to The Full Pint,” Jisten said. “S’Rak likes the food. Valer Square is far from here, and it’s late.”

	Tyll smiled at Jisten and let go of Rak. This was still the city, and they couldn’t risk being too obvious. “Let’s eat a good meal, and then, we can spend the rest of the night looking.”

	Jisten said, “Stew, bread and ale for our kironi. At once.”

	“And rest for our Kephine,” Rak said, daring to hope that Jisten wouldn’t contradict the our.

	“Rest for you as well,” Jisten replied as he shot Rak a speculative look.

	 

	When they arrived at the tavern, the first thing they noticed was that it was much quieter inside than usual, but the taproom looked just as full. As they wound their way into the room, the faces of the off-duty men came into closer view. To a man, they looked haggard. The exhausted guards were eating and drinking with great intensity and little chatter.

	“Stupid courtiers hirin’ scum,” Sed complained, once Jisten was within a few feet of him.

	“I thought the king ordered them gone,” said Rak. He sat at the long table across from Kal, Sed, Orste and Largo.

	Tyll and Jisten sat to either side of him. Jisten flagged down the server.

	“I heard they gots their houses ransacked by ‘em,” Largo said between bites of the roast.

	“After the thefts, most wised up and fired ‘em,” Orste added once he set his tankard down.

	Rak snorted. “Far be it for them to exercise their common sense in advance.”

	Tyll laughed. “Oxymoron.”

	“Which?” asked Kal. “Common sense or nobles who have it?”

	“The first is an oxymoron, the second, an imaginary character,” replied Tyll.

	“Feelin’ better?” Sed looked at Tyll with concern. “What happen’d ta ya?”

	“Just a little heart trouble,” said Tyll. “I’m better now.”

	“Do not tax him,” suggested Rak. He paid the server for the double portion of stew, the roast goose on greens and the full loaf of golden wheat bread.

	“Heart? Ain’t ya supp’sed ta drink wine?” Sed started to signal the server, but Jisten pulled his arm down and shook his head.

	“He has medicine,” said Rak, “to prevent a recurrence.”

	“I also have a pair of nursemaids,” said Tyll.

	“The best around,” Kal said with a wink.

	“True,” agreed Tyll. He smiled fondly at Rak and Jisten.

	Kal regarded Tyll as the bard smiled at Jisten.

	Rak raised an eyebrow at Kal.

	The archer shot Rak a questioning look then gazed pointedly at Jisten and Tyll.

	Rak smiled.

	Kal looked amazed then leaned back onto Sed, who automatically put his arm around him.

	“Tell us what happened in the council meeting,” Kal said. “And we’ll tell you the details of your captain’s fist fight.”

	Jisten launched into a blow-by-blow account.

	Rak got down to the serious work of eating. Once Jisten’s account wound down, Rak asked Kal, “Have you ever heard of a sandwich?”

	Jisten spewed out his ale.

	Fentri pounded on his back while Rak looked extremely innocent.

	“Nope,” said Kal. “And after that reaction, I want details.”

	“Cap’n?” Sed asked in disbelief.

	Jisten, choking, shook his head.

	Rak cut some slices of the bread with his dagger. Then, he piled roast goose on one slice and topped it with the other slice. “This is a sandwich. They are very tasty and convenient.”

	Kal raised his eyebrows.

	Sed took the sandwich and ate it.

	“Now, imagine what it would be like if you were the meat in the middle.”

	Jisten spewed more ale.

	Sed took a long draft to wash down the sandwich. At Kal’s nervous look, he said, “Good fer some.”

	“Theoretically speaking, of course,” said Rak.

	“Perf’ctly happy,” Sed hugged Kal with one arm. “Don’t needs no new foods.”

	“And I am perfectly happy also,” said Rak. “But Kal did ask.”

	Kal leaned back against Sed again and gave a rueful grin. “That I did.” He looked at Jisten with new regard.

	“Jisten is a most tasty slice of bread,” said Tyll.

	“The top slice,” interjected Rak before Jisten burst an aneurism.

	“Really? Hey, yeah, I just figg’red out, what with potions ‘n all, whose th’ meat and why!” Sed looked so proud of himself that Kal smiled gently.

	Jisten was bright red and his choking didn’t sound like the type from wrong swallowing.

	Tyll compared some of his ribbons to Jisten’s flaming face. “Sweet night, it’s a match!”

	Jisten grinned, despite himself.

	Rak kissed Jisten’s cheek. “We love you. We just like to tease.”

	“Needs ‘em both,” Sed agreed. “When ya gonna train us fer monster killin’?”

	“I will coordinate a time with Armsmaster Hyall,” said Rak.

	“He knows about monster killin’? Thinkin’ bout trainin’ with yer guard.”

	“Your guard has experience with monsters, and they were good in the fight against the slavers,” Kal said. “We should practice together.”

	“I agree. Hyall’s presence will help keep that practice civil and give it a veneer of officialness that will help calm the courtiers.”

	“I’m in,” Largo said.

	“Me, too,” said Orste.

	Half the tavern immediately volunteered themselves, and Jisten nodded to them all.

	“So now, we have the Bitch Goddess’s attention,” Largo said, “what’s that mean for a sun kingdom? You’re the high priest, S’Rak.”

	“Yeah, She gonna kill our prince Herself?” Orste asked.

	“Not if I can prevent it.” Rak finished his stew, chasing the last bits of gravy with the heel of the loaf. He’d eaten enough for three men.

	“Ya want more?” Sed joked.

	“Not right now,” replied Rak seriously. “Perhaps later. We still need to find Tebber. This was just a break to feed my starving belly.” He looked at Tyll. “There is something I have not tried yet.”

	Jisten and Tyll both looked apprehensive, but it was Tyll who frowned and said, “That’s dangerous, and it probably won’t work.”

	“Then, don’t do it,” Jisten said. “Whatever it is.”

	“It is our only hope of finding Tebber,” replied Rak.

	“Tell us first?”

	Tyll looked even less happy. “That’s what I thought. Jisten, our crazy Thezi wants to use the sacred herbs to seek out a vision.”

	“It is the only way to bypass whatever magic hides him,” said Rak. “And I am a prophet.”

	Jisten slumped down, clearly unhappy, but unwilling to enter into an argument with priests without sufficient knowledge.

	Tyll said, “We can discuss this later.” He glanced at the listening crowd.

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen: Vision Quest

	 

	 

	As midnight approached, the men headed back to the palace. Once there, safely in the guest suite assigned to the dark servants, Tyll turned his attention to Rak while Jisten looked on in tense silence.

	“Are we alone?” Tyll asked, in Okyran.

	“We are,” replied Rak. “My allies do not sense any people nearby.”

	Tyll nodded, satisfied. “Rak, what you propose to do is dangerous. Those herbs aren’t meant to be used lightly. Or by one untrained in their use. The risks—”

	“All life is a risk,” Rak interrupted. “And Tebber has been a loyal friend. I will not leave him to whatever fate my enemies have planned.”

	“Dangerous how?” Jisten asked.

	“Dangerous in every sense of the word,” Tyll grumbled. “They open the mind’s eye, inviting insanity along with the visions. They act upon the body, some have been known to forget to breathe or enter a sleep from which there is no awakening. These herbs can sunder the spirit from the body, leaving an empty husk can be controlled or possessed by ghosts.”

	“I owe it to Tebber to at least try,” Rak said, before Jisten could get a word in. “And I do know the proper dosage for my size, S’Tevia showed me how to calculate it when she gave me the recipe. You are listing the perils of overdose, not the effects of the proper dose. Taken properly, the herbs only invite a vision. They do not force it.”

	“S’Tevia, eh? Very well, but I will double check your math!”

	“That would please me greatly, my dear. We cannot afford a mistake.”

	“Is…Will there be any risk to the baby?” Jisten offered up the last objection.

	“No, the baby is protected by the kironi magic,” Tyll replied. He gave Rak a sidelong glance.

	Rak flushed at the reminder. He had to tell Jisten about strengthening the baby, and he had to do it very soon. Rak focused his senses on the infant he carried in his freak womb. The baby was still strong enough for this. He opened his eyes and nodded to Tyll, who relaxed a little. Jisten, thankfully, had been distracted by Jethain’s arrival and didn’t appear to notice the byplay.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	During the rite, along with the usual hymns, readings and the preparation of the offering, Rak also prepared the potion that would allow him to have a vision. Tyll had indeed double-checked his calculations on dosage and agreed with Rak’s answers. Tyll and Rak had, together, measured out the ingredients and put the excess away, so that there would be no accidents.

	At the conclusion of the rite, Rak shared out the remaining wine without leaving the chapel. He immediately set up for the vision-seeking ritual, with Jethain and Jisten looking on as curious bystanders.

	Before long, streamers of sweet smoke curled around the kneeling priest before spiraling upward to join the cloud of incense that pooled across the ceiling. The chapel was not large enough for the amount of incense Rak had set out. Six little covered bowls of burning incense alternated with six black candles in a circle around him. Night flames danced on the wicks of the candles, providing the only light in the small chamber.

	Tyll leaned against the wall, and although his concern was graven into his expression, he remained silent. He had already told Rak what he thought about this, before his spouse had even begun. Rak might be a high priest, but he was Thezi, not Sylli, and using a Sylli rite specifically intended to open the prophetic eyes was, in Tyll’s estimation, fraught with peril. He spared a glance for Jethain and Jisten, the two men were sitting on the single bench in the back, watching this very mystical supplement to the usual midnight rite.

	For several days now, while sleeping, Rak had received flashes and hints, but nothing concrete. Nothing clear enough to act on. In fact, the glimpses had been so fleeting, and so confusing, that the only thing Rak knew for certain was that it would happen soon. And it probably would be bad but that was a guess, based on experience with Rak’s seer ability. And with Tebber missing, he had another urgent reason for a specific vision.

	Tyll wasn’t sure which he would prefer, a quick result of a clear vision or no vision and a wasted rite. Using a small fan, Tyll carefully waved away any streamers that sought him out. There was more than incense in that smoke, and Tyll preferred a clear head. He didn’t have time to waste on an errant quest to open his inner eye. He had handed Jisten a fan with a murmured warning when Rak had begun this ritual. He was gratified to see the captain taking his advice and keeping the smoke away from himself and the prince.

	Rak stiffened, his wings flaring open in reflection of his internal agitation. But he did not speak. Lurid red bolts of power flared into existence on the ceiling, arrowing toward Rak. Rak spread his hands in supplication, his voice rising in chant. A high priest had the ability, imbued in them by the God upon their ascension, to channel the full power of their sect. With a sound Tyll likened to the roar of a mighty beast, Rak was consumed in a rising column of green-laced blackness. The bolts shattered on impact, the shards melting into nonexistence before reaching the floor.

	In the ringing silence that followed the attack, Rak said, “Well, that was interesting.”

	“But was it worth it?” asked Tyll. “What did you see that the Goddess risked attacking you on sanctified ground?”

	“I saw nothing of use,” Rak admitted. “No sign of Tebber and little more than I already knew about whatever threat lies before us…except that, whatever this threat is, it will destroy the Victory Prophecy, and it will happen within a day.”

	Jisten and Jethain slid their gazes at each other.

	“You’re in trouble,” Jisten whispered to the prince.

	“Not if we have anything to say about it,” replied Rak, standing and moving to their side. “The hour is late now. Brother, you need rest.”

	“You just want me out of the way so you can have your way with my captain,” Jethain teased.

	“You are so right.” Rak grinned unrepentantly. “So take yourself, and your sensitive hearing, off to your own suite.”

	 

	Tyll smiled to himself as he realized that Rak was suffering the aftereffects of the herbs he’d taken. Rak wouldn’t normally deny Jethain the pleasure of the post-rite tradition of good wine and conversation, but his state of extreme lust and need was obvious to Tyll’s empathic senses. If Jisten was surprised at how quickly Rak drove Jethain off, he didn’t show it and Tyll was carefully not reading his emotional state.

	Rak pounced on Jisten as soon as they were in the bedroom, pushing him down on the bed, his hands and mouth everywhere. Rak’s fingers flew over the buttons of Jisten’s shirt, exposing Jisten’s chest and abdomen to his lips and tongue. The laces of Jisten’s pants quickly succumbed to Rak’s attention, freeing the growing bulge beneath. Rak found the flap in Jisten’s shorts and buried his face in Jisten’s crotch.

	Tyll wanted some action himself. He came up behind Rak and stripped his spouse with Jisten’s cooperation and assistance. Jisten had a dreamy expression on his normally stoic face, not that Tyll was surprised. He knew how skilled Rak was at oral pleasure. The very sight of Rak’s head bobbing up and down Jisten’s long pole excited Tyll.

	He pulled his garments off, cast them aside and rubbed his erection against Rak’s buttocks. Rak immediately raised his ass, spreading his legs to give Tyll a perfect view of his puckered opening. He rubbed the rosebud with a finger, teasing the opening until it started to clench and loosen rhythmically, giving it the appearance of winking at him. Tyll slid his finger in and wiggled. Rak’s legs tensed, pushing his nether region up closer to Tyll.

	Jisten’s moan attested to the fact that Rak’s oral service was taking on new urgency, driven in part by the anal stimulation. Tyll replaced the finger with the head of his cock and slowly drove it deeper into the velvet embrace of Rak’s gut. He enjoyed the sensation of the soft tissues parting around the blunt, crested head of his cock, only to fall back in and press against the length of him like a comforting, pulsating blanket.

	Even better than the feel of Rak around his cock was the pure pleasure that rolled off Rak as a result. Tyll’s empathic senses were wide open to Rak. He didn’t miss a nuance of Rak’s lust, his pleasure or his submission. Each pump of his hips evoked a wave of pleasurable sensation through Rak’s body and into Jisten, who was now panting, head thrown back. In return, Rak’s body massaged his tool and shared its ecstasy with him freely.

	Due to his empathy and the deep, long-term bond he had with Rak, Tyll was able to share in the least measure of Rak’s pleasure, far beyond what could be shared via the magic of the slave potions, beyond even what Jisten could sense through the racial bond. Tyll felt a moment of pity for Jisten, who lacked the senses to share in the totality of making love to Rak.

	Jisten stiffened, his body beautiful in its moment of ecstasy as orgasm overtook him. Tyll could sense Rak’s happiness as the Loftoni swallowed his Valer’s seed. He could even sense Jisten’s pleasure now, despite his attempts to block, due to their close proximity and deep love for the man they were taking pleasure from.

	It was enough to tip Tyll over the edge, sooner than he’d expected. He cried out in surprise as the climax crashed into him and filled Rak’s tunnel with his hot love. He briefly wished that his seed was flowing into Rak’s other opening, but that would come soon enough. He floated in an orgasmic cloud of bliss as he imagined Rak giving him another son.

	Rak had turned on the bed now, and Tyll came back to reality as Rak’s tongue danced on his cock, cleaning him. He spared a glance for Jisten, who was erect and watching Rak with a gleam in his eye.

	Tyll stroked Rak’s head and climbed onto the bed. He set his back against the headboard, ignoring the way Jisten slid aside. He spread his legs and patted the bare sheet between his thighs. Rak was quick to crawl between his legs, and Tyll sighed happily when the licking resumed. Rak’s tongue was a raspy, muscular instrument of sexual torture, and Tyll loved every moment of it. Rak then swallowed his cock, which had come alive again under Rak’s expert stimulation, and Tyll moaned, flexing his hips in reaction to the sheer intensity of it.

	Through half-lidded eyes, Tyll watched Jisten take Rak’s rear opening. The Loftoni shuddered, his wings quivering ecstatically in the air, as Jisten powered into him. Tyll was awash in pleasure—his own pleasure caused by Rak sucking his cock, Rak’s pleasure at sucking his cock, Rak’s pleasure at having Jisten pounding him and now Jisten’s pleasure at being sheathed in Rak. Tyll stroked Rak’s short hair, enjoying the silky-spiky texture of the short strands while he urgently pumped his cock down Rak’s vibrating throat.

	Each of Jisten’s powerful thrusts pushed Rak’s face into his crotch, and Tyll timed his own upstrokes to coincide, taking Rak’s oral cavity so deeply his balls were trying to squeeze into Rak’s mouth along with his cock. Rak’s teeth, grazing against the sensitive flesh of his scrotum, just about drove Tyll wild. Clutching Rak’s head, he did his very best to see if he could get his balls in Rak’s hot mouth, too. He was distantly aware that Rak wasn’t able to breathe normally, but he knew the magics Narvain had layered on his spouse would allow the Loftoni to breathe through his skin at need, and well, Rak’s mouth felt so good, so right and the overload of intense emotions and shared sensations was just too much, that he couldn’t help himself.

	And now, in addition to the unbelievable, unendurable amount of pleasure Tyll was receiving, he was wallowing in Rak’s supreme submission and Jisten’s exultant dominance at the same time. Tyll lost control of himself, screaming in emotional release, spewing pleasure everywhere and seed down Rak’s throat.

	Jisten gasped as he came a split second later as the immense, overpowering emotional wave rolled off Tyll and broke over the other two men.

	Rak shrieked around Tyll’s cock, further stimulating it and triggering another, smaller orgasm from Tyll.

	Tyll was just coming back down to land from the ethereal heights of ecstasy when Jisten said, “Tyll, I want you.” And Tyll could feel the ascendency of Jisten’s dominance like the warmth of the sun beating against his flesh.

	Tyll opened his eyes and looked at the masculine beauty that was Jisten, still buried balls deep in Rak. “Are you sure? I am willing, even eager to lie beneath you but only if that’s what you want.”

	Jisten flushed and looked down at Rak’s back. Tyll was certain the man would retract his words, change his mind and refuse to touch him sexually, and that hurt, a lot. Tyll wanted to submit to Jisten. He wanted to feel that monstrous cock impaling him. He wanted to know, without a doubt, that he’d been taken and used by this man. It was a craving that now bordered on obsession with him, an obsession that was strengthened every time he felt Rak’s pleasure and submission under Jisten.

	“I do want you, Tyll.” Jisten said in a clear, certain voice.

	Tyll got a sudden flash of an image—Jisten was imagining him spread submissively beneath him. Tyll pulled Rak off his cock and rolled onto his belly, spreading his legs again, this time for Jisten. He peeked over his shoulder and saw that Rak was preparing Jisten, licking the enormous shaft and hefty balls.

	Jisten was smiling and stroking Rak’s wings as he permitted the Loftoni to prepare him.

	Tyll was grateful for them, and for the layer of lubrication Rak’s saliva would leave on Jisten’s spear.

	When Rak slid aside, Tyll got another look at Jisten’s erect cock, the clearest look he’d ever had. It froze him in place breathlessly. Night, it’s huge.

	Jisten was studying him openly, inspecting Tyll’s body like a presented offering.

	Tyll could only hope that Jisten liked what he saw.

	“Roll over,” Jisten said abruptly.

	Tyll rolled onto his back, surprised. “You want me like this?”

	“I want to look at you,” Jisten said with growing confidence.

	Tyll was soaking in Jisten’s emotions like a sponge. He understood—Jisten had ordered and he had obeyed. Jisten was feeling his sexual power and enjoying it.

	Rak placed a strategic pillow under Tyll’s hips, and Tyll flashed Rak a grateful smile. His older joints protested the most in this position, but he didn’t want to deprive Jisten of the pleasure of looking Tyll in the eye as he took him. Jisten needed the confidence boost this very openly submissive position would bring. And Tyll wanted…needed to show Jisten his submission, to erase the last, lingering doubt from Jisten’s mind over that whole unfortunate knifing incident.

	Jisten paused and looked at Rak. “What about you?”

	“Do not worry about me,” stated Rak, sounding deliriously happy. His wings brushed against Jisten, causing the man to smile.

	With a happy sigh, Jisten pressed the head of his cock to Tyll’s pucker.

	Tyll made an effort to relax himself and was rewarded with the intense burning pleasure of his ass opening to accept the invading cock. The stretching went on and on, however, as each incrementally small length of Jisten’s cock forced him open wider and wider, until he was certain that he’d split open, and Jisten didn’t even have the whole head in him yet. Jisten continued to press forward and his opening continued to widen, and Tyll knew he must look ridiculous—wide eyed and panting for breath between his gasps of pleasure.

	Tyll felt his anal ring abruptly tighten inward again as the crest punched past it and into him. Jisten’s full head was now locked in him, and it was larger than anything he’d ever felt in his ass before. It was glorious, and Tyll wasn’t ashamed of the cry that escaped his lips. He looked up at Jisten. The Valer was watching his face intently, a pleased smile on his lips. Those storm grey eyes bore into him, demanding that he acknowledge their dominance. Tyll lowered his gaze in acknowledgement. With Jisten only barely penetrated, Tyll already knew himself taken.

	Jisten tugged back almost playfully, and Tyll moaned in response. The Valer initiated a rhythm of short, powerful strokes, pushing his length a little deeper into Tyll with each thrust. Tyll was lost in sheer sensation as the cock drilled into him deeper and deeper, pushing his internal organs aside as it claimed his gut for itself. It was incredibly pleasurable as well as intense, and Tyll bid fair to outdo Rak in noise.

	His own erect cock bobbed in the air between them, until Rak swallowed it again. Tyll quaked down to his bones as the stimulation and pleasure doubled. Tyll closed his eyes and tried to cope with this second, even stronger storm of intense emotions. Jisten then bottomed out in him, he felt Jisten’s balls slap him. He felt like there was a stiffened pole of sheerest pleasure bisecting him from crotch to chest. Tyll’s back arched and he climaxed right then and there, unable to hold it off at all. Rak swallowed his seed, of course, then backed off, leaving Jisten looking down at him almost amusedly.

	Jisten didn’t tease him, though. He just started to pound Tyll, with the same long, deep strokes that Rak adored. Now, Tyll knew why, intimately. Jisten’s cock swept along his prostate going and coming, and Tyll was hard again in moments. Tyll’s pleasure swept back through Jisten, causing the Valer’s eyes to widen, but that relentless rhythm never let up until Rak said, “May I be on the bottom now, please?”

	Then, they all shifted positions, and Tyll entered Rak a moment before Jisten pressed back into him but from behind now. Jisten was quick to reclaim conquered territory and settle back into his rhythm. Now, his strokes drove deeply into Tyll, who in turn drove deeply into Rak. The pleasure mounted and mounted and mounted until Tyll screamed again, sharing the full measure of his sensation with his two partners.

	As a transcendental orgasm of incredible power crested over them all in the same instant, Tyll could feel a new bond lashing him to Jisten, and Jisten to him. It was the same as the bond he’d formed with Rak all those years ago—an empathically sealed bond of love.
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