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	“Nothing except a battle lost can be half as melancholy as a battle won.” – The Duke of Wellington

	 


Chapter One: Preparations

	 

	 

	Tritεra Ligo, Si’Yεni Fεngari

	3rd day, 1st week, Si’Yeni’s moon

	 

	Harday, the 24th of Xrehnmon

	 

	Essina talked with the shadows. She still sat in the middle of the room and didn’t allow them to touch her. They became too aggressive that way. Whenever they touched a living being, they presented the gruesome memory of how they died. When she stayed in the middle of the room and intermittently prayed to Si’Yeni, they were less malicious and told her things, not just threats. She had learned about the nation of souls that had been sacrificed to create this temple.

	The spirits of Della and Nenrah were always the closest shadows. When Della had touched Essina, the recognition had been instant. Della and Essina had been of the same age, near friends in the camaraderie of the palace slaves. Essina had wept for hours over Della’s memory of her death, but now, she allowed her shade to remain close by. Hers, Nenrah’s and the spirits of the other palace servants, all of whom were far younger souls than the dark hissing specters of a past age.

	In a way, the shadows were a blessing. They gave her company, someone to talk to, and kept her from going mad from the isolation. Or was she mad already, talking to shadows?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	It was barely dawn when Jisten climbed out of bed. He tried not to disturb the other two men, but they were both light sleepers. Rak sat up a moment after Jisten left the bed. He stretched, rubbed his eyes and said, “Saving the world can wait. Come back to bed.”

	Jisten buried his face in the hair on top of Rak’s head. “I have to go, love. I need to be at the barracks before morning muster.”

	Rak kissed him. “You are not leaving this suite looking that like,” he stated firmly. He followed Jisten into the bathroom and made sure the captain was impeccably turned out before allowing the man to leave. Then, he went into the parlor to drink some café. He knew he wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep, not with the unknown crisis looming above them. Tyll joined him as he poured a refill, so he poured a mug for his spouse as well.

	“Will you continue your search for Tebber this morning?” asked the bard as he accepted the café with a warm smile.

	Rak shook his head. “Ix, there is not time. Although I care for Tebber and owe him for his service to me, my duty here is to the prince. The Victory Prophecy depends on it. I will ride with Jethain when he goes to collect taxes. There will probably be an attack.”

	“Do you want me to come?”

	Rak studied Tyll over the rim of his mug. He noted the silver in his bard’s wavy dark gold hair, the deep lines around his dark blue eyes and the faint wrinkles on his handsome face. Although he appeared to have recovered fully from his heart attack, Rak was afraid that if the man stressed himself, it might happen again. After all, Tyll was past retirement age for those of his sect. Even more importantly, the Kephi were not trained for open-field battle. They fought as spies and assassins and that gave Rak the solution to his problem.

	“I want you to come,” said Rak with a rueful smile, “but this is not your kind of fight, and there is no way you can ride with us without revealing yourself. Can you help me by searching for Tebber since I cannot? As a Kephi, you are far better suited for that task than I.” He made no mention of Tyll’s heart and offered him a task that was not busy work but a needed thing, an important thing. “I suspect Hasaviz was involved, though I have no proof. Him or Virien—those two are as close as a pair of piglets trying to suckle off the same teat.”

	Tyll smiled draconically, showing lots of tooth and with a predatory gleam in his eye. “Does this mean I get to kill Hasaviz once I’m done questioning him?”

	“I suppose I could permit you the pleasure of doing so in my stead, since I have to protect the prince and all. Although, I really did want the pleasure of killing him myself. Promise me one thing.”

	“What?”

	“Kill him very slowly.”

	“I will try, but I can’t promise.”

	“Try hard, my dear. I want him to suffer. Skin him alive if there is time.”

	Tyll chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do, my darling, bloodthirsty love.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tebber watched the cold grey walls, but the shadows did not frighten him. He prayed to Zotien because the sacred chant silenced the hissing voices. He held up the ring Zotien had given him like a talisman. The ruddy-faced man with the frightening eyes had sent a chill down Tebber’s spine, but he hadn’t taken the ring. He had tried, but the flare-up of black fire had dissuaded him.

	Other slaves had been delivered to this temple with him, and Tebber had caught glimpses of them. Later, he had heard their agonized screams. Now he knew where the missing slaves had gone and he even knew who was behind it, too late to tell anyone. He daydreamed about breaking free of this place and denouncing the slave trainer and Hasaviz’s master, Lord Virien. Even King Owain wouldn’t look the other way when he learned that his half-brother was selling slaves to a chaos temple.

	The chaos priest hadn’t come back for him yet. Maybe he’s sated, thought Tebber. The runes on the walls changed again, as they did every few minutes. When the walls weren’t saying rude things, blood sheeted down.

	Abruptly, the quality of the air altered, the perpetual gloom lightened. The runes faded and blood didn’t fall. There was a deepening of the silence, and when Tebber ended his chant, the whispers did not begin anew. Maybe he’s gone somewhere. There won’t be a better chance.

	Tebber walked toward the single, empty doorway. He couldn’t see through the yawning void, and the stone beams of the doorframe leaned drunkenly, threatening to collapse on any who dared pass through. If it’s stood this long, it’ll probably stand another minute. Nor does darkness scare me, he told himself. His head might believe, but his stomach was in a knot as he darted through into a narrow corridor.

	He turned sideways to avoid touching the walls and looked back at the rectangular, right-angled doorframe. How did it do that? He wondered if the temple was trying to drive him mad. S’Rak had told him that the sun temple hated him, and now, he wondered if all temples had this degree of self-awareness. He crab walked down the corridor as quickly as he could.

	At each junction, he stopped, listened, sniffed and prayed. He listened for voices, both warm human ones and cold hissy ghost whispers. He sniffed the air for a hint of freshness indicating a way out or foulness indicating something he’d rather not see. But mostly, he heard nothing and smelt nothing other than stone, iron and blood. So he prayed, and each time, the ring would tug ever so slightly. He followed the tugs. Thank you, Lord Zotien, for helping me.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	As they approached the stables, Jethain told Jisten, “Tax time should be easier now that you are riding a red-eyed, fanged horse.”

	“She’s a wonderful mount,” protested Jisten. “She can’t help having red eyes, fangs and claws.”

	“She snorts smoke, eats raw meat and can scale cliffs,” teased Jethain. “Clearly, she’s every soldier’s dream.”

	“Exactly. But I notice that I’m not the only one riding an avtappi around here.”

	The prince patted the shoulder of his mount. Two dozen of their best troops were waiting in the stable yard. Varn and Zala were already saddled, each mount held by a stable boy.

	“Thanks for saddling her, Kennit.” Jisten gave Zala a loving pat as he greeted her. He swung into the saddle gracefully.

	“Twas nothin’, sir,” Kennit said with a smile. 

	Zala bobbed her head at the funny human foal who had slept with her last night.

	Kennit gave her jaw a scratch as he handed the reins up.

	“Imagine having that at your side,” said Kordri, but he sounded more wistful than scornful.

	“Oh, I am,” replied Fentri. “I want one as a mount.” He cast admiring glances at the four avtappi ridden by regular guards.

	Jisten grinned at Jethain. “See? I told you.”

	Jethain replied with false sourness, “Now the entire guard will pester me for fanged horses.”

	“Didn’t you get the requisition?” Jisten asked.

	“Yes, I did, actually,” said Jethain. “One hundred avtappi and three hundred thansymi. But the scribes sent it back with a note saying that such requisitions must be filled out in triplicate.”

	Everyone laughed at that. Jethain gave his newest stable boy, the boy from the market, a friendly shoulder squeeze before mounting Varn.

	Before the first man could turn his horse toward the gate, Rak stepped out of the palace. He stationed himself by the gate as Varn led them out. The avtappi stallion stopped by Rak and allowed the priest to check him over. Zala was next, and she amusedly snorted smoke over Rak as he checked her.

	“It’s only taxes,” Jisten assured Rak. “The most that happens is that the merchants moan and yell and carry on.”

	Jethain muttered, “A dark priest veterinary roadblock.” But it didn’t take as long as the prince pretended it did, and the delay proved to have a cause when four of Rak’s guards joined them. Kennit brought out Vyld, fully tacked up. Rak checked the last horse, nodded to his guard and mounted his avtappi.

	“You’re coming with us?” asked Jisten.

	“Of course I am,” said Rak, with a significant glance at Jethain. “I would not miss this for all the café in Koilatha.” They rode out in two separate clumps, some of the palace guard and the dark guard eying each other with great suspicion.

	“Yeah, takin’ money from sunnies is too good to miss,” Pikara said. “I wanna see ‘em cry.”

	As the taxes were collected, the money was placed in individually marked pouches, into panniers slung across the backs of strong packhorses. When each packhorse’s load filled, a pair of the guards would lead it back to the palace. While there was much whining from the merchants and craftsmen, there were no actual tears shed.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Scorth tilted a wing, focused on the men below. Blast Rak and his visions. This is so boring, he complained, snatching another glimpse through Rak’s eyes. It was as uneventful as Jisten had described. More so, for no one dared complain in the presence of the demon priest and the red-eyed horses that snorted smoke whenever the least objection was raised. Scorth continued to circle, so high that he was a speck to any observers. A very bored speck, he told Rak and Jisten.

	 


Chapter Two: The Chase

	 

	 

	Hearing the scuff of a boot on the marble, Hasaviz glanced back over his shoulder. “Merde!” The old minstrel claiming to be a duke was not only still there, he was gaining ground. That simply would not do. He pulled his whip out of his belt and cast it expertly. The five barbed tails of the Zothian whip flew around the minstrel’s legs and sent him sprawling to the floor.

	Hasaviz didn’t pause to savor the results of his throw. He careened around a corner and bounced off a servant. He kicked the man out of his way. He hoped it created a further obstacle for the minstrel. He dashed out the side exit and into the stable yard.

	As always, a line of horses stood at the hitching rail, saddled and dozing in the shade. They were available so that messengers and palace officials would not be delayed by waiting for their personal mounts to be found and saddled. Hasaviz untied the nearest, a rangy, long-legged brown beast with three white feet, and swung into the saddle.

	A blue-and-grey speckled equine with blazing red eyes and fangs burst out of the barn.

	“That man is no minstrel,” Hasaviz muttered. The horse didn’t need much urging with a huge predator approaching. When Hasaviz tapped him with the crop, he squealed and bolted. The slave trainer sawed the bit out of the horse’s clenched teeth and regained some semblance of control. They flashed by the startled gate guards.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll took the tumble by ducking his head and rolling with the fall. His lack of chest pain confirmed that the dhelion had poured a lot of healing power into him. He had some difficulty unwrapping the whip’s tails because the barbs stuck to his clothing, but at last, he was free of the whip with only minor damage. He regained his feet, ran around the corner and slipped on spilled tea, directly into a kingly statue of Mumfle the Great or some such. He extracted himself from the marble embrace, gave Mumfle a pat and dashed out the door into the stable yard.

	Vrema was waiting for him at the door, prancing in impatience. She snorted a smoky greeting as he swung into her saddle. 

	“Lady,” laughed Tyll, “if you catch them, you can eat the rider and never mind the horse.” 

	Vrema curved her neck then sprang into motion, her powerful haunches thrusting them forward at a high rate of speed. Tyll crouched low over her neck and they thundered past the gate guards.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hasaviz turned his rangy horse into one of the many alleys that formed the maze that interlaced the great houses and mansions of the noble elite. He hoped that his pursuer would stick to the main roads like a sensible foreigner and never pick up his trail.

	The gelding had no trouble jumping the occasional rubbish heap. The slave trainer skillfully guided the equine through the maze, working through progressively poorer sections of the city where the rubbish became more common. They moved from the great houses of the nobility to the large mansions of the extremely wealthy, to the midsized homes of the merchants and master craftsmen to the townhomes and tenement buildings of the middle class, without ever crossing a main road.

	When Hasaviz heard hooves behind them, he pulled down one of the oil lamps that lit the streets at night in this district, for the gaslights hadn’t reached the whole city yet. He splashed the oil on a rubbish heap and set it ablaze to slow his dogged pursuer.

	At a sedate walk, Hasaviz directed the horse out of the maze and into the livestock market. He crossed over as many animal tracks as possible, in case the not-minstrel was using a hound to track him. His goal was the slave market just beyond, technically an extension of the livestock market.

	Surrounded by the familiar sights and sounds of one of his favorite places in Koilatha, Hasaviz relaxed. Slaves stood chained or crated, waiting for buyers. Beautiful. As much as he wanted to dawdle and run hands over the merchandise, he needed to report in. He turned his mount out of the slave market and into the merchant’s district. Warehouses and offices dominated the blocks and wagon traffic clogged the roads.

	The rangy gelding made good time. The slave trainer was growing fond of the beast. The easy-to-sit gaits and long, ground-eating strides were a blessing, as was the horse’s simple obedience. In a flash, Hasaviz decided to keep this gelding. He rode his horse directly into a side building of a particular warehouse, which was set up as a makeshift stable. A collared, thin and much whipped boy took his horse. Hasaviz paid him no mind and went inside.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Vrema drew in a huge breath of not just air but scent. She turned into the maze unerringly, tracking the horse with ease. Tyll felt confident of their success until Vrema pulled up, snorting at the flames leaping higher than she could jump. She backed up, step by careful step, until she could turn down an adjacent alley. Tyll turned her again as soon as he could, in the same direction as they had been going when forced to stop.

	They emerged into the marketplace and Tyll stared about in dismay. Stalls, carts, even blankets piled with wares, were everywhere. The many shoppers browsing the offerings only added to the confusion of sight, sound and smell. How could anyone hope to find anything in this? Tyll shook himself and Vrema snorted soothingly. They started a standard search-grid pattern, slow and tedious. Tyll kept his eyes peeled for Hasaviz, and Vrema kept her nostrils quivering for a scent of his horse.

	Vrema blew more and more smoke in frustration as the search continued fruitlessly, but Tyll’s own frustration was too high to drain off any of the avtappi’s. He’d had the bastard in his hands and yet he had slipped away like the slimy scum that he was.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	They reached the livestock market more by accident than design. To one side, there was a bucket brigade gradually extinguishing the fire in an alley. Vrema ducked her head and inhaled sharply. Tyll’s legs almost stuck out perpendicular as her chest and belly filled with air. A small girl giggled from the back of a hay wagon. Vrema kept her nose to the street and slowly picked her way. More than a few people stared, and many of the horsemen murmured.

	A bold merchant stepped out. “How much for the fanged horse?”

	“My lady is not for sale. Besides, she bites,” said Tyll genially.

	The merchant accepted that, though the look that he gave Vrema was lustful.

	Vrema’s steps became more sure. She picked up speed and soon picked up her head. Vrema snorted smoke in utter satisfaction as she followed the trail. She didn’t run or walk, she stalked in silent, predator mode. They entered the slave market, but before Tyll’s heart could break completely, they passed through it into the warehouse district, not far from the docks.

	Vrema made her way to a makeshift stable stuck on the side of a nondescript warehouse and shook her head at the double loading doors in a clear, He’s in there.

	Tyll patted Vrema and dismounted. Invisible to human eyes, but not to hers, he slipped inside the warehouse. Vrema imperiously entered the stable. She snorted smoke at the scrawny boy, who backed away in obvious fear.

	The rangy horse kicked his stall door, displeased by the predator’s nearness.

	Vrema focused on the boy. Her sharp ears heard his stomach’s growl, so she trotted back to the main market. She found a food vendor and lifted off a roast chicken. One red eye locked on the man and he raised his hands in surrender. 

	Vrema proudly trotted back to the makeshift stable and offered the bird to the abused stable boy. The stable boy gaped at her. She shook her head, stretched her neck out and looked up appealingly at him, chicken still in mouth, dripping with juices and emitting a heavenly odor. The boy approached hesitantly. 

	She extended a slender cloven hoof and barely touched the boy’s foot then shook the chicken in clear invitation. Human foals shouldn’t be so thin.

	The boy grasped the fowl and tugged weakly, as if ready to release it the instant she started to play tug-of-war.

	Vrema let go, and the boy sat down abruptly. She laid her considerable bulk down and watched the boy.

	The boy stared at the bird in his lap. After a moment, he started to eat. He hesitantly offered some meat to her. 

	She lipped the meat disinterestedly. The boy left the meat she’d lipped at on the ground and dug back in. She could tell that he was really hungry. Vrema inched forward as the boy ate and was soon curled protectively around him. She was taking him home once Tyll came back. Zala and Vyld had a human foal and she would have hers, too. She didn’t care for slavery any more than did the God she willingly served.

	The boy leaned against her blue-grey roan shoulder, and the contact was enough that Vrema could pick up his surface thoughts, though it was work, since he wasn't trained to project images in the proper way. 

	Such a nice horse, the boy thought. Neither her red eyes nor her fangs bothered him. He picked up one of her cloven hooves and inspected the climbing claws. According to the images in his mind, they resembled the dewclaws on a dog, except bigger, sharper and prehensile. She chose not to take offense at being compared to a dog. The boy would learn.

	When Vrema lipped his hair, the boy scratched her chin.

	She imaged Tyll coming back and both he and the thin human foal riding away on her.

	The boy blinked at her, wondering if he was dreaming. 

	Vrema laid her head down on the human foal’s lap. She had to curve her neck to manage the feat, and it showed her off well. The boy started to comb her mane and Vrema sighed smokily in contentment.

	 

	 


Chapter Three: The Kill

	 

	 

	The Valer mothers and children went about their business in their quiet square. The men were off at their various day jobs. The women gossiped and tended to the household chores—weaving, baking, cooking. This required much back and forth between the houses of the small, tightly knit community, both of people and of colorful mastigi. Children played, or if they were older, helped.

	Chickens clucked and pecked. Goats tried to eat everything that wasn’t nailed down and some things that were. Puppies bounced all over the place, following their children, wrestling with one another and getting into mischief. The herding dogs kept the goats in line and watched the puppies and children for good measure.

	Ioli rubbed his eyes. He was tired. Nymis, Zeleri and Phonasa lounged in the shade of the apple tree with him.

	“Fool’s errand,” said Phonasa, “and we’re the fools.”

	“And fools die a fool’s death,” Zeleri moaned.

	Ioli’s fingers flashed, but Phonasa was carefully not looking.

	“S’Ioli is correct,” said Nymis loudly. “The Thez wouldn’t have sent us here for nothing.”

	“Oh, what about Fort Drensi or Southgate or Hawardin?” asked Phonasa.

	Nymis deflated. “Yeah, and there was Fort Gezzir and Slasant...but this time is different, I can feel it in my bones.”

	Phonasa grumbled, “You and your bones are right about as often as Pikara is polite.”

	“Better to be wary than dead!” Zeleri said in defense of Nymis. “I hear horses! A lot of them!” He jumped up and mounted his avtappi.

	The Valer children looked at him in question. Zeleri was always popping up and yelling. He was interesting to watch. A fifty-man mounted unit of the Koilathan Army rode past in strict formation, outbound from the city on the main trade road. Zeleri sat ramrod straight and stock still on his avtappi until the army unit passed.

	Several night hound puppies joined him, standing in a row, one foreleg raised as they pointed at the cavalry unit.

	A dozen juvenile mastigi lit upon his head and shoulders and sat at attention, chests puffed out and wings raised.

	The children giggled at the motley guard formation.

	Elenna came out of Asfalea’s, looked at Ioli and the guards in sympathy and went back inside.

	Phonasa snorted at the perceived snub. “Why are we here again?” She ignored Zeleri after giving the cavalry a close look.

	“The Thez thinks there will be an attack.” Nymis also had his eyes on the cavalry as they rode by. “You heard about the slavers stealing the children and goat massacre, too.”

	“Yeah, yeah, but he said that about last night. And the night before that. And the night before that. And guess what? No attack, unless you count the one at that tavern.”

	“Visions don’t usually include a view of a calendar and clock,” said Nymis tiredly.

	Elenna came back out of the cottage with Ritsa, both bearing laden trays.

	Zeleri dismounted to help and beamed as he said, “Café and pastries! Oh, thank you, that is so nice of you!”

	Ioli smiled his thanks. Now maybe he’d be able to stay awake, though he suspected Phonasa had the right of it and this was just another false alarm. He liked the Valers, but he was tired of Valer Square. He was supposed to be S’Rak’s assistant, and thus far, all he’d done was guard some dirt-poor, stranded nomads.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	When the ring directed him to a staircase that could only take him up, Tebber hesitated. He wanted to escape this evil place, and he was pretty sure there wouldn’t be a way out on the second floor. He closed his eyes and made his choice. He placed his trust in the God whose priest had freed him. Zotien wouldn’t guide him into death. If it was Zotien leading him. Could his God’s ex-consort fool him with the ring since She was of the House of Night? He went up the stairs anyway.

	The second floor was just as much a maze as the first floor had been, but the corridors were wider, so he no longer had to crab walk. His aching thighs appreciated the change, and as a result, his pace increased. He trotted down a stair, back to the first floor, made two turns and went up another stair. Just as he was becoming convinced that even Zotien was lost in here, he found himself before a shadow-shrouded door. The ring tugged toward it.

	Tebber swallowed. There was a real door in this doorway. He didn’t want to touch anything in this temple. But the ring was insistent. The shadows slid out from under and around the door and he felt them looking at him. One disappeared and he heard the hissing speech.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Essina heard the scuff of footsteps and sat on the bed, legs crossed, hands folded in her lap and awaited Dienok. She was clean, per his instructions. She silently prayed to both Si’Yeni and Zotien, which would displease him if he knew. The shadows slid under the door and left her, even Della’s, which was odd. Essina walked to the door and tried to listen.

	Della’s shadow slid back and hissed, “Come ssseeeee.” The shadow had the power to open the door and Essina waited.

	“Essina!” Tebber hugged her.

	To her shock, she wept on his shoulder.

	“I thought you were dead,” he said, his arms still around her. “Will you marry me?”

	“We’re already dead, even if we’re still breathing. He’ll kill us both,” Essina whispered and the shadows hissed and murmured and shifted. “I saw Nenrah sacrificed on the altar and that shadow is Della’s soul.” She pulled away and pointed.

	“I’m not ready to die and neither are you. We’re escaping, Essina. Come on.”

	The shadows hissed in derision, save for one. “No esssscapppe,” Della’s shadow writhed. “Prissssonnn. Me, you, all of usssss.”

	“S’Rak will free you,” Tebber said with all loyalty. “Lord Zotien forbids slavery, both in this world and the next. Help us, Della, and I will beg Him in a prayer vigil to free you. He is the Lord of Night and can undo that which His once consort has done. He brought me here to Essina. He has power here.” All that he had read so far gave Tebber utter confidence in the God he now served. He ignored that his studies were many years from completion and that the war with the Bitch Goddess had lasted three thousand years.

	“Thissss way.” Della’s shadow writhed briefly with the others until Nenrah’s shadow and a few dozen others detached. “No losssss,” Della hissed. “Essscape, freedom. No essscape, all ssssaaaammme.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zotien listened to the prayers of His servant’s servant and the prayers of the terrified girl who bore His high priest’s seed in her belly. He appeared on the edge of Sunset’s Hall and sang a love ballad for Si’Yeni.

	The sunset that answered in song was deepest violet, Zotien’s favorite. He appreciated the sight for a long moment before He said, “Two young lovers, in deadly peril, pray to Us for aid.”

	“Shall We answer? Do tell Me more, Storm Lord. A quest together is precious in My sight.”

	“A chaos temple where none should be, vanishing slaves sacrificed to My Enemy,” rumbled Zotien, but His words conveyed far less than His vast mind, which brushed against the sunset and shared everything He knew about the chaos temple, the vanished slaves, Tebber and Essina.

	“At last! We have the proof We need for the council,” Si’Yeni said with satisfaction. “The Bitch has slipped Her confinement. Let Us act now and tell the council all about it while the chaos temple ruins smoke.”

	“Exactly My thoughts, lovely Sunset,” said Zotien. “It is far better to ask pardon than beg permission.”

	Si’Yeni laughed a mother’s indulgent laugh.

	“The girl prays to You, can You hear her?” asked Zotien, head cocked.

	Si’Yeni laid her rosy fingers on Zotien’s arm. “There she is! She has been maddeningly at the edge of My hearing, just out of My reach!”

	“It is time to answer some prayers,” said Zotien with a challenge in His eyes.

	“Past time, Storm Lord. Come, let Your name be reinforced!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll hunted within the slavers’ den, an invisible presence not detected until his coated wire wrapped around slavers’ necks and choked the life out of his victims. Their pockets were checked for keys and then the predator moved on to the next room. He oiled hinges liberally to prevent creaks as he stalked his prey through the warren, delivering silent death to men who made a living terrorizing others. He felt no remorse at the killing of slavers. They had violated the First Law and the sentence was death.

	Once the ground floor was emptied of slavers, Tyll eased down a staircase. Most slavers kept their human merchandise in the basement for better security. He went slowly to prevent the steps from creaking as they took his weight, and he hoped that the slavers would dismiss the few noises he couldn’t avoid making.

	The tiny room at the base of the staircase was empty, but the door was closed. Tyll took a small nightstone out of a pocket and pressed it to the door. He closed his eyes in concentration, focusing through the stone to sense the room beyond. That room appeared to be empty, too. Tyll tucked the stone away and oiled the door’s hinges.

	Tyll opened the door, slipped through and closed it. The room was as empty as the stone had indicated, and the next door in was open. Tyll glided toward it, checking the floor before placing each foot. Invisibility wouldn’t mean a thing if he stepped on something that made a loud clatter.

	He paused near the doorway and studied the situation. Three men sat at a table, tankards of ale before them, talking in Zafirin, though the device embroidered on their tunics was Koilathan. Tyll took his blowgun from its holder and fished a delicate glass dart out of the small case. Careful to not touch the point, he pushed the dart into the tube. He aimed at the man furthest from his position and blew hard.

	The dart hit the man in the neck, and without thinking, the man slapped at the sting. By design, the tip drove in further and the stem broke off, disintegrating under the force of the man’s hand. Tyll shot the second man before the first toppled over. The third man was getting to his feet when Tyll lunged through the doorway and jabbed the dart into the man’s back. He jumped back and held silent until all three men had died.

	Tyll took notice of the chests lining the walls of this room. He opened one and found a treasure of paper. Names, dates, amounts…the importance of the chests was obvious at first glance. Viuscu House had been busy selling illegally captured citizens as slaves out-kingdom.

	Tyll eased the lid back down and slipped into the next room.

	Hasaviz had a young man strapped over a wooden frame and was taking out his frustrations on the hapless slave rather noisily.

	Tyll padded up behind Hasaviz, jabbed him with a needle coated in a paralytic poison, pulled him away from the slave he was abusing and flung him into a wall. He flexed his forearm in a peculiar way, causing a dagger to drop down into his hand. He willed the dagger to be visible and was rewarded with Hasaviz’s whimper of fear.

	He ignored Hasaviz for the moment. The slave trainer wasn’t going anywhere; his limbs were already limp from the effects of the drug. He cut the bonds restraining the slave Hasaviz had been using. “Are you alright?”

	“Yes, sir,” whispered the slave with wide, wondering eyes.

	A touch and the collar that couldn’t be removed without considerable hardware clattered to the ground as Zotien answered His servant’s prayer to remove this particular collar.

	Tyll sensed that his activity had roused Zotien’s curiosity and He was intent on the assassin when Tyll’s prayer went up.

	“Good. Go into the next room and put on some slavers’ clothes, take this purse and escape from this place. I suggest buying passage to Okyro. Lord Zotien removed your collar Himself.” Tyll patted the man’s shoulder.

	The ex-slave was quick to comply and scuttled out of the room faster than Tyll thought possible. Then, he realized that he was still invisible. The poor man must have been freaking out at being unbound and freed by an invisible being.

	Tyll shrugged and turned his attention to Hasaviz. He smiled grimly and pulled Hasaviz into the middle of the room, dropping the man on his back with no regard for his comfort. He started by cutting off the trainer’s clothes. Then, he planted a knee on Hasaviz’s chest and asked, “Where is Tebber?”

	Hasaviz still had a little control over his head; the poison was designed that way. He spat to the side and snarled, “You’ll never find him, demon scum. Not you, not your sex-slave high priest, not your precious God.”

	“I will find him,” Tyll replied, “because you’re going to tell me where he is.” He carefully cut Hasaviz on the side of his head, right along the hairline. He ignored Hasaviz’s screams and the blood as he continued to slice through the thin layer of flesh until he was able to pull back a large piece of skin over Hasaviz’s skull. “Just let me know when you want to tell me where Tebber is,” he told the sobbing, quivering man.

	Tyll methodically skinned Hasaviz as Rak had requested, savoring the man’s screams. Too bad Rak isn’t here to hear this music. Tyll removed far less skin than he'd thought he would before Hasaviz begged.

	“Please, stop, I’ll tell you what I know.”

	“I’m listening,” said Tyll, pausing with the bloody dagger in hand. Hasaviz spoke for many minutes while his blood trickled out of him and into the dirt of the floor. Tyll asked pointed questions, but the information appeared to be accurate. At least, Hasaviz was telling the truth as he saw it.

	Tyll stood up, off Hasaviz and cleaned his dagger and his bloodied hand, using the scraps of Hasaviz’s clothing to do so.

	Hasaviz, discovering that he could move again, managed to get to his feet, and instead of running, he grabbed a sword and tried to attack Tyll. Weakened as he was from poison and the aftereffects of the drug, his attempt was laughable.

	Nevertheless, Tyll reacted to the attack. He switched to the garrote, flipped the coated wire around the man’s neck and applied pressure. As the scalped slave trainer clawed at the wire choking him, Tyll whispered, “You will never hurt someone I care about ever again. Good bye, dear Hasaviz, you will rot in the abyss and be given tenfold the torture you have inflicted on others. Lady of the Sunset, Goddess Si’Yeni, in payment for the help You freely gave me, I offer You the soul of a rapist and a slaver, who destroys families as surely as he does lives.”

	An angry red and orange sunset flared in the basement room as Hasaviz gurgled, bare feet scrabbling for purchase.

	“Servant of My dear Lord Zotien, I thank you for your offering. This one is far worse than you know. The children that he raped and murdered are in My arms, and now, they shall rest avenged. He will learn just what horrors await him, but if I show him now, he will die instantly. Do choke him more slowly, dear Kephine.”

	Tyll’s hands, trained in death as well as music, eased the pressure slightly. He wasn’t about to deny a Goddess known to favor his God. She even knew his proper title within his sect.

	Hasaviz gurgled for long minutes before dying under Tyll’s hands. He let the slave trainer’s corpse drop to the floor. “A much quicker death than you deserve, Zothian, but I am short on time.”

	The sunset flared brilliantly as Hasaviz’s soul was drawn out of his body, writhing in agony and terror as the Goddess pulled him out.

	Tyll waited until the offering had been accepted and the Goddess gone before he turned his attention to the other rooms.

	 

	 


Chapter Four: The Ambush

	 

	 

	Jethain, Jisten, Rak and the remaining guards clattered over the bridge and headed into the forest along the river road. On this side of the river, there were only three small villages in the Karpos tax district. Most of the nearby villages and towns stayed on the other side of the river, further away from the katrami flies and the ruined temple. But the land here was so fertile that some hardy farmers risked the flies. Two of the villages were farming communities. One, the furthest away, also fished.

	It was a scenic, peaceful ride through the trees, with occasional glimpses of the river to their left. They crossed small feeder streams, sometimes over simple bridges, sometimes not. The shallow, babbling brooks cooled the horses’ and avtappis’ feet and allowed them to snatch a drink. They rode in a relaxed manner, for the only trouble that came out of this region were the flies, and they carried both fly and blood amulets. They still had a long ride ahead, already an hour in, and they were only halfway to the first village.

	It wasn’t the sound of dragons, avtappi or hounds that shattered the peaceful still. It was a hundred different shrieks from a hundred different distorted throats. Scorth’s deep roar atop this shrill cacophony was distinctive. And angry. All the guards looked up at the tree canopy and held tighter rein on their unsettled horses.

	“S’Rak?” Jisten asked.

	Rak and Vyld came to an immediate halt. “Dragons blast it to the abyss! Weirdings! Here! Guard the prince!” he ordered.

	Vyld spun about and galloped in the opposite direction.

	“Kryt, stay here.” Pikara pointed her sword in Rak’s wake. “Follow!” The dark guards’ avtappi lockstepped and left the Koilathan horses in their dust.

	“Weirdings? Here?” asked Kal, unlimbering his bow as he looked for something to shoot. “That can’t be good.”

	“Scorth’s under attack,” Jisten said. “Prince? We should stay with S’Rak.”

	“We should stay here,” said Fentri. “It’s probably a trap.”

	“It’s probably a trap if we stay,” Jisten fretted. “They’re half our defenses. We should stick together.”

	Jethain looked from one man to the other. He was the commander. He stared at the rapidly receding black dot that was his brother. “We follow S’Rak. The village can wait a little longer to claim they can’t pay their taxes due to whatever disaster has occurred since last tax day.”

	Jisten turned to his sergeant. “We have our orders, Sedrael. Get your guards formed up.”

	“Ya heard th’ cap’n! Form up fer battle escort!” Sed ordered.

	The formation crystallized around the prince and the captain, and they set their heels to their mounts, taking them to a gallop.

	Zala laid her ears back, upset with the slow horses. Directly into their equine minds, she imaged firemanes leaping on their haunches. Horses squealed in panic and charged like their lives depended on it.

	Through the trees, they glimpsed a blast of fire in the sky. Scorth was flaming whatever was attacking him. Jisten hoped that he crisped his attackers without burning down the entire forest.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Further down the road, Rak searched the side of the road for any break in the trees and undergrowth, any clearing or field big enough for Scorth’s bulk and enormous spread of wings. Scorth’s roars changed from angry to pain filled.

	Rak looked up at the tree canopy. Get to me! Burn the forest down if you have to! The trees bent their heads as the wind from dragon wings hit them. More flame blasted down, this time aimed at the trees covering the road. Rak cursed. Flame in front of me, not behind me!

	Stop moving and I will! retorted the dragon.

	Vyld had outrun his flame burst, even though he’d tried to aim it in front of the avtappi.

	“Stupid flying donkey! Don’t burn us alive!” Pikara shouted. Halfway between Vyld’s position and the Koilathans, she and her command were directly under that strike.

	Rak spied a clearing and directed both Scorth and Vyld there. He ignored the pounding hooves and shouts of his guard. Scorth swooped down and plucked Rak out of the saddle.

	Vyld came to a stop, snorting in annoyance. Rude dragon!

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The horses squealed in panic at the fire in front of them, eyes white rimmed. They wanted to bolt, but there was nowhere to go. The underbrush lining the road was too dense and there was a predator behind them.

	Zala squealed at them in an excellent imitation of a firemane, and the horses decided that the fire was the lesser danger. They stampeded down the road, grabbing at the bits, and the guard had their hands full keeping their wayward mounts under control. The six avtappi in the Koilathan formation weren’t panicking, but their riders kept them with the horses.

	Jethain rode in the center of the formation with good grace, though Varn’s impatience was evident in every ear twitch and head shake.

	Through a break in the tree canopy, they saw the dragon’s ascent, Rak’s brilliantly colored wings standing out against the black beast.

	“Well, there he goes,” Kal said, watching the pair power upward. “Why did we follow him?” He had slowed his avtappi to stay with the guards’ horses. The horses were lathered, but Otikon wasn’t even winded.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Well, there he goes with the flying mule. Why did we follow him?” Ikayone said in an eerie, if more crude, echo of the archer. He craned his neck to watch Rak. The dark guard had followed Rak with much less trouble, their avtappi gamely trying to catch Vyld, leaving the palace guard behind.

	“He has to go,” said Dolron, not sarcastic for once. “Scorth doesn’t have a flight of wyverns.”

	They rode into the clearing, where Vyld still snorted in disgust at the dragon’s theft of his rider, and unlimbered their bows. The clearing was too small to catch more than glimpses of the combat above, so Pikara signaled them to ride on to the west, where the trees were thinner.

	After a shorter ride than they expected, they broke into out of the trees into a larger clearing with a much better field of view.

	Pikara pulled her crossbow off her back. Farther range but slower to reload. Her long-range crossbow was meant for the exploding barrel monsters, but weirdings would do for a target.

	Ikayone and Dolron both made good use of the powerful Okyran shortbows.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The twang of releasing strings was their only warning. From the right side of the road, a volley of a dozen brightly fletched arrows whooshed through the air. Two riders and a horse went down.

	The curses of the wounded men and the screaming of the wounded horse clenched Jisten’s stomach. “Column halt!” he ordered, quickly assessing the damage, which was minimal. “More Lythadi,” he spat, recognizing the Koilathan’s traditional foe by the arrows they used. “They never learn! Sedrael, ready ‘em for a charge!”

	“‘Ten-shun ta orders! Wheel right!” shouted Sedrael.

	Kal played the call on a battered but serviceable bugle. The column wheeled to the right, horses snorting and stamping as they sensed a change from the routine. Experienced cavalry mounts like these knew the bugle calls as well as the riders did.

	The avtappi, used to different signals, picked up the desired responses from their rider’s minds. A second volley of arrows flew at them, but the guards blocked these with their shields.

	Jisten brought Zala alongside Varn. “My prince, you should stay here with the wounded. This is not the day to ride into battle. Let us deal with this nuisance.”

	Jethain shook his head. “If my brother is right, leaving me here is an even greater risk. That may be just what our enemy wants to happen.”

	“Very well,” said Jisten. “If you would be so kind as to ride in the middle of our formation?”

	Jisten and Araken are a pair of mother hens, Jethain reminded himself. A ghost of a smile flitted across his lips. “Of course, Captain.” Varn snorted a refusal, but Jethain patted his neck.

	Kryt drew his sword and waited, expression impassive. Tamotita, his faded, not-quite-black avtappi, snorted and bowed her neck as she pawed the ground.

	“Draw swords! At th’ ready!” continued Sedrael, and Kal competently translated that into bugle notes.

	Fentri, bearing the banner of the crown prince on official business, positioned himself beside Jisten rather than Jethain.

	Jethain sensed the electric charge of both terror and bloodlust filling the air. He gave them only a moment to settle before saying, “On my order, guardsmen…Charge!”

	Kal sounded the charge, and the horses and avtappi leaped forward into the underbrush, which proved to be less dense than it appeared from the road. Once past the tree line, the forest floor opened up enough to keep the horses at a canter.

	Kryt stuck close to Jethain, alert to any attack on the prince.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Scorth tried to see through the tree canopy and dodge his own attackers at the same time. His sharp eyes caught the reflection of sunlight off metal, brilliant sparkles that gave away the enemy positions. Jisten’s men were riding in the direction the volley had come from, but there were flashes lining both sides of the trail. Jisten, it’s a trap! Get out of there! With his words, he sent the visual image of what he’d seen.

	Scorth’s momentary hover cost him. Seven weirdings slammed into him from all sides, spinning him in the air and preventing any attack on the enemy below.

	Rak cursed as he tried to defend his dragon. The lack of wyvern support was bad enough, but he himself wasn’t prepared for aerial combat. He didn’t have his javelins or his double-headed weirding harpoon. Using his sling, he aimed the few stones that he had as effectively as possible.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The warning was easier to digest than the disorienting image of what a dragon wheeling on the wing saw down below. Jisten roared, “Sound the retreat! It’s a trap!”

	As Sedrael drew in a breath to shout orders, shouts and some screams erupted from the riders farthest forward. Sedrael barely had time to see a rope leap up from the concealing leaves before he was flying through the air. He bounced off a second, higher rope that would have swept him out of the saddle had the first rope failed.

	Yalyna screamed a challenge and cut through the ropes with her sharp hooves before nuzzling her fallen rider.

	“Sed!” Jisten cursed and then shouted, “Kal, sound the retreat!”

	Kal bugled the command, but it was too late. Most of the guard had already suffered a similar fate as Sedrael. Unhorsed, they were just scrambling to their feet when the enemy charged them. The heavy, powerful horses carried men in full, matching armor. These were not the small, light horses carrying animal-skin-clad Lythadi nomads that they expected. The clash of steel on steel joined the thunder of hooves and the distressed whinnies of the injured horses, most of whom were staggering around in everyone’s way.

	Sedrael gained his feet and fought like an enraged firemane. His opponent hadn’t a chance, and once Sed had dispatched him, Yalyna insisted that he remount. He joined up with Kal, Largo and Orste, the only mounted men remaining outside of Kryt, Jethain and Jisten. Perhaps the fact that they were all mounted on avtappi had saved them. Everyone who’d been on a horse was on the ground now.

	Jisten’s goal was reaching Jethain, and he reached a focused state of awareness where all that he noticed was the next target, the rhythm of cut and parry, the ebb and flow of battle. Zala shared images of the attack with the other avtappi in range, asking for help. Images flowed freely between Zala and her rider, and at times, Jisten could have sworn he was seeing through her eyes, at a deep level that took no effort or attention from him.

	Burning leaves and twigs fell like bright flowers from the conflagration above, set alight by the dragon before the ambush had even begun. It spoke volumes of the attackers’ disregard for life that they attacked even with the forest burning above them.

	Jisten and Zala broke through the last barrier of men separating them from the four mounted guards. He pointed with his sabre and ordered, “That way! Form the line on me!” The five avtappi linked up and leaped toward the next enemy and the killing began anew.

	 

	 


Chapter Five: The Capture

	 

	 

	In the first moments of the attack, Kryt killed two men aiming for the prince. He enabled Varn to break through the threesome trying to trap him with their mounts. Jethain engaged another opponent closing in on them while Kryt took the next one to veer toward them. Kryt thought that the enemy was aiming for Jethain, and he cursed Pikara for leaving him here alone. He asked Tamotita to call the other guards.

	While Kryt was distracted by holding off yet another pair of men, Jethain sent Varn toward the nearest cluster of his guard. They were still unhorsed and stood back to back to defend themselves.

	Ten of the enemy cavalry blocked Jethain’s path and surrounded him, casting heavy-weighted nets over him. The multiple layers of netting bound his sword weighed him down and threw him off balance.

	Varn, confused by the nets and angered by the crowd, lashed out with wickedly sharp hooves. He finally went down when his legs were bound with flung ropes and chains.

	The enemy disarmed Jethain and bound him before he could react. They stayed out of reach of the biting demon horse who snorted smoke and maybe fire. At least they didn’t kill him, Jethain thought.

	Kryt tried to rescue Jethain, but the strikeforce had gotten between him and the prince, and they threw extra nets over him for good measure. Tamotita was taken aback by the net that landed over her head, a tactic never used by the creatures of the Unmaker, who mainly mutilated and murdered. While Kryt and his mount fought the nets, the enemy threw the bound prince over one of their saddles. The ten-man strike force spurred their horses, escaping the combat zone with the captured prince.

	“Rally!” Jisten roared to his remaining men.

	Kal sounded that command a moment later.

	The three mounted men were already with him, but most of the unhorsed men were still fighting in little groups of two and three.

	“Attack!” Jisten pointed with his mace at the nearest clump of skirmishers, a pair of their men holding off four of the enemy.

	They hit the enemy horse from the rear, killing two and driving the other pair back. One of the two, Fentri, snatched the reins of one of the enemy horses whose rider had just been killed. His partner missed a similar grab and would have pursued, but Sedrael growled, “Leave it! There isn’t time!”

	The captain pointed at the next group of battling men and Sedrael nodded.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“The Koilathans are under attack,” said Ikayone when his mount shared Zala’s and Tamotita’s images with him.

	Pikara said, “Shut. Up. And. Shoot.” She shot another weirding just as Scorth blasted the one beside it.

	Rak’s wings flared as he took to the air to spit one on a sword.

	“He doesn’t even have javelins!” said Dolron. “What a muck-up this is!”

	“S’Rak said that the prince was the key to the Victory Prophecy,” Ikayone continued sourly, dogged as a basilisk sometimes, usually the worst times.

	“So is S’Rak,” said Dolron. “And our lives won’t be worth dragon shit if we let our high priest die.”

	“Shut up and shoot or the next arrow is in your hide!” Pikara brandished the crossbow at them.

	Between Rak, Scorth and the excellent aim of the dark guard, the weirdings were dying. One of the smaller weirdings, green with orange spots and lots of fangs and already dead, crashed into Alga’s side, nearly unseating Pikara. Her crossbow quarrel shot wildly into the air, unaimed.

	Rak hollered down curses at her.

	“Oh, watch out!” she hollered back. “Falling weirdings ruin my aim!”

	Rak dropped another weirding on her. He rode it down, stabbing it repeatedly as they fell and crashed into Pikara.

	She snatched Rak off the beast and Alga tore into the thing. The avtappi snorted smoke indignantly and shook her head at the horrible taste.

	Rak blinked at Pikara. “Who is guarding the prince?”

	“Kryt,” she said.

	Scorth chomped the last weirding and landed lightly. He had some wounds that Rak was quick to assess, but there was nothing that couldn’t wait. Rak thought Scorth looked shrunken, but the dragon assured him that his gas levels were fine and promised to fly through as many clouds as he could find.

	Rak wasn’t happy, but he knew that Scorth was an invaluable ally in combat, so he accepted the blithe assurances and promise. He gave Scorth’s muzzle a pat and turned his attention to the dragon’s injuries. A quick call of power and the worst of them were healed.

	Scorth took off in the usual miniature windstorm, heading straight up into the clouds.

	“Well, we get to do it all over again,” Rak told his guards. “It is time to rescue the Koilathans.”

	“What Koilathans?” Pikara asked innocently. “I think they went home.”

	Rak called Vyld over and mounted. “Sure they did, and I am a sun priest.”

	“You do have scarlet and gold wings...” Pikara stopped at Rak’s look.

	“If you had done your duty in the first place, this might not be an issue.”

	“I did my duty! I saved your ass and your flying donkey, too!”

	“Your duty was not to chase after me but to guard the prince. It does not matter if you think prophecy is bunk, that is the duty we were sent here for.”

	“You were sent for that duty. I was sent to guard you,” Pikara said.

	“You are not my bodyguard, you are my personal guard. That means you are under my command. Your disobedience could well mean that you and I together have managed to destroy the prophecy and lose the war. If you have any intention of failing to follow my orders ever again, you can ride away right now.” Rak didn’t wait for an answer. He sent Vyld to a gallop as Scorth provided him an aerial view of the ongoing battle.

	“Touchy, touchy,” Pikara groused in his wake, but she followed. “Stupid sunnies ruined our Thez.”

	Alga snorted agreement.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sedrael deflected a blow that would have cut off Jisten’s leg. The former gladiator almost took off the attacker’s head with a swing of his sword. Sedrael said, “Ya should use that whistle yer priest gave ya, Cap’n. Could use th’ help.”

	“It’s not night, but it can’t hurt.” Jisten plucked out the death hound whistle and blew it before engaging the next clump of enemies.

	Thansymi materialized between the trees, and they launched themselves at the enemy Jisten was attacking.

	Jisten recognized Rak’s alpha hound in the lead. Once the immediate foe was dealt with, he took a moment to lean over and touch the hound’s head. He concentrated on the sameness of the enemy appearance, dark blue tunics over chain mail.

	Morth whuffled his understanding, and Jisten pointed him at the far side of the battlefield where another of his guards had just died. “Kill ‘em!” Jisten ordered and released the hound.

	Morth bayed as he ordered his pack into battle.

	They had seven riders now and they attacked the next clump with growing confidence. This group of enemy was possessed of more skill at arms than the previous two groups, and the fight was a fierce exchange of blows and thrusts and blocks. The other enemy riders disengaged from their attacks on the unmounted men to deal with the threat of the avtappi-mounted Koilathans.

	As soon as one enemy fell, another took his place. They so outnumbered the Koilathans that they were able to surround them despite Jisten and Sedrael’s efforts. The unmounted men regrouped, but instead of wasting time trying to capture the loose, undoubtedly spooked horses, they attacked the enemy anew, from behind.

	Rak and Vyld thundered onto the battlefield, the dark guard right behind them. The trees prevented the avtappi from synchronizing, so they spread out and attacked the enemy individually. The death hounds attacked alongside the avtappi, their position protecting the vulnerable bellies and hamstrings of the equine predators.

	“Surrender!” shouted Jisten when the tide of battle had clearly turned against the enemy.

	The six remaining foes shook their heads and grimly continued to fight.

	Kal and Orste rode off to one side and aimed their bows. Dolron and Kryt joined them. Four arrows hummed through the air. Three missiles hit the largest of the enemy riders, the fourth arrow missed.

	When the last of the enemy lay dead, Rak scanned the area for Jethain’s distinctive outfit.

	Morth licked his hand and received a head scratch as Rak continued to assess the damage.

	 Jisten finished checking his men and greeted the dark priest with, “S’Rak! Are you all right?”

	“I am fine. Where is Jethain?” Rak didn’t seem to notice his wounds, like the weirding bite on his right arm.

	“Netted and dragged off,” Jisten said. “We’re about to rescue him. Want to join in, or do you plan on riding off again?”

	“We are under your command, Captain,” said Rak, pointedly but without looking at Pikara. He ignored Jisten’s anger because it was justified, but they didn’t have time to work it out.

	“Call the loose horses, if you please,” commanded Jisten.

	Rak slipped off Vyld and walked several paces away. Then he concentrated. The riderless horses picked their way back out of the trees in answer to the irresistible, wordless summons. The dark priest called until he sensed that he had all of the horses.

	Kryt and Ikayone gathered the reins of each horse and tied them saddle to saddle to form a string.

	Jisten told Sedrael, “Get our men on horses. Those who are too injured to fight can lead the captured mounts back to the palace.”

	“Yessir!” Sedrael made sure his orders were carried out with dispatch.

	Rak returned to Vyld once the stray horses had been dealt with.

	The wounded headed for the distant palace with Fentri in the lead.

	Jisten pointed in the direction Jethain had been taken. “At the trot, forward!”

	As they rode out, Sedrael leaned closer to Pikara and hissed, “When this’s over, I’m gonna kill ya.”

	“You can try, girlie,” Pikara shot back. “And I’ll try not to slaughter you in the first minute.”

	 

	 


Chapter Six: In the City

	 

	 

	Tyll lugged the last of the four chests to the entry of the building before he went outside for Vrema. He found her in the lean-to stable curled around a thin boy.

	The thin boy shot to his feet, trembling with fear. “Sir!”

	Tyll looked at Vrema then at the boy. “You’re not afraid of her?”

	“Didn’t mean no harm, sir,” the boy said, still trembling. “She’s right nice, giv’n me chicken ‘n all.” He was half turned, as if waiting for the blows to fall, head partially ducked and shoulders up.

	“Hmm. Was it still squawking or did she kill it for you?” Tyll squatted down, to be at eye level and less threatening.

	The boy edged away, just a bit, but Vrema was still curled around him. She nuzzled his face and he relaxed slightly. “Cook’d ‘n all, sir.” He put a hand on her head and seemed to draw strength from the contact.

	Vrema looked smug as she imaged all three of them leaving together. Then, she imaged Zala with the funny human foal and her with her own.

	“Cooked? Ah, she must like you.” Tyll grinned at the boy. “I need a smart young lad to look after her. Want the job? I pay ten pennies per week, plus food and clothing.”

	The boy stared at him for a moment, before looking at his feet and scuffling the ground. “Jus’a slave, sir.”

	“Seems to me that since I killed all these slavers here, I can claim you as a war prize. In which case, you’ve just been freed. So, want the job?”

	The boy looked up at him for a long moment. Then, he looked at Vrema. She bobbed her head and nuzzled him for good measure. “She says yes, sir. Don’ wanna be freed, tho’. No good comes ‘a bein’ freed, sir. Do wanna come wit’ ya, sir.”

	“Unfortunately, my young friend, my God takes a very dim view of slavery, almost as dim as my own.” Tyll held out a nightstone on a very flat hand. “We will free you and protect you and die, if we must, to keep you free.”

	Vrema shoved the boy’s hand into Tyll’s. He touched the nightstone with trepidation and looked at the mare.

	Tyll pushed the nightstone into his hand and felt around in his pockets.

	If the boy was waiting for something magical to happen, he didn't have to wait long. Less than a minute after he took the nightstone, his collar fell off. The boy gasped and grabbed at it. “They’ll kill me!” he moaned, scrabbling in the dirt. He picked up the collar and tried to put it back on. It refused to relock.

	Vrema nuzzled the boy and looked at Tyll. She imaged her and the boy riding off with Tyll.

	“Oooh, ‘m crazy,” the boy moaned, “Seein’ pictures in m’ head.”

	“You’re not crazy. Vrema is sending you those images. It means that she likes you. Now, I need you to deliver a message to the palace. It’s worth a gold royal to me.” Tyll found the paper and a pencil and started writing a message.

	“Message? I ken be a messenger!” The stable boy took heart at the task. Tyll could almost see the wheels turning in his head as a real task presented itself.

	“These slavers are why all freed slaves have disappeared, and now, I’ve killed them, so you’re safe,” added Tyll with perfect logic, like unreasoning fear would respond to that.

	Vrema pushed against the boy and maneuvered him against her back. Then, she knocked him over her back with her muzzle and stood up. Silly human foal. The boy automatically righted himself and grasped Vrema’s mane.

	Pleased that the boy seemed to know the rudiments of riding, Tyll sealed the message and handed it to the boy. Once he had it, Tyll adjusted the stirrups for him.

	“‘S true,” the boy said. “Gonna be a messenger! Gonna be free!” He sat tall in the saddle, message gripped in his hand.

	Tyll set the reins in the boy’s other hand and gave Vrema a pat. “Do you have a name, or shall I make one up for you?”

	“Jus’ called stupid,” he mumbled. “Long as I can ‘member.”

	Tyll frowned and shook his head. “You’re not stupid. I’ll call you Brevet for now, because I've just promoted you from slave to free servant. Give this to Captain Jisten. Tell him it’s from Duke Tafflynn, he knows me. Vrema should be enough to get you through the gates, and she even knows the way.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The boy clutched the message in his fist and clung to Vrema’s back like a burr. This mission petrified him. So many things could go wrong. The palace guard might not believe him. They might throw him in the dungeons and hang him as a horse thief. They might sell him at auction. Vrema moved easily beneath him, and he resolutely shoved his fears to the back of his mind so he could take pleasure in riding this magnificent equine.

	The guards at the palace gates stopped him, but he held out the message like a talisman. “Fer Capt’n Jisten,” he squeaked, “from Duke Tafflynn.”

	The nearer guard took the message and said, “Capt’n’s not here, lad, but I’ll give this to th’ lieutenant.” He strode off without waiting for a reply.

	Kordri came to the gates a few minutes later and looked at the boy mounted on an avtappi. “The beast is proof enough that this is legitimate,” he told the gate guard. “Assemble a squad and a wagon, as requested.”

	The gates were opened and the boy was directed to wait in the guard court. It didn’t take long before eight mounted guards followed Vrema and the astonished boy out of the palace, a two-horse wagon rumbling along behind.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The clatter of horses’ hooves made the Valers look but not worry. It was probably another army unit, and sometimes the city watch thundered past. Zeleri jumped up and called the alarm again, leaping onto his avtappi’s back. The stallion was making a sound suspiciously like a snore.

	When the men and horses burst into the square, the puppies set up a fearful yammer of barks and howls, mastigi swirled in a colorful cloud of whirring wings and upset clicks, and children screamed and made for their mothers. Mothers, arms outstretched, ran toward their children.

	Ioli shot to his feet, fingers flashing.

	Zeleri kicked his avtappi awake and yelled, “I was right!”

	“Put yer fingers away and get yer sword out!” said Phonasa to Ioli as she leaped for her avtappi.

	Zeleri charged perpendicular to the front of the mounted slavers wearing the device of Korak House, buying time for the children and mothers. “Back for more?” he taunted them. “The lickin’ we gave you last night wasn’t enough?” Battle brought him courage and sarcasm.

	From the other end of the square, men on foot started running in. They were dressed in their sun best yellow, with sun symbols and staffs and torches, alternating between chanting a sun hymn and shouting, “Burn down the evil temple of night!”

	Ioli pointed the guard at the slavers, but he turned toward the fanatics. He wished that it were night so he could summon his vranyxia. Blasted Sunnies! Why can’t they attack at night like civilized folk? Even the Unmaker attacks at night! He called on the mastigi, and the little lizards dove at the enemy, spitting poison into every eye they could, but there were a lot of men, and the mastigi were mostly juveniles, able to spit only once.

	He was surprised when Asfalea appeared beside him, staff in hand. He smiled at Asfalea with heart-melting warmth and brandished his own staff, calling what power he could.

	The dark guard held off the slavers to give the Valers time to vanish. Valer mothers grabbed children indiscriminately and the children didn’t complain. They dashed in the nearest doors. In moments, the square was empty of women and children, except for Asfalea and Ioli. The puppies had been herded inside with their children by wise parents who knew they were too young to fight.

	“No burn!” Asfalea commanded the mob and held aloft her staff. The torches became mild blue flames, easily extinguished and ineffective for starting fires.

	Ioli managed to call a storm cloud. It rained directly over the chapel, the buildings around the chapel and the street before the chapel but nowhere else.

	“Kill the witch!” the lead fanatic screamed. “Kill the demon priest!”

	Wiggle leaped forward, interposing his grey bulk between the mob and the priestess.

	Ioli swung his staff at the lead fanatic.

	Golden light flared from Avontos’ hands, smashing into Ioli and Wiggle. Both went down and the fanatics cheered.

	Asfalea’s staff arched a path over Ioli and slammed into the ground. A violet sunset covered the fallen young priest and avtappi.

	“No hurt! Ally!” The tiny woman’s deeply lined face set in determination as she stared up at the mob of taller men.

	“Only evil allies with the night, witch!” Avontos screamed and the golden light blasted toward the small figure. “The day burns away the dawn!”

	Sea-green eyes deep set in wrinkles watched the blast unafraid. When it hit, it dispersed in a sunset aura of orange and red and pink. “Sunset end day,” Asfalea replied. “Go!”

	The nearest watchtower tolled out the riot alarm, adding the code for the Valer district, to direct the watch patrols. Across the city, other watchtowers responded by repeating the sequences to spread the alarm across the city. The originating tower added the sequence to summon the sun priests when the flashes of magical power were seen.

	Avontos waved his men to the chapel when he heard the bells. “Hurry! Burn it down!”

	Asfalea held her staff overhead and the sunset flowed out of both ends.

	Avontos fired again but wasn’t able to overcome the tiny old woman. Si’Yeni’s defensive magic of hearth and home had been a legend but now proved itself both very real and very strong.

	Ioli staggered to his feet and his staff arched, solidly connecting with Avontos’ arms. Black fire and golden light exploded at the point of contact, and Avontos staggered back, screaming in pain. Zotien’s power was a honed weapon after three thousand years of war.

	The two young Movai, awakened by the alarms from the altar and the commotion outside, joined them, staffs in hand and expressions grim.

	Ioli knelt down beside Wiggle to check him, for the avtappi hadn’t gotten back up. Wiggle was dead, and he closed his eyes against the grief that threatened to overwhelm him.

	Death hounds translated out of the grey smoke and black fire at Ioli’s feet, called unknowingly by the young, grieving Thezi.

	The old woman and the three young men instilled no fear in the mob, but the hounds gave the closest fanatics pause. Then a burly man, whose clothing was more ragged than most, brained one of the hounds with his cudgel. The hound vanished and didn’t come back. The mob cheered and surged forward.

	The two hounds nearest the burly man leaped on him, ripped out his throat and glowed as they ate his soul.

	The cheering abruptly stopped.

	The three young priests were hard pressed to defend the chapel. They separated enough to not interfere with each other and the crack of staff against staff resounded through the square.

	Elenna slipped out of Asfalea’s cottage and stood beside the ancient priestess, her own staff gripped tightly in her hands. The sunset intensified into angry red and gold and reached fingers over the three dark priests.

	Several sun priests, after dragging Avontos to safety, rejoined the fray. Blasts of golden light were met by flares of black fire and dispersed by streamers of sunset.

	On the other end of the square, Nymis and Zeleri loudly kept count as they killed slavers, unnerving their opponents. With their targets gone and the riot alarm ringing, the slavers attempted to retreat. Phonasa cut them off and shouted, “Death to slavers!”

	 

	 


Chapter Seven: Riot’s End

	 

	 

	“Well, the darkies are slaughtering the Valers,” Emmik told his fellow acolytes as the message tolled across the sun plaza. He dipped his white bread into the golden honey. “That’s what happens when one embraces a viper.”

	Chand made a face and shook his head. “The dark ones aren’t evil and neither are the Valers.”

	“We know what’s happening in the Vales?” Nithios wondered. Drizzles of honey laced across the front of his robes. He brushed at them and the golden drops became furry with lint and dirt.

	“No, idiot, here in Valer Square. The city watch is calling for sun priests to report. Let ‘em all die, I say.” Emmik stuffed the dripping bread in his mouth.

	Forael appeared at the entrance to the sun temple and the acolytes turned from their picnic. Senior priests, all vehemently arguing with him, surrounded him.

	“The Valers worship both houses,” Forael said, and his vaunted patience was wearing thin. “I’ve never heard a call for help from them before now and I shall respond.”

	“That is not for the Ylion to respond!”

	“You are the archpriest! Send some acolytes. Emmik! Here!”

	Emmik’s lip curled and he wiped his fingers on Nithios’ shoulder. He sauntered over to the senior priests clustered around Forael.

	“I am going and that is final!” roared Forael. With Gaerik and Dullat dead and Murson denounced as a chaos priest and also dead, there was no one present who could stop him.

	Berly trotted up to him, leading his golden chestnut, and Forael mounted with considerable grace. He set his heels to the horse’s side and the chestnut bolted, leaving the sour faces of arguing sun priests far behind. The sun guard was better prepared for the Ylion’s flight. They knew him too well and formed up around him. If he were going to Valer Square, he wouldn’t be alone.

	A blur in sun robes shot out of the stable. Photas, riding a flame-red horse with a flaxen mane and tail, took position next to Forael. His throat apple worked nervously but his hands on the reins were steady.

	“Into battle, Ylion, whether to the light of victory or to the darkness of the grave.”

	“I no longer fear the dark, Photas, but I am glad for you by my side.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll’s expression upon seeing Vrema, Brevet and the palace guard was one of relief that there hadn’t been an undue delay. He spoke quickly to the squad leader, “These four chests contain papers that the captain and the prince must see. Keep them under lock and key, or better yet, under constant guard, until your captain or prince tells you otherwise. And only your captain or prince.” 

	While waiting for the guards, Tyll had taken the liberty of securing the four chests with magical locks, a gift of the God his sect routinely used to keep important documents secure. Since the Kephi dealt in information that was often more than merely secret, they'd had to develop ways of protecting that information, to make sure that it didn't disappear or that it wasn't read by the wrong person. But an additional layer of security wouldn't hurt at all, either, and he wanted the guards to treat the chests with due diligience and be mindful of their importance.

	“Yessir,” replied the corporal. The lieutenant had ordered them to cooperate with the foreign noble, calling him an ally.

	The last chest was being loaded onto the wagon when the riot alarm sounded. Tyll picked up the boy and set him on the back of the wagon. “Wait for me at the palace stable, Brevet,” he said.

	One of the younger guards said, “I’ll take him to Bharis. Stable master’ll look after him.”

	“Thank you,” said Tyll. He mounted Vrema and urged her toward Valer Square.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Bhuron was a career officer of the city watch. He thought he’d seen it all in his twenty-plus years of service. He led his patrol into Valer Square expecting to find nothing more than some young men harassing the nomads. Many citizens had trouble distinguishing between the peaceful Valers and the raiding Lythadi and periodically tormented the stranded nomads.

	He quickly assessed the situation. This was no riot but an all-out battle. Three soldiers garbed in grey and black, mounted on demon horses, were using swords to entertain some Korak House slavers. On the other end of the square, three black-garbed priests and two women were using staves to teach manners to a small mob. There were sun priests in that mob and a magical battle was occurring in addition to the physical one.

	Bhuron knew that the alarms had called for sun priests to assist. He knew from the Ylion’s sermon that Forael would side with the dark priests against the attacking sun priests. The Ylion labeled men like these terrorists. That made the mob strictly temple business in his book, so long as there wasn’t blood flowing down the streets.

	That meant his course was clear, so he blew his whistle and directed the patrol toward the soldiers fighting the slavers. The slavers were trying to break off the engagement, and they welcomed the watch patrol with relief. Bhuron and his men interposed themselves, three per dark soldier and he barked, “Lower your swords, now.”

	“Not until they’re dead and gone,” replied Nymis.

	Zeleri moaned nervously as his insulating battle fugue faded.

	“There’s nothing here for you,” Bhuron told the slavers. “I suggest you conduct your business elsewhere.”

	The slavers scraped and bowed and were only too happy to depart, escaping certain death.

	Nymis scowled as his prey escaped, but he turned his attention to the mob. “You will stop them, too, yes?”

	“That’s temple business and we’ll wait for the sun priests to arrive,” said Bhuron. “I told you to lower your swords. You and your friends are under arrest.”

	“Arrest?” asked Nymis sharply. “What for?”

	“Bloodshed,” said Bhuron. “It’s against the law to use a sword within city limits.”

	“But they attacked us,” Nymis protested. “Our superior, the High Priest S’Rak, ordered us to defend these people and most especially, to defend the chapel and the junior priests! We are temple guards!”

	“The slavers are gone,” snapped Bhuron, “but you are still under arrest. The sun priests are coming to deal with that magical battle. You can hand over your swords peacefully and quickly or you can resist and waste my time, but in either case, you will still end up in gaol.”

	“I say we resist,” said Phonasa, in Okyran, slitting a glare at the three men surrounding her. “They cannot win with only three to one and them on horses.”

	“They’ll kill us,” moaned Zeleri.

	“Death’s preferable to a sunny gaol,” pointed out Phonasa. “Remember what they did to S’Tyll.”

	Bhuron could tell they planned to resist. Without another word, he pulled a thin, multicolored rope out of a pouch and tossed it so it landed on both Nymis and his avtappi. Both froze as the magic of the Twins took them. Phonasa and Zeleri were likewise secured within moments. “In the name of the king, you are under arrest for the purposeful spilling of blood within city limits. Hairn, Masal, bind their wrists.”

	Bhuron locked a pair of silver manacles on Nymis’s wrists, and the dark guard discovered that even though he couldn’t move, he could be moved. “Will I need to kill your mounts, or will they behave when I release them? You may speak.”

	Nymis found that his jaw could move now. “Don’t kill them. They’ll behave.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Forael and Photas thundered into Valer Square on their horses and sent a blinding burst of golden light through the mob. The civilians fell back with exclamations of fear and awe, but the sun priests stood firm.

	“Traitor!” screamed a sun priest in the robes of an abbot as he tried to blast Photas.

	Photas blocked the attack easily and said, “You are the traitor here, Abbot Ghanin, going against our Ylion and Lord Auranz himself!”

	“Liar!” shouted Ghanin. “You are blind! Forael is destroying our temple and our way of life with his dark-loving views!”

	“He’s no better than Forael,” sneered another of the sun priests at Avontos’ side, this one wearing the robes of a senior. “Kill ‘em both and then we can burn the chapel.”

	Forael and Photas raised their hands and chanted, shattering the attacks of the rogue sun priests. Rays of sunlight intensified around the pair, making them glow with power. Their answering attack scythed through the rogues, who soon broke and ran, deserting the civilians without a second thought. 

	Photas pursued them only briefly, for they were able to slip out of his sight long enough to cast shielding magic upon themselves. He turned back to support the Ylion.

	The remaining civilians, who hadn’t already fled from the magical battle, fell on their knees and begged for forgiveness, seeing the true light that revealed the evil that they had participated in. Forael sternly ordered them to the sun temple for a month of penitence.

	Forael kneed his golden chestnut over to the three dark priests who were leaning against one another in a tripodal support fashion, and the two priestesses who were slumped against the wall.

	“Are you all right?”

	The Movai nodded as mutely as Ioli, exhausted from the fight.

	Asfalea and Elenna looked up at him. “Thank you,” said Elenna and Asfalea nodded wearily.

	Tyll and Vrema galloped into the square. He scanned the area quickly and focused on two things. Before the chapel, a Ylion sat on a horse, talking to three dark priests and two sunset priestesses. On the other side of the square, the brown-clad city watch had manacles on Rak’s guard.

	The Ylion broke away from the dark priests and approached the city watch even as Tyll drew near them.

	“Do release the guard of my cousin,” the Ylion said in his most winning tone. “They have done nothing wrong here.”

	Bhuron told Forael, “They shed blood. Law’s clear.”

	“It was in defense of these Valers, who are legitimate citizens of Koilatha,” Forael said in a lulling tone. “Furthermore, they are temple guards and have a duty to defend the altar of their God by any means necessary. Would you stop my sun guard in the performance of that duty?”

	“Someone killed an entire warehouse full of slavers,” said Tyll. “Blood everywhere. Why don’t you look into that?”

	Bhuron grimaced at Forael but couldn’t argue. So he focused on Tyll. “How do you know this?”

	“I’m a minstrel. I hear things.” Tyll smiled winningly. Vrema snorted in amusement.

	The blood alarm tolled from the warehouse quarter. It rang the sequence for urgency and the next set of tones was for katrami flies. The watch immediately energized and Bhuron cursed. “Let them go!” he snapped. “The city is in danger!”

	“My cousin has made fly amulets,” Forael said serenely. “Here, he gave me half a dozen to play with. Photas, you take one and honored watch, take the rest.”

	Elenna told Ioli what the alarm meant.

	He used a stick to tap Forael’s knee.

	Forael looked down at Ioli. “Yes, young cousin?”

	Ioli signed, “I’m Thezi. I helped S’Rak banish flies once already. I know how.”

	“My young cousin has been taught how to banish the flies. Will you accept his help?” Forael asked Bhuron.

	Bhuron hated interfering interlopers, but he hated the flies more. “Anything and anyone we can use against those monsters is welcome.”

	Phonasa offered a hand to Ioli. “Ride with me, sir.” He accepted her hand and swung up behind her.

	Forael handed out the fly amulets to the eager patrollers. “Photas will assist you in any way that he can,” he told Ioli.

	Zeleri and Nymis flanked Ioli and Phonasa, following the watch.

	As they rode out of the square, Hairn asked Bhuron, “What sort of minstrel rides a demon horse?”

	Forael dismounted and offered a hand to Asfalea. “Dear lady,” he said.

	“Bad sect,” Asfalea grumbled. “Glad dead.”

	“Not as glad as I,” Forael replied good-naturedly.

	The two young Movai yawned, blinked owlishly and the shorter one asked, “Is it really over?”

	Vrema ambled over and Tyll showed them something. “It’s over. Go back to bed,” he said in perfect Okyran, of which both Asfalea and Forael knew a little.

	Ritsa dashed out of a doorway, her mother’s hands slipping away from her shoulders. “Cousins! Dhelion! Elenna!”

	“Sleep, eh, children?” Asfalea said to the Movai. She patted Ritsa’s shoulder. “Help cousins now. I sleep.”

	Tyll looked at her and smiled. When the taller Movai flushed, Tyll’s smile widened. Vrema curved her neck and whickered a laugh.

	Ritsa curtsied in front of the Movai. “Please, cousins, if you sit at your table, I will bring food and wine. Your Thezomeh left some good wine with us.”

	“Of course!” “You’re so kind!” “Thank you!” The two Movai spoke over each other like a pair of puppies.

	Ritsa dashed back to her mother and conferred in rapid Valer. Both disappeared into the house.

	Asfalea and Elenna leaned on each other. “We go. Tired. Awake sunset.”

	“Blessings,” Forael told the two departing women.

	“Blessings,” both women automatically answered. Asfalea stumbled several times on the way back but Elenna steadied her each time.

	Tyll slipped off Vrema and approached Wiggle. He cast some white powder and drew a couple of runes in oil. White flames flared up and the body vanished. “Spares S’Ioli having to do that,” he said cryptically. “Poor lad.”

	“Yes, spares the young cousin. I’m glad that a dark bard can do the simpler rites of a priest,” Forael said, as if that were perfectly natural. “And ride an avtappi.”

	Ritsa dashed back out with laden baskets looped on each arm. She disappeared almost as quickly into the chapel that was also the home of the two Movai.

	Tyll watched her with an amused expression.

	“We also serve, who only play bad music,” cracked Tyll.

	“Yes, dark bards,” Forael said. “The Koilathans may not have heard of them, but I have.” If he could add a layer to Tyll’s fraying cover, he would.

	Tyll offered Forael a bow. “You are well educated, Ylion. But, like your crown prince, captain of the guard and several others, I ride an avtappi at my spouse’s indulgence.”

	“I’m sure your wife was most kind in giving you one,” Forael emphasized wife with a flash of warning in his blue eyes.

	“Indeed, yes,” agreed Tyll. “We have two boys. I’m quite proud.”

	Vrema rolled a red eye at him. If Rak knew that Tyll had just called him his wife...

	Tyll gave her the I know! look and promised a rabbit hunt if she didn’t tell him.

	“We should talk in my office,” Forael said. “I would like to hear some new music.”

	Tyll mounted Vrema and said, “I would be honored to play for you, Ylion.”

	It was dangerous to speak out in the open, so Forael confined his talk to that of music. Tyll was always happy to speak of music, and he had an astonishingly broad repertoire. The archpriest could almost believe that he really was just a minstrel.

	“Sun music is heavily weighted toward the brass instruments,” Forael said. “And cymbals. And drums.”

	“The hymns of night are almost always sung without instrumental accompaniment. But the melodies can be quite complex.”

	“Ah, to hear voices sung that way can be soothing,” Forael agreed. “Unfortunately, every noble lady who can screech must be allowed a solo each weekly day of the sun. Hence the emphasis on brass, cymbals and drums. But I enjoy a well-played lute. Have you heard our new steel drums? Our temple music head finally perfected them. The sound is quite nice, a light tone and not overbearing.”

	They reached the sun temple. “Steel drums? I would like to hear that.” Tyll slid off Vrema, gave her a pat and a nod toward the fountain.

	She imaged the stable boy. She wanted to return to him and keep him safe. Slaves here were terrified of freedom.

	Tyll shook his head at her and imaged Rak and Vyld, Jisten and Zala. He had a feeling the day wasn’t done with them. He added images of Bharis and Kennit and that they would keep him safe.

	Vrema sighed but acquiesced. The stable was safe, she smugly added, for both human foals.

	Tyll winced as he crossed the temple boundary, though he tried to hide it.

	“I see that my temple is also displeased with dark bards,” Forael commented. “You are invited inside.”

	Tyll grinned at him. “Thank you,” he said, as the pain faded. “Temples are hard to fool, not that I have anything to hide.”

	Forael chuckled. “My friend, even the sunniest of us has something to hide.”

	“You do have a point, and I am far from sunny,” replied Tyll with twinkling eyes. “Your office? Or is it still rabbit infested?”

	“Ah, the rabbits do reproduce to make sure that we have more stew. Can a dark bard sing them to us?” Forael gestured to an acolyte. “Please, follow me. Do you wish wine or ale?”

	“I fear that is beyond my abilities. I am not a Thezi, and we sent young S’Ioli on a mission. Perhaps ale? I have heard much about how good the sun temple ale is.”

	“The finest ale, to my office, for the dark bard,” Forael told a young acolyte. He wondered how many more times he could say dark bard in the public areas before they reached his office. After all, he had invented the role and so he needed to reinforce it. He paused at the entrance to his office and told the sun guard, “This is Tafflynn, a dark bard and friend of my cousin, the Nyxion S’Rak. He is allowed entrance at all times.”

	The sun guard bowed and Tyll followed Forael into his office.

	“Have a seat on the couch,” Forael indicated the cream and gold couch. “I’m told it is exquisitely comfortable.”

	Tyll guffawed. “An excellent item to be laid upon,” he said in a perfect imitation of Rak.

	Forael sat in an overstuffed golden armchair. “Thank you for your assistance.”

	“Assistance, bah!” Tyll waved a hand as he sat on the couch. “I got there too late. I missed all the fun!”

	Forael smiled. “I meant with the warehouse full of slavers. Ah, the freedom to wipe those parasites out! I envy you. It appears that my dark cousins have all the fun.”

	An acolyte knocked and was admitted. He served the ale and disappeared.

	“It was a duty I took great pleasure in,” Tyll assured him. “And my superiors claim I am too old for field work,” he added with a disdainful sniff before drinking his ale. “Have you ever heard the holy readings of the dark service? They are almost uniformly about battles. But the music is far different.” He tuned his lute and started with the antislavery hymn that was so unpopular with the Koilathan court. Forael proved to have a rather pleasant, well-trained, light bass singing voice.

	 

	 


Chapter Eight: The Pursuit

	 

	 

	“Are you after ransom?” Jethain snarled. Shortly after carrying him away from the battle, the soldiers had thrown him, still bound, into a cart.

	One of the men looked over at him and smirked. “You really think your king would pay to get your worthless hide back?”

	“Then why capture me?”

	“Because we were paid to do so. Nothing personal,” said the man. “Our king wants you out of our way as much as yours does.”

	“Riverlands king grumpy over the whole slavery issue?” Jethain asked.

	“Our inside man assured us that you would never agree to becoming trading partners with us.” The man smiled as if that explained everything.

	Jethain considered what he knew—a king, not a queen, and someone who he would never agree to trade with. It didn’t narrow the field much. He closed his eyes as he thought about it and suddenly found himself looking at the cart through the trees, using Varn’s eyes.

	“Once you are out of the way, our prince can marry your sister,” the man added.

	“You’ll need a lot bigger army than this,” Jethain said without really thinking. There were fewer men than he thought there’d be. He thought that Varn could take them.

	The man laughed. “That can be arranged. With you dead, your father will have no choice but to allow the marriage. Under your laws, your sister cannot inherit, but her husband can.”

	“Does he have any idea of just who he’ll be marrying? My sister is no demure maiden, calmly accepting a forced marriage,” Jethain said. “And her views on slavery are identical to mine.”

	“She’ll learn her place,” the man assured him coldly.

	The certainty in his voice made Jethain fearful for Jezzie. He had been angling to see if the insider knew much of his sister, but the man didn’t seem to know much, so he changed tacks. “Too bad for you and your plans, but I have an heir, and my brother is more than you want to take on,” Jethain drawled. Mentally, he asked Varn to attack.

	“Brother? What brother?” The man looked startled. The man called out to the others, speaking a foreign tongue. It was Zafirin, the Riverlands language, but the dialect was peculiar to Zoth.

	Another man rode close. “Brother? Tell us about this brother.”

	“He’s a Kataskyan-schooled Sword Master, and he has several sons who can inherit, so Jezrey’s supposed spouse doesn’t have a chance of sitting on our throne.” Jethain’s smile was oddly triumphant.

	“More details. A name, for example.”

	“Araken, son of Owain and Arevenia. He’s my older brother,” Jethain said. “His son is my heir.”

	The men rode off a short distance and clustered together, talking quietly. Jethain heard the name Araken several times. He sifted through the various people in the palace, trying to identify the traitor in his court. The answer, once he thought of it, was obvious. Hasaviz was from Zoth.

	Varn sprang out of the trees, screaming a challenge and snorting smoke. The horses shied away, squealing in fear, and two bolted with the bits between their teeth. But the commanding Zothian shouted orders and nets and ropes flew at the avtappi once more. Varn avoided them but was forced to retreat. Several crossbow bolts were loosed at him and one struck him in the shoulder.

	Jethain asked the avtappi to seek help. He didn’t want Varn killed.

	Limping and leaving a blood trail, the avtappi complied.

	“Leave the beast. The flies’ll get it,” the Zothian commander ordered.

	The cart lurched through the forest at a rapid rate, the carthorse forced into a heavy gallop by the whip of the rider holding his lead rope, following an overgrown track hardly worthy of the name. A shadow crossed overhead. The Zothians pointed up at the dragon, their voices increasing in pitch and volume.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Above, Scorth circled, waiting for the cart to exit the trees. Come on, little cart, just a little bit further. To his great frustration, the cart stopped several hundred yards short of the plain, in a clearing that he could see into but was too small to land in. With Jethain in the cart, he couldn’t risk flames.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak rode beside Jisten, their avtappi lockstepped, but Jisten wasn’t speaking. His worry for the prince was palpable. Behind them rode both guard forces in column formation, two abreast, the widest that the track would allow. The path of the cart was clear enough even without the dragon directing them from above.

	“They have stopped,” said Rak, repeating Scorth, “but remain in the forest.”

	“They must see Scorth and are staying under cover of the trees,” Jisten said. “Any delay for them can only be good for us. Tell Scorth to keep them pinned.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jethain could see the stone with the dark red paint splashed on it. What was that symbol? Three slashes? Or a crude set of genitalia? Jethain stopped giving himself a headache by staring at the rune. The leaves rustled as something approached through the trees.

	Through the slats in the wooden cart, Jethain saw a ruddy-faced man dressed in maroon step out of the trees. The man bore what was easily the coldest, cruelest expression the prince had ever seen on a living face. Even without sibilants, his voice hissed, “You have the cargo?”

	Jethain tensed and listened intently.

	“Y-yes,” stammered the Zothian. “As agreed.” The Zothian sounded extremely nervous for such an egotistic, self-assured creature.

	The ruddy-faced man walked to the back of the cart and looked at the captive.

	Jethain shivered as he met that cold gaze. There was a sense of menace there that went far beyond the ordinary.

	After taking a look at the evidence, the man hissed a laugh. “As agreed.” He handed the Zothians a heavy purse—payment for his capture, Jethain realized. The Zothians expressed satisfaction and rode off down a different path.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Chaos priest!” shouted Rak, glimpsing the blood-red cloth of the man’s outfit through Scorth’s eyes. “He has Jethain!”

	Jisten made a snap decision. “We split. Dark guard, ready for a charge on my command. Sedrael, keep the unit together, follow and catch up as fast as you can.”

	The dark guard drew their swords and gave the avtappi their heads.

	“Charge!”

	Pikara gave a whoop as the avtappi accelerated to their full, mind-numbing speed, closing the distance between them and their target.

	Varn appeared alongside and linked into the formation despite his injury. Varn urged them to gallop even faster, imaging the bound Jethain to his pack mates.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sedrael scowled at Pikara’s back and muttered, “Rather a wyrm at my back than her.” More loudly, he said, “Quick! Ain’t leave’n our cap’n an’ th’ prince with only them dark guards t’help! ‘Tappi riders, ta th’ rear ta drive th’ horses! Follow me!” He tapped Yalyna and she launched into a slower gallop, aware of the horses’ limitations.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“What do you want with me?” Jethain asked in his royal tone.

	“I want to watch your royal blood flow down the sacrificial altar of my Queen,” said Dienok. “I want to watch the foolish dreams of the dark servants come to nothing with your death.”

	“Your Queen? You’re a chaos priest?”

	“I see you’ve expanded that ignorant Koilathan mind of yours,” replied Dienok with a hint of mocking laughter. “Far too late, of course. When you die, so shall that precious prophecy the dark idiots wet dream about.” Dienok left Jethain alone in the bed of the cart. He took the carthorse’s lead rope and got the beast moving.

	For the first time in his life, Jethain began to truly fear what was going to happen to him. This was far worse than the fear he’d felt before his first battle. There, only his pride and perhaps his life had been at stake. Now…the Unmaker would rip not only his life from him, but also his soul and unmake them, as if he’d never been.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Yes! exulted Scorth as the cart exited the tree line. For much longer than the dragon had cared to, he had loitered in the sky, circling the black dot of the chaos temple in ceaseless patterns. He varied his pattern to keep himself from stiffening up. Circles, ovals, figure eights, both clockwise and counter. Rak had told him to keep the target pinned but he preferred it to show itself, let him attack.

	Now, his target was in sight. Scorth banked, altering his course to aim himself at the cart. He plunged out of the sky, teeth clamped on the roar he wanted to sound, wings held close to his sides as he stooped upon his target.

	His primary target was the chaos priest, but the carthorse would do as well. Thin protective membranes slid across his eyes as the wind whistled past, but they didn’t affect his visual acuity.

	The chaos priest looked up when Scorth’s shadow fell across him, and before the dragon could curse the sun, an explosion of lurid red and sickly yellow brought him to a stop.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	With bated breath, Jethain watched the dragon attack. He thought that he had never seen anything quite so beautiful as that stoop. He was so intent on Scorth that the enormous blast of chaos power took him by surprise. His stomach clenched as the dragon spiraled haphazardly out of the sky, landing with a secondary explosion of rock fragments and dust on the roof of the chaos temple.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak gritted his teeth and focused on the task at hand. He had to rescue the prince before he could worry about his dragon. Scorth was on his own at this point, all Rak could do for him was pray.

	 


Chapter Nine: The Battle Begins

	 

	 

	“Exxxit,” whispered Della’s spirit, pointing the way before she faded out, unable to go further.

	Tebber’s steps quickened as he saw the blue rectangle of open sky framed by the door. “Look, Essina, it is the way out.”

	Her hand, clutched in his, was slick from mingled sweat, but she made no effort to reclaim it. Her bare feet threatened to outpace him in her eagerness. After a harrowing journey through the chaotic maze of corridors, small rooms and secret passages that had gone on for what seemed like endless hours, they had slipped into the narthex by the hidden side door, avoiding the nave and the brooding altar of the Goddess.

	Nothing lay between them and escape but a few strides of empty chamber. A keening wind blew through the room. Tebber thought it was coming in from the outside, but as they walked into the narthex, it became apparent that the noisy wind was coming from the nave. He shuddered in atavistic fear and his step quickened until they were running. A small part of his mind wondered how it was they hadn’t reached the door yet. The narthex wasn’t more than six paces across.

	“Tebber,” Essina wailed, “it knows. It won’t let us go.”

	The shadows laughed around them. “No essscape. Ffforrrevvverrr.”

	The ring on Tebber’s hand lunged so strongly that it flung his hand upward. “There must be another way out,” he said with renewed hope. He and Essina turned and ran back out of the narthex, following the directions of the ring.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Breaking out of the trees onto the plain, the avtappi to the rear of the formation spread out and sped up until the seven beasts formed a single line across, locking gazes and synchronizing their gaits. Rak and Jisten both pointed their swords at the target, halfway between the ring of trees and the building at the center of the circular plain, the man in blood-red robes. He led the horse pulling the cart bearing Jethain toward the revealed chaos temple.

	“It is waiting for the chaos priest,” said Rak. “That is why it is showing itself. The chaos priest undoubtedly wants to sacrifice Jethain on the altar to the Unmaker. If he makes it to the temple, all will be lost.”

	The chaos priest glanced back at them, but his stride did not alter. He gestured, and the ground before the avtappi erupted upward in a half-dozen sprays of black soil, blue-green grass and white skull flowers. Large, segmented, pearlescent and clawed creatures were revealed in the wake of the explosions.

	“Wyrms!” shouted Pikara.

	The avtappi squealed, their formation breaking as they swerved to avoid the pincers of the armored creatures. The wyrms attacked the avtappi, hiss-squealing as they reared up their front halves to bring their claws into play. A curved scorpion tail replete with stinger marked these as the most deadly variety of the creatures that all who lived in A’filozenoi feared.

	“First weirdings, now stinger-wyrms, what’s next?” grumbled Ikayone.

	“Don’t ask them type questions!” Pikara warned.

	“Circle back and kill them!” ordered Rak. “Jisten, stay here. That is a chaos priest. There is nothing you can do.”

	“The deep abyss I will,” snapped Jisten. “That’s my prince!”

	“Then, you must stay close enough that I can shield us both from his evil magic.”

	“How much room do I have? We should attack double pronged. Even a chaos priest can only see one side at a time.”

	“You must be almost touching me. I am a high priest, not a mage. I cannot block further than the spread of my wings.”

	Vyld and Zala nimbly avoided the wyrms and continued their charge.

	Kryt and Pikara had already stopped to fight.

	Ikayone and Dolron, both having ridden past the wyrms, circled back to attack the menaces.

	Varn squealed in anger at the wyrm blocking his path and lashed out with his hooves.

	Pikara’s two-handed sword was more than a match for wyrm armor, and she gave full rein to her fury and hatred of the creatures. The first one she hacked into no less than four separate pieces. Rage didn’t remove her sense, so she first amputated the stinging tail. Then, she separated the back half from the front. Next, she removed the head and pincer assembly from the rest of the torso. Wyrms took a lot of killing because their multiple brains provided them the ability to survive even with half their bodies missing and eventually regenerate the missing parts.

	As Pikara took apart her second wyrm, and Dolron, Ikayone and Kryt finished off two others, the first wyrm Pikara had diced glowed a sickly yellow. The segments stretched and grew, and in defiance of natural laws, the four segments of a wyrm became four new wyrms. They were smaller but just as deadly as their odd parent.

	“Katz’s tits!” exclaimed Ikayone as the remnants of the wyrm he’d just killed began to glow. “That’s not fair!”

	Pikara screamed in rage and attacked the closest of the new wyrms. “Kill ‘em all!”

	Kryt looked shaken. “But what good does cutting them up do if they just make more of themselves?”

	“What do you suggest, Kryt?” snapped Dolron as he sliced off a wyrm’s tail before it could sting his avtappi. “We have to kill them.”

	“Keep chopping them,” snarled Pikara. “Until they’re small enough that the avtappi can trample and crush them. And where’s the flying mule? He could incinerate them!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The ring tugging Tebber up instead of out at ground level didn’t reassure Essina, but she gripped his hand as he pulled her along, nearly at a run. “Tebber, love, why are we going up?”

	“The Lord of Night gave me this ring,” he told her. “It wants me to go up. There must be a reason!”

	“Yesss,” Della’s shadow hissed encouragement, “I feel Hisss power. We all do.” Again, the shadows fought their writhing combat with each other. Fewer of the old spirits remained with them now. Most had vanished. Della and Nenrah must have won, for they separated and raced along with Tebber and Essina.

	Nenrah whispered, “All called to roof. A great prizzze for the Goddessss.”

	“Prize?” Essina squeezed Tebber’s hand, but he looked as bewildered as she felt. They ran on in silence for a time. “Tebber, if it comes between going back inside this temple and jumping, I’m jumping.”

	“I’ll jump with you,” Tebber promised recklessly.

	“Will your Lord take me to the Hall of Night?”

	“I pray that He welcomes us both.”

	Essina’s pace became faster and surer. Their upward passage was much swifter than the long search for the front door had been. With the ascendency of the friendly spirits, the others left them alone. Della and Nenrah sped ahead of them and opened the small door of the main bell tower that Rak himself had used for escape.

	Essina dug her heels in at the sight of the giant carnivorous reptile who filled the roof. The black dragon blinked, appearing half-stunned and oblivious to the spirits surrounding him. The ancient ghosts wrapped him in glowing streams of power—like chains—that grew thicker and more tangible moment by moment.

	“Scorth!” shouted Tebber, and Essina gaped at him before swinging back to regard the dragon. Now, she could see the resemblance to the black demon she’d dared to call friend.

	Tebber didn’t notice her hesitation or her surprise, focused on the dragon as he was, he ran straight for him. He paid no mind to the spirits blocking his way until he ran smack into them, at which point, he screamed in agony and dropped.

	Scorth’s head shot up at the servant’s scream. He knew that voice. He tried to focus the multitude of Tebbers into one.

	“Tebber!” Essina screamed. She yanked him out of the clutches of the shadows and pulled him to safety. She checked him for injury and found nothing physical. He was ice cold and shaking, his pupils dilated in shock at what he’d seen. She looked at Della with a hint of desperation. “Please help us. Scorth is our friend.”

	“Friendsss,” said Della.

	More of the spirits Essina had learned to recognize as new flickered in and out at Della’s sides, Nenrah the most solid of these. Together, they launched themselves at the ancient spirits who never questioned why they must do the bidding of the Goddess who’d killed him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak and Jisten charged the chaos priest. Their avtappi were so close together that their legs brushed. Rak favored his left hand, so by riding on Jisten’s left, they did not interfere with each other’s sword arms.

	The chaos priest turned again and sent a blast of lurid red power at them.

	Rak raised his voice in chant and his right hand, and the chaos power exploded around a black shield.

	On the tail of the chaos blast came the next attack. A thick swarm of enraged katrami flies rose out of the grass. They surrounded the two men and avtappi in a cloud of black and metallic red. The clicks of sharp mandibles were audible over the deep, menacing buzz of their wings. The fly amulets kept the flies at bay, but the sheer numbers of the monstrous insects completely obscured Jisten’s and Rak’s vision.

	The second chaos blast passed through the swarm without affecting it.

	Caught by surprise, Rak only had time to throw up the thinnest, sketchiest of shields. However, the thick cloud of flies that had blinded Rak also blinded the chaos priest. The bolt didn’t hit the two men, but Vyld and Zala crumpled beneath them. Rak rode Vyld down while Jisten rolled clear of Zala.

	Rak imbued extra power into the nightstones braided into the avtappis’ manes, to protect them from the flies. That was all the time and power he could spare them. He concentrated on pushing the flies back as he searched for the chaos priest and the cart containing his brother. The air around them cleared.

	Jisten regained his feet. Crouching low, he charged without a sound, sword pointed at Dienok’s chest. His efforts at stealth were wasted. Dienok sent another blast of power in Jisten’s direction. The captain ducked, but the blast arched down to find him.

	Rak regretted that there wasn’t time to change weapons, but the irony of that didn’t escape him. He’d wished the same thing during the garden attack, armed the opposite of what he bore now. His sabre whipped toward the chaos priest’s side.

	Dienok broke off his attack on Jisten to block Rak’s sabre with his staff. Lurid yellow flashed at the point of contact between the two weapons. Rak allowed the blocking staff to change the angle of his cut.

	Dienok blocked the head cut and lashed the spiky crystal headpiece of his staff toward Rak. The agile Loftoni darted aside and struck at Dienok’s unprotected flank.

	Jisten was on his feet again, and he feinted, trying to pull some of the chaos priest’s attention off Rak.

	Dienok stepped back to give himself more space and avoided Rak’s attack. His staff whistled in a glowing arc as he forced Jisten to back off.

	Zala staggered to her feet, squealed in rage and charged Dienok.

	The chaos priest contemptuously sent another large blast of raw power at the beast.

	She crumpled, badly burned and bleeding from a multitude of deep gashes, as if the blasts of power were knives.

	Vyld grabbed her by the back of her neck, and they both vanished with a quiet pop.

	With a heavy heart, Rak mentally ordered the remaining avtappi to stay well clear of the chaos temple. They didn’t have the defenses to withstand the power of the chaos mage. He called for the thansymi to come forward instead and reached for a firemane, but none were close enough to answer his call.

	The death hounds poured out of the forest. They hadn’t been able to translate to Rak’s side, which had enraged them. Now, they sought to join him at their best speed. Morth leaped onto the cart and then onto the carthorse’s back. His powerful jaws snapped shut, severing the horse’s spine. The equine shuddered once and collapsed.

	“Good boy!” Jethain cheered. “Can you chew my bonds?” He didn’t know if Morth really could understand him, but it was worth a try.

	Morth leaped off the dead horse’s back and toward the dueling priests.

	Jethain sighed. He concentrated on his own puppy. “Bello! Bello!” he called.

	Rak pressed the attack again with a rapid series of cuts aimed at the head and chest. With each cut, he stepped forward, keeping the initiative in his favor by forcing Dienok to step back, to react instead of act. Jisten’s attack style differed enough to keep the chaos priest off balance, the pattern of cut and riposte unpredictable. Both men stayed close enough to aid the other, yet far enough apart to not get in each other’s way.

	A gangly puppy leaped into the cart and gripped the ropes on Jethain’s wrists. Jethain helped by pulling his wrists apart as much as he could. “Good boy! Pretend these are ruffles! Really strong ruffles!” The death hound’s serrated teeth made short work of the fibrous ropes. “Stay!” ordered Jethain before he leaped out of the cart and ran toward Rak and Jisten. He was weaponless, but he couldn’t just sit there and wait.

	Morth snarled as he leaped for Dienok’s throat, interfering with Rak’s otherwise perfectly executed lunge and accidentally acting as a shield between Rak and Dienok. Chaos blasted forth, catching Morth and the three death hounds behind him. Dienok’s staff blurred before the dazzle secondary to the blast cleared, catching Rak off balance and unprepared. The staff cracked across his ribs and Rak went down.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Exhausted, injured and pregnant, the stress of translating took its toll on Zala. She collapsed on the midnight black grass that fronted the Hall of Night. Zotien’s fingers brushed her. “The life within you needs your strength, young one. Rest here.”

	Vyld hovered, nuzzling her with concern. He wanted to rejoin the fight, but he was also injured and didn’t want to leave the young mare bearing his foal.

	Zala groaned. She wanted Jisten, she wanted Vrema, she wanted Vyld. Her mind turned over and over until the Lord of Night brushed her again and gave her the gift of sleep.

	 “Sleep,” Zotien whispered to the wounded stallion. Vyld folded himself alongside Zala. The God who cared enough to designate priests for animal, and animal only, healing cared enough to not let the injured avtappi continue the battle.

	 

	 


Chapter Ten: The Gods Join In

	 

	 

	Sedrael led the palace guard out of the woods and immediately searched for Jisten and the prince. He found them easily enough, almost at the dark, sinister building. Rak and Jisten were fighting another man and seemed to have things well in hand. Directly in front of the palace guard, however, the dark guard was busily hacking monsters into smaller and smaller segments, which then regenerated into smaller versions of the original and continued to attack.

	“I don’t think that’s working very well,” Kal observed, watching Jethain’s Varn pound one into the dirt with his forehooves.

	“Shut up and help!” snarled Pikara. “Or go back and leave the real work to us like usual.”

	“What usually kills them?” asked Sedrael as he skewered one on the point of his sword.

	“Dragon fire!” spat Pikara. “And we have run out of dragons!”

	Sedrael shrugged and asked, “What about regular fire?”

	“Won’t penetrate the armor,” said Ikayone as Pikara rolled her eyes.

	“Stop chattin’ with the sunnies and get back to business!”

	Kal swung off his horse and pulled some deadwood out the underbrush. “Let’s start a fire,” he said. “I have an idea.”

	The rest of the palace guard fell to, and in a short time, they had a large pile of wood and a respectable blaze going.

	Kal wrapped a piece of lint bandage over a handful of dried grass and shoved an arrow into the resulting mass. He dipped it into the fire, and once it ignited, he drew and fired it at the closest of the monsters. The arrow slipped between the armor plates and the monster exploded when its insides met the flames.

	The Koilathan guard cheered and set to making more of the jury-rigged flame arrows.

	Pikara stared at Kal with a gape-mouthed expression for a moment. Then, she saluted him. She turned and shouted, “Fall back! Let the archers have a clear range.”

	The wyrms exploded all over the field as Kal, Orste, Dolron and Kryt took aim. Kal was by far the best shot of the four, so he went after the smallest, hardest to hit targets.

	“Night, what a stench!” cursed Ikayone. “I’d almost rather let them kill me than smell this!”

	“I agree,” said Pikara.

	“You do?” Ikayone peered at her suspiciously.

	“Yes. I’d rather let them kill you than smell this.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	When the ancient spirits turned and attacked Della, Nenrah and the other new spirits, Essina looked up at the sunny sky and prayed, “Si’Yeni, you are the bridge between the Day and the Night. Please help us!”

	At the same time, Tebber clutched his ring and prayed, “Zotien, help me. I must free Scorth.”

	The golden sun turned to a blood-red sunset, although still high in the sky. Fiery orange fingers reached down and a sweet voice sang, “Mothers, fathers, children, come to me.”

	The ancient spirits shrank back, hissing in anger. Della’s and Nenrah’s shadows had no hesitation in wrapping around the sunset fingers.

	“Come, come,” the sunset sang to the shadows. More joined, but some shadows stayed out of her reach, their glowing streams of power still around the dragon. “I cannot attack, I can only woo,” Si’Yeni told Zotien with regret.

	Zotien gleefully joined the fray as the newer spirits, bound since the chaos priest had come, took the offered hand.

	Electricity crackled around Tebber. He walked to Scorth, and this time, the shadows could not touch him. He laid his hands on the dragon, and the power transferred from him to the dragon. The glowing bonds puffed out of existence, and Scorth shook himself free of the ghostly grasping hands.

	“All Mother, You came,” Essina whispered in awe.

	“The Lord of Night found you, dear one,” Si’Yeni said. “You were just out of My reach, just out of My hearing, but no longer. I will always be able to hear you from now, until time ends. But now, I have new converts. Come, mothers, fathers, children. Your home is with Me.” The selected shadows traveled up Si’Yeni’s fingers and disappeared into the blood-red sun.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jethain still had ropes dangling from his slobber-coated wrists, but he snatched up Rak’s sabre and lunged over the fallen Loftoni in time to block Dienok’s killing blow.

	The chaos priest stumbled back to avoid the sharp blade and hissed. His hand came up, a motion Jisten had learned to recognize.

	The captain leaped, leading with his own sabre, for Dienok.

	The chaos priest shrieked in pain and rage as the captain’s sabre slid into his chest.

	Rak staggered to his feet, wincing, and his staff appeared in his hand.

	Dienok pulled the sword out of himself and shrieked again, glowing with power. His staff arced toward Jisten’s head. Rak’s staff was there, blocking him. Dienok turned his attention back to the dark priest.

	Green lightning flared off Rak’s spread wings while ropes of black power coiled and snaked along his arms. Every time his staff met Dienok’s staff, there was a flare of colorless power and a sizzling sound.

	The chaos priest was equally as impressive, looming larger than life from the power bursting off him.

	Both priests were flinging power about like the end of the world had come and this was the send-off party.

	Jethain ducked a stray lightning bolt from Rak, and a moment later hit the turf to avoid the whistling end of Dienok’s staff.

	Jisten tried to enter the fight again, but the blasts of power forced him back as well. When Rak lost ground to the chaos priest, Jisten cried out, “Si’Yeni, help us!”

	Power flooded Jisten’s limbs and his nightstone sabre glowed with the fires of the dawn. He lunged again, and this time, he made it to Rak’s side.

	Dienok screamed in rage at the additional opponent, a scream laced with the female overtones of the Goddess he was channeling. Jisten-Si’Yeni laughed at Dienok-Katzrevia and attacked with a devastating overhand swing. Rak-Zotien swung his staff on a parallel arch at the same time, forcing Dienok-Katzrevia back against the outer wall of the temple. They could retreat no further.

	Golden light flared about the combatants, and a deep voice roared in displeasure but was disregarded by the combatants—Auranz didn’t have an avatar here.

	Face twisted with hatred, Dienok-Katzrevia turned toward Jethain and raised both hands. Rak-Zotien shouted warning, staff swinging down across Dienok-Katzrevia’s forearms. Power exploded along the length of the staff, and Dienok-Katzrevia screamed in agony and rage as his-Her hands blew themselves apart from the conflict of powers within.

	The golden light concentrated on Jisten-Si’Yeni as the captain leaped to interpose himself between Dienok-Katzrevia and the prince a moment before the enormous blast of chaos power hit.

	Auranz separated out His consort and left the hapless Valer to take the blast.

	Jethain caught the captain, going down on the turf himself to cushion the landing. The golden light next battered itself against the darkness of the two priests, and Auranz could be heard commanding them to stop.

	Dienok-Katzrevia stepped away from the wall in pursuit of the captain, rippling as Dienok was consumed by his Goddess. Katrezia strode forth in Her full aspect, armored in black plate and consumed by her hatred for her rival Si’Yeni. “You Bitch!” She screamed, “I will destroy You utterly!” and sent another blast toward Jisten, but Rak-Zotien was there, his black staff raised in warding. The power slammed into an invisible wall, sheeting about them in multicolored streamers of flame-like energy, but not a drop of it touched them.

	Rak-Zotien snapped his staff down at Dienok-Katzrevia’s head.

	She barely managed to block the blow with an arch of power held between the stumps of Her arms, stumbling and falling in the effort. Dienok-Katzrevia looked up at Rak-Zotien, at his mercy now, for all that She lay within arm’s reach of Her temple.

	The golden light was joined by a multitude of other deities and they forced Zotien and Katzrevia to depart from their mortal hosts. Dienok, much worse for wear, blinked dazedly on the ground.

	If Auranz expected that would stop the battle, he was gravely mistaken. Even without Zotien’s immediate presence to guide him, Rak gathered as much power as he could and threw every bit of it he had at the chaos mage. Green and black power slammed into the earth with a whumph that shook the ground.

	When it faded, Dienok was gone without a trace.

	Scorth grabbed Tebber in one forefoot, Essina in the other and flung himself off the roof. He plummeted straight down. At the last possible moment, he snapped open his wings and barreled across the plain ten feet off the ground.

	Essina gulped but was proud that she didn’t scream.

	Behind them, the chaos temple slowly collapsed inward.

	Zotien blasted the chaos temple with a barrage of lightning strikes, just to hurry it along.

	Si’Yeni combed her blood-red fingers through the collapsing rubble. “Mothers, fathers, children, to me, to me,” She sang.

	The ancient spirits burrowed deep. They didn’t trust Her. She had left them, all the gods of day had left them, all those many years ago. Now, they had secrets to protect and a chaos priest to recover.

	The golden light overhead became a burning hammer. “Council meeting. Now.” The day did burn away the sunset and the night, and all the Gods left the field.

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven: The Smoke Clears

	 

	 

	Scorth skidded to a hind-legged landing and carefully deposited the two servants. Then, he spat fire at the last of the miniature wyrms, killing it.

	“Late as a lazy sunny, you flying mule!” Pikara shouted.

	“Scorth!” Essina turned around and hugged the dragon’s leg.

	“Awww, prick o’ Auranz, you rescued some sun-scorched virgin!” Pikara glared at Essina.

	Scorth snapped his jaws shut a foot over Pikara’s head. A favorite trick of his, to make her flinch, not that he ever succeeded. Then, he blew warm, dragon-scented air all over Essina.

	“Well, go ahead and eat her already!” Pikara shouted. “I ain’t no sun-scorched virgin!”

	Tebber glared at Pikara. “Leave her alone!” He wrapped his arms around his girl.

	Pikara rolled her eyes. “Baby face is in love with the virgin, too?”

	“Who is this woman?” Essina whispered to Tebber.

	Tebber whispered back, “The commander of S’Rak’s personal guard.”

	“Essina?” asked Fentri, stunned. “But you left days ago! What are you doing here?”

	“Fentri! You’re injured!” Essina dashed over to him. She fumbled for her skirt to tear off a bandage and found none. The shadows that had formed her clothing had answered Si’Yeni’s call.

	Fentri goggled at having a naked girl dash at him. He blushed scarlet and fumbled off his jacket. Essina had the jacket on in a flash.

	Scorth leaped into the sky and glided back across the field to Rak, landing heavily beside his rider.

	“What? Don’t you sunnies frolic naked under the blue sky all the time?” Pikara asked. “Nice stone nipple chains. Is that the latest sunny fashion statement?”

	Tebber shook his fist at Pikara. “Watch your mouth! You have no idea what she’s been through! She’s been in that... that place!”

	Pikara wiped her sword on the grass. “It’s called a chaos temple, baby face. I imagine it wasn’t all golden light inside.”

	“It was horrible,” said Tebber with a shudder. “Hissing spirits and all.”

	“Ooooh, they hissed at you?” Pikara gave a fake shudder. “The horror! Excuse me!” She stalked across the field, Alga trailing her.

	Ikayone pulled out a rumpled set of clothes from his saddlebags. He always carried a spare uniform, just in case. He held it out to Essina. “Here, girl.”

	“Thank you,” said Essina. She was pleased to dress in grey and black, like Tebber, like S’Rak.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak sat in the grass with the prince and the prone figure of a man Pikara assumed was the captain. “Thez, you in one piece? If so, let’s haul our darkie butts and these scared-shitless sunnies outta here.”

	Rak blinked with that I’ve drained myself to the last erg daze.

	She cursed, ripped a flask off her belt and shoved it at him. Pikara looked down at the convulsing Jisten. “You broke your sunny. Now drink this.”

	Rak drank the sweet liquid without a complaint, but his attention never wavered from Jisten.

	“Let’s get them on the cart,” said Jethain. “Hmm. The horse is dead.” His eye fell on Alga with speculation.

	Alga flattened her ears at Jethain’s look. She lowered her head and her lip curled in a snarl.

	Pikara looked at her avtappi and then the prince. “Unless you plan on feeding your buddy to Alga, I’d stop looking at her. Load him in the cart and we’ll hitch a horse to it.”

	“What horse?” asked Jethain, looking at the very dead carthorse. His expression brightened as Varn rejoined him, and for a moment, the prince lost himself in greeting his avtappi.

	Jethain then imaged Varn pulling the cart and hoped the avtappi wouldn’t react like Alga had. Varn pawed the ground, unhappy. He nosed Jisten hopefully, setting off another convulsion.

	Rak moaned like a dying thing, and Pikara paled as she remembered that Rak’s life was tied to Jisten’s.

	Varn blew smoke over his rider and went to stand in front of the cart. He looked totally dejected, with red puppy eyes and a pouty lower lip. The other avtappi would tease him for this.

	Jethain picked up his friend and nearly dropped him from the intensity of the convulsions.

	Pikara was there in a flash, supporting Jisten’s other side. “If you drop him, he’ll get worse,” Pikara said. “Unless you sunnies are built a lot different from us.”

	“Thank you,” said Rak, grateful for Pikara’s help.

	“Don’t thank me!” Pikara snapped. She looked at Scorth. “Help your dragon. He’s striped with large chaos-power burns and looks like he crash-landed into a chaos temple. Oh, that’s right, he did.”

	Sedrael and Kal joined them. “Awww, Cap’n.”

	“You’re not going to cry, are you?” Pikara demanded.

	“That is my right,” said Rak, “since he is my lover.” But Rak was dry-faced. He rarely cried anymore, not since his childhood’s end under the whips of his trainers. He had learned that tears brought no relief, and often extra scorn or even punishment.

	“I meant the sunnies,” Pikara said sullenly. She wouldn’t begrudge Rak his emotions.

	Rak climbed into the cart with Jisten, pulled his lover’s head onto his lap and tenderly stroked back the dark bangs.

	Jethain climbed in next to Rak and promptly had to deal with a lapful of puppy. He reassured Bello.

	Sivle whined as she pressed against Jisten, seeking reassurance herself.

	Rak stroked her head but most of his attention was on the captain.

	Sed and Kal carefully harnessed Varn to the cart.

	Alga stuck her scarred muzzle into the cart and snorted in disgust all over the prince and captain.

	Rak covered Jisten with a wing because the Valer didn’t need avtappi snot all over his face.

	Jethain protested and wiped the gooey spray from his cheek.

	Next, Alga sniffed Rak with suspicion, checking for injuries. Rak had plenty, so Alga nuzzled the side of Rak’s face and imaged him returning to Okyro, with a dozen Therrai healing him. Rak scratched under Alga’s chin and imaged a parade of Therrai coming through a portal before the sun temple. She snorted smoke in satisfaction.

	The cart creaked its way toward town at the best pace Varn could manage without the cart falling apart. Every small jounce sent Jisten spasming. They hit a particularly deep pothole and everyone in the cart briefly became airborne.

	Jisten convulsed and Rak shouted, “That is enough! Scorth!”

	“Hey! He’s hurt!” Pikara said in an odd defense of her usual target of name-calling. “Leave him alone!”

	“He can fly Jisten and me to the sun temple,” replied Rak. “We have not even made it to the tree line.”

	“Look at him! Covered in burns!” Pikara protested, continuing her unusual defense. “Exhausted! Wings are probably wrenched!”

	Rak peeled back Jisten’s eyelids. One pupil was a pinprick. The other was fully dilated. “And he will die if we do not get him to a healer soon. I do not have any draughts with me. They were in Vyld’s saddlebags. Do you?”

	“Fresh out,” Pikara said. “That’s what Therrai are for. Do I have to be that too here in sunny land? Save their asses, now heal their butts?”

	“You want him to die,” accused Rak in a truly hurt tone of voice.

	“It would make life simpler,” Pikara muttered.

	Sedrael and Kal shot killing looks at her.

	“If he dies, so do I,” reminded Rak.

	Pikara paled again, and Sedrael and Kal gave Rak a stunned look.

	Scorth came alongside the cart and laid down.

	Varn rolled a red eye at the dragon, but refused to shame his rider by admitting to fear.

	“Do you really want to be a flying mule?” Pikara half demanded, half pleaded with the black dragon. “I was only joking! Don’t take it to heart and act like one! Only Thez rides you! Have some pride!”

	Rak climbed directly from the cart onto the dragon and reached down for Jisten. Jethain gladly handed him up and then tried to follow.

	Scorth heaved a sigh but let Jethain mount.

	The two puppies translated out of the cart once their masters were on the dragon.

	“Ruined our Thez and his dragon,” Pikara’s dark muttering continued. “I’ll fix this and free them if it takes my dying breath.”

	Scorth spread his wings, forcing all the guards to duck, and lumbered skyward.

	Pikara’s gaze followed the dragon until he was no longer visible. “You and I, Alga. We’ll fix this or die trying.” The scarred avtappi snorted agreement with her rider.

	Sed and Kal scowled as one. Not if they had anything to say about it.

	Ikayone said nothing, but he removed the cart harness from Varn and offered the avtappi a treat. The mountless guards were taken up to ride pillion behind the avtappi riders. Not one horse had survived the battles.

	Alga sidled up beside Varn and imaged him pulling a plow. She danced out of reach of his annoyed snap.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Scorth circled the plaza of the sun temple. Ioli, Nymis, Zeleri and Phonasa waved to them from the shade of a mansion’s wall. The city watchtowers were tolling the dragon-flying alarm, along with the direction of the black beast’s flight.

	Pikara and the remainder of the dark guard were still galloping to the city, but as soon as Alga had come into range, she had touched the minds of the other avtappi and told them to report to the sun temple.

	The sun temple guard crowded into the square, only to be waved away by Forael. The plaza was cleared for Scorth’s landing.

	Scorth hadn’t quite touched down when Rak jumped from his back, holding the jerking Jisten in his arms. His wings spread to soften the landing, and he glided in looking as light as a feather, but Rak went to his knees when he met the ground. He gently rolled the convulsing captain from his arms to the flagstones in lieu of dropping him.

	As Forael and Tyll hurried over, Jethain slid off Scorth’s back, landed with a thump of booted feet and ran over as well.

	Forael reached a hand toward Jisten but snatched it back with an exasperated noise. “Enveloped in chaos magic! What happened?”

	Rak looked up from his kneeling position. “Chaos priest. Battle. Please, help him.”

	Tyll knelt beside his spouse and stroked his back, assessing his injuries.

	“I must first banish the chaos before I can heal him,” Forael said. “Please, cousins, move away. Light and chaos cannot be a good combination for you.”

	“Ylion, ix, you should not waste your power on fighting chaos. Allow me, please.”

	“You’re exhausted and injured, dear Nyxion. I’m afraid you try to do too much. Rest now and let others help.” Forael’s refusal was gentle, but his gesture for the dark guard to approach was calculated.

	The dark guard claimed their Thezomeh. They encircled Rak and Tyll and watched Forael dispassionately.

	Jethain took over pillowing Jisten’s head.

	“Prince, you must back away as well. Conflicting magic is never pretty.”

	“But, Ylion, he won’t stop thrashing, and I’m afraid he’ll bash his brains out on the stones if I let go.”

	“Use a cloak for a pillow.” At Jethain’s frown, Forael added, “You cannot help him by becoming injured yourself. As soon as I’m done, you may pick him up and take him into the sun temple. Inside, we will heal him.”

	“Let me help!” Rak’s light tenor came from the center of the dark guard circle. None of them budged.

	“Thezomeh, you bear the signs of magical exhaustion,” Ioli signed. He fumbled with a flask and offered it to Rak. “Drink, Thezomeh.”

	Trying not to sigh at Ioli’s motherhenning, Rak accepted the flask and took a polite sip. “Now let me go,” he said.

	“Rak, let me help,” Tyll said. “Ylion, I am used to fighting chaos magic. I can bear the brunt of banishing the chaos so you can heal him.”

	Nymis nodded at Tyll, “Yes, you help. The Thez is in no condition to be blasted with sun magic.”

	“Hey!” protested Rak from within the circle. “Tyll! Your heart!”

	“Was completely healed by the dhelion,” he replied.

	“Drink,” said Phonasa. “You’re in no shape for this and you know it; or you would, if you had a lick of sense in there.”

	Forael looked first at the dark bard, somewhat pointedly at his silvered temples and greyed beard. He looked toward Rak, but the short Loftoni could not be seen behind his taller guards.

	“I am not that old!” Tyll said, showing defensiveness borne of similar encounters. He shot his own pointed glance at Forael’s white hair and beard. “Pot calling the kettle,” he grumped.

	Forael cracked a smile and inclined his head, gesturing for Tyll to approach.

	Tyll knelt and accepted the seizing man from the reluctant prince. He sang a simple melodic hymn, calling his power to the fore as he entered the struggle to lift the chaos from Jisten.

	Forael started his chant before lifting his arms. He raised his hands and he swelled with golden light before it focused between his hands. He brought his hands down toward Jisten and the golden light poured down, only to flare against the sickly yellow and lurid red swirls that covered the captain.

	Tyll swayed, the darkness pouring from his hands trying to push back the chaos but being overwhelmed. The dark fire and the golden light met briefly as the chaos suddenly swirled away from that one area. Tyll screamed, his concentration shattered and barely managed not to drop Jisten’s head on the pavement. Even Forael staggered.

	“Save our Ylion!” several acolytes and sun priests cried. The braver ones made to yank Forael away, but a voice stopped them.

	An exhausted Photas on a lathered horse entered the plaza. “Don’t touch him! You’ll only distract the Ylion and he might be overcome with the chaos magic!” He slipped from his horse and stood beside Forael, neither assisting nor interfering.

	Berly took the reins of his flame-red horse and walked it to the stable yard for a cool down, crooning all the while.

	Photas peered at Tyll. “Don’t fight the chaos in the captain, Bard. Just hold him for us and defend yourself.”

	Tyll nodded at that. He took a deep breath to steady himself, closed his eyes and held onto Jisten.

	Photas dropped into Forael’s chant with practiced ease, and the amount of light pouring into Jisten doubled.

	Some of the chaos magic lifted out of Jisten and wrapped around Tyll. The bard focused on destroying the chaos around him. The light battered the chaos from the outside while the Kephi worked from the inside.

	Rak beat at his guards with fists and wings. “Let me out! I can help!”

	Phonasa caught his wrists and said, “You know we can’t be doing that, sir.”

	“Our duty is to protect you,” said Nymis as he tried to corral Rak’s wings and got a spar in the eye for his trouble. “Ow! Even if it means protecting you from yourself.” Rak’s left wing bashed Nymis on the side of the head. “Ow! Thez, please!”

	Forael’s chant intensified and the golden light flared across the sickly swirls of power, burning them out.

	Rak, Ioli and the dark guard, their eyes more sensitive, shielded their faces.

	Forael’s voice grew more urgent. Photas’ steady tenor continued to support him. Then both voices cracked and failed.

	Once the golden light was gone, Tyll flared with dark power a second time. His black fire, laced with amber, consumed the virulent chaos that remained on Jisten like scum on a pond. Then the dark bard collapsed.

	Rak pushed his guard aside and rushed to Tyll. He dropped to his knees and checked first his spouse and then his Valer, but check them both he did, thoroughly.

	“There is still chaos,” said Rak. “Not as much, but enough to prevent any healing.”

	“This magic is on the level of a god, and Auranz is not answering,” Forael said in a hoarse whisper. Forael gripped Photas’ shoulder for support, although the man leaned into him as well. “I have done my best, as has Photas.” Forael bent to examine Jisten and fell to his knees. Photas did likewise and again the two priests leaned on each other.

	Jethain looked at Forael with big blue eyes. “You can fix this,” he stated. Not asked. Asking meant the answer might be no.

	“My son,” Forael started then stopped at Jethain’s look. “Not today. I must rest. Photas must rest. Dethrian is gone. Murson and Dullat were my only other offensive mage-priests. We have little call for mages here in sleepy Koilatha. I simply don’t have anyone else to call on.”

	Jethain scooped up the limp Jisten. The prince flinched as Jisten convulsed with the motion.

	Rak touched Jisten’s face and the captain spasmed once more. He chanted, using a wing to shield Jisten’s face from the sun as he worked. Green-laced black power flared and swirled, rooting out and destroying the sullen reds and lurid yellows of the chaos power. He was experienced at removing chaos and made short work of it. In a state past exhaustion, he sagged to the ground and said, “The chaos is gone. Now he needs a healer.”

	“Take him to my office, please, Jethain,” said Forael. “I would rather he rest there, in privacy, so that his loved ones can stay with him. Tomorrow, we will heal as much as we can.”

	The qualifier on Forael’s statement sent cold knives through Rak’s gut. As much as we can meant that he doubted a full healing. “I want to ask the dhelion to help him today. If neither you nor she can heal Jisten, I wish to bring the Therrai here,” Rak said quietly, watching Forael with somber beryl eyes.

	“I agree. Asfalea is always welcome here, and the temple will provide no barrier to her powers. In the morning, Photas and I will attempt to heal him, and if we fail, we will open a portal as soon as we have the strength.”      

	 


Chapter Twelve: Battle Fugue

	 

	 

	Rak watched them enter the sun temple then turned to Tyll, patting him over again, checking him for injury. His bard looked sunburned from the power that had blasted about him. “Tyll, your heart?”

	“I’m fine,” Tyll told Rak. “You?” He patted back.

	Rak patted Tyll’s hand. “Good.” Which wasn’t an answer to Tyll’s question, though he hoped it was taken as one.

	“Sir, do you want us to bring the dhelion now?” asked Zeleri, his eyes still on the sun temple. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to take him to her? He’s one of their people, after all, and our chapel’s in Valer Square, too.” He wasn’t about to admit that he was afraid of sun priests.

	“The dhelion and her assistant are still abed from their battle,” Nymis replied, “and our Movai are just as exhausted.”

	“The dhelion needs some rest,” said Rak. “I will ask her to look at Jisten at sunset, and I will bring her here myself. And if she fails, well, I will have a draught of sleep ready, and the Ylion is a very powerful healer.”

	“Oh, he looked in perfect shape,” Phonasa said.

	Rak patted her next. “You need to get your eyes checked,” he advised sagely.

	Phonasa grinned at Rak. “Yes, Thezomeh.”

	“He’s going to die,” Zeleri moaned. “I just know it.”

	Tyll rolled his eyes at Zeleri.

	Troxal nudged Rak. Without their pack leader, the avtappi crowded the Thezomeh. Rak handed out some treats and pointed the avtappi at the fountain. “Go play with the water.” Reassured, they obeyed. Rak stood up and brushed himself off as if that would rid him of the blood and stains of battle. “I am going to check on Jisten again. I want one of us with him at all times.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Virien swept into Owain’s study and bowed deeply. “Your Majesty, I have the gravest of news. Your son and heir, Crown Prince Jethain, has fallen in battle, along with his captain.”

	Owain looked away. “I see. What happened?” He drew out the papers that Rak had signed and studied them. “Surely I can’t be faulted if Jethain died in battle. Yes, I am quite sure it isn’t my fault.”

	“He was out doing his duty when brigands attacked. The prince’s men were quite overwhelmed.”

	“I don’t know if Araken wrote to his wife yet,” Owain said, flipping the parchment pages. “I hope so. My heir, Tavelin, must journey to Koilatha at once.” He glanced at a portrait of his father. “Strong, proud...we must continue the line.”

	“Neither Araken nor his wife will allow a son to live here. Give me permission to collar him,” said Virien. “Then, we can do as we please, breeding him.”

	Owain looked away from the portrait. “Collar him?” He frowned at his brother. “He’s my son. I’m sure he’ll do his duty and provide the heir he promised.”

	“He lets other men use him, sexually,” Virien replied. “I can prove it.”

	Owain scowled. “Leave him alone, Virien. I would hate to have to send you back to the Sun Inquisitor. Now, there is a lot of paperwork for a royal funeral. Fortunately, most of it is already prepared, due to Jethain’s previous death.” Owain found the forms in the bottom drawer of his cabinet. He set the stack on his desk. “Poor Jethain. It was his own fault, really.”

	Accepting the subject change, Virien glanced at the papers. “I hope the body is somewhat intact or the queen will carry on. When are you taking her to the summer palace?”

	“Next week, I hope.” Owain dipped his pen in the inkwell and started to write.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jethain carried Jisten into the sun temple and shot deadly glares at any who tried to take the unconscious man from him. He stalked to Forael’s office and the Ylion opened the door. Jethain placed the captain gently on the cream and gold couch, but Jisten still spasmed in reaction. Sivle padded into the room in Rak’s wake, jumped up on the couch, and curled up at Jisten’s feet.

	Rak slid onto the couch beside Jisten, trying to be careful and not disturb him, but the injured man spasmed again, sensitive to the slightest motion. He peeled back Jisten’s eyelid. First, one then the other. The mismatched pupils remained. This concerned him and he looked to Forael for explanation. He put a hand on Jisten’s chest, taking comfort from the warmth and steady heartbeat. “Please heal him, Forael.”

	“Brain damage will take prayer. I’ll tell his mother. She has attended services every day for the past fifteen years. Perhaps Auranz will listen to her prayers.” Forael thought a moment, “Or Si’Yeni, His consort. She is the All Mother. Katzrevia had no interest in raising babies.”

	“No, She prefers monsters,” said Tyll. “I shall pray, too.”

	Forael asked in surprise, “To Si’Yeni?”

	Tyll laughed. “Hardly.”

	“My apologies, dark bard.” Forael said politely. “I would appreciate it if you both took the night watch. I, of course, will be in bed. I have the only key to the door.”

	Tyll stroked Rak’s cheek. “I would be happy to.”

	“He does not look well,” murmured Rak, “though the spasms have stopped. At sunset, I will go and bring Asfalea here. I will also bring a draught of sleep, to buy us more time, if we feel it necessary.”

	Rak cuddled up to Jisten. It was probably a reflex, but it seemed to Rak that Jisten cuddled back. Rak draped a wing over Jisten and tried to relax.

	Tyll settled in a chair and strummed idle tunes on Forael’s lute.

	Forael went off to rest before the sunset rite.

	Once they were alone, Rak looked up at Tyll. “I burn.”

	“Battle reaction?” Tyll didn’t sound surprised. He set the lute aside, on the stand designed to hold it, and stood up, pacing across the room to reach Rak’s side. He laid a hand on Rak’s shoulder. “Well, come on, no need to suffer, and you know there will not be time later, once everyone has had a chance to rest.”

	“Jisten is on the couch,” Rak pointed out. “And the floor burns.”

	“There is a chair or this low table. I could take you on either.” Tyll helped Rak climb off the couch, a tricky process since neither man wanted to bump Jisten and trigger another seizure. Once Rak was in his arms, Tyll kissed him expertly as his hands started to undress Rak. This was a much more complicated process than usual, since Rak was wearing mail. But, eventually, he had Rak completely stripped and himself mostly stripped.

	Only Tyll’s wrap remained, and Rak sank to his knees, ignoring the discomfort of the carpeted floor in favor of giving his husband the full and proper service. He used his mouth to remove the wrap, revealing Tyll’s beautiful jewels to his gaze.

	Tyll stepped back as the wrap fell gracefully to the floor, and sat in the stuffed chair. He spread his legs in invitation, so Rak shuffled forward. The burning sensation was becoming more pronounced, but he didn’t care.

	He positioned himself before Tyll and leaned forward so that his face was almost pressed to Tyll’s crotch. He gently kissed Tyll’s balls, the base of his cock and the head, right over the slit. He tongued the slit, already able to taste Tyll’s excitement then kissed his way down the underside of the shaft, along the thick, central vein, back to Tyll’s sac. He flicked his tongue out again, tasting the salty sweat of Tyll’s balls and liking it. He licked every bit of the salt off the soft skin of the scrotum before he worked the sac into his mouth.

	Rak shivered in self-indulgent pleasure as he savored his mouthful of Tyll, and he would have touched himself, but Tyll was abruptly there, rolling Rak’s balls with a strong foot. Rak moaned in appreciation, vibrating the nuts in his mouth and Tyll gasped happily above him.

	“Night, I love it when you do that,” Tyll murmured, stroking Rak’s short hair.

	Rak sucked harder, using his tongue to massage the balls at the same time. He rubbed himself shamelessly against Tyll’s foot and was rewarded by having his erect cock mashed to the floor beneath the hard appendage. Rak moaned again, enjoying the pain Tyll gave him. Not only did hit hurt to have his cock mashed to the floor, this floor burned, giving him additional torment that only served to increase his lust and pleasure.

	“Like that, do you?” Tyll chuckled.

	Rak responded in the affirmative, managing a “Mmm-Hmmph” around his mouthful of Tyll’s scrotum.

	Tyll stroked his hair again. “I want your hot mouth on my manhood now.”

	Rak let the balls slip out of his mouth, kissed them both once they dangled freely and turned his attention to Tyll’s cock. Once again, he kissed it, starting at the base and working his way up the underside to the slit at the tip of the crested head. This time, after tonguing the slit and tasting Tyll’s pre-cum, Rak parted his lips around the head of the cock and pushed his mouth down over it, swallowing Tyll’s entire length in a single, smooth motion.

	The foot pinning his cock pressed down even more firmly than before, and this time, Rak’s answering moan of pleasure vibrated Tyll’s shaft from root to tip. Rak bobbed his head, alternating the type of stimulation he offered Tyll, vibration when he was on the down stroke, suction on the upstroke. In echo to the cadence he set, Tyll’s foot varied the pressure on Rak’s cock but never let it up off the floor entirely.

	Rak swallowed the salty-sweet hot seed of his husband, savoring the flavor of the man’s essence as he always did. He relaxed, sharing in the warm glow of Tyll’s pleasure until it faded. Tyll then pulled him up onto his lap for a cuddle, and Rak pressed against the warm, strong body of his chosen mate. He burned badly now, the surging, fiery need pulsating through his veins with every beat of his heart.

	Tyll kissed him, tongue probing into Rak’s mouth briefly. Then, Tyll rolled Rak over the padded arm of the couch and pressed his cock to Rak’s pucker. His penetration was quick and decisive, and Rak arched his back as he gasped in pleased surprise. His wings flapped around Tyll gently as the man set a devastating rhythm, pounding Rak as hard and fast as he could, until Rak was singing his praises.

	The hot cock thundering in and out of him was sparking a near-continuous wave of intense pleasure, and that pleasure was fed to Tyll and, in turn, strengthened by Tyll’s pleasure fed back into Rak. The sharing, the whole being much greater than the sum of its parts, augmented their mutual pleasure and love, and as they reveled in their deep love for one another, their paired climaxes came almost as an afterthought, a simple peaking of their adoration and truest expression of their physicality.

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen: Meetings

	 

	 

	Jethain walked into the king’s study unannounced. His arrival back at the palace had started a spreading wave of happy gossip, but no less than four people had informed him of his death. He had walked faster at that and had managed to beat the news of his miraculous survival and arrival here. He saw his name on the papers Owain was working on. Impulsively, he picked them up and discovered that they were funeral plans. “Nice, Father, a full symphony.”

	“I thought you were dead,” said Owain petulantly, like a small child deprived of a prize. “They told me you were dead.”

	“No, really, Father,” Jethain said. “I’m pleased that you were willing to spend the money for a full symphony.”

	Owain looked at the papers and asked in a tiny voice, “Would you prefer two symphonies?”

	“Too pretentious,” replied Jethain. “But you didn’t wait for my body, did you?”

	“These things take weeks to plan right, even though I only had to update your last set of funeral plans. We still have only days to do it in, you know that.  I had to get started. But since you aren’t dead, we can, uhm, save them, once they’re finished. Just in case?”

	“Yes, that’s fine.” Jethain then pointed to a spot on the paper. “But Virien is not allowed to give the eulogy. Next time, that is.”

	“Why not?” asked Owain, looking surprised that his son would even protest this appointment. “He’s your uncle.”

	“Humor me.” Jethain smiled coldly.

	“Well, then who do you want to give your eulogy?”

	Jethain thought a moment. “Araken.”

	Owain sputtered but then subsided. “Very well.” He made the change.

	“Now, in the very off chance that I survive you, should Araken or I give your eulogy?” Jethain couldn’t resist the barb.

	“You both may,” allowed Owain serenely. He showed Jethain another page of the sketchy plans. “A full mausoleum, with an altar for Pehroz and offerings here, your resting place there, and this chamber is for the full company of guards who will accompany you to the afterlife.”

	“Father!” sputtered Jethain in shock.

	“You don’t want guards to guard your tomb? Our ancestors swore by the practice.”

	“That is so archaic! And none of our ancestors ever came back to say if it even worked,” Jethain protested. “May I be excused? I would like to visit Jisten and your other son.”

	“Jisten? Has he been found?” Owain looked up in surprise yet again. “I was told that he died, too. Did anyone die in this attack?”

	Jethain told him the names of the guards who died, but Owain didn’t really care. “How badly is Araken hurt? Tell Forael to report to me immediately,” Owain ordered and waved his hand for Jethain to leave.

	Gill was waiting in the hallway, “How did it go, sir? Was he really planning your funeral?”

	Jethain said with sarcasm, “Oh, yes, and with a full symphony, Gill.” Jethain draped an arm around the servant. “And he was going to let Virien give the eulogy. I need a drink.”

	“That sounds like an excellent idea, sir,” agreed Gill. A moment later, he added, “The drink that is, not Virien.”

	 

	Jethain went to the Full Pint, and discovered the tavern had been renamed The Black Dragon. The change was so recent that the craftsmen were still putting the finishing touches on the paint job of the new sign. The tavern’s inside hadn’t changed and it remained full of palace guards and army soldiers, all of them supporters of their princely commander. Once Jethain had several ales under his belt, he stood on a table and shouted. “You are all invited to my funeral! There will be a full symphony!”

	The soldiers roared with laughter and cheered their deceased prince. “The prince is dead! Long live the prince!”

	“And a reward to anyone who runs Virien through if he attempts my eulogy!”

	The soldiers toasted and drank to that. Jethain did not tell them that Owain had planned for a full company of guards to accompany him on his death journey.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Forael came into the King's office quietly but every inch the archpriest that he was. He sat down in front of Owain, refusing to stand like a servant. “Both of your sons will be fine.”

	“I saw Jethain already.” Owain glowered. “Tell me of Araken.”

	Forael peered at the papers on the ornate desk. “Are those funeral forms?” he asked, deliberately baiting Owain.

	“I was misinformed,” said Owain with all the dignity he could muster. “What’s wrong with Araken?”

	Forael steepled his fingers and measured Owain before answering evenly, “Exhaustion from too much healing and battling. He will be fine, given time and rest.”

	“Rest he shall have.”

	“And do remember that he rests during the day.”

	“What? Oh, yes, of course.”

	Forael noted Owain’s relief. He left, deeply bothered by more than just the funeral papers, but he couldn’t name it exactly.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tεtrεra Ligo, Si’Yεni Fεngari

	4th day, 1st week, Si’Yeni’s moon

	 

	Asfalea’s normally bright eyes were dim with fatigue and she looked older than her age, which was considerable. Rak slid off his spare avtappi and went to her. He offered his hands. “Dhelion.”

	For the first time that Rak had seen, her gnarled hand on her staff gripped it weakly.

	She laid a shaky hand on Rak’s hand. “Cheeky high priest.”

	“You need rest,” said Rak, studying her. “You are in no shape for much of anything.”

	“No invulnerable,” she agreed. “Old. Much magic. Still old.”

	Rak cracked a smile. “Even the Time Lord’s servants are not immune to the ravages of time. But they do make the most wonderful clocks. Would you like one?”

	She closed her hand over his. “Young need clocks. Need to be on time. Me? On own time. What you need of old Asfalea, eh?

	“A miracle,” said Rak simply. “I need my Valer to live. Is Elenna in any better shape than you?”

	Asfalea nodded. “She young!” She shook Rak’s hand slightly. “But I give life for your Valer.”

	“Allow me to help you to bed,” said Rak. “I am sure Elenna can help me. If not, I will give Jisten the draught of sleep. That will give us time for Forael to try to heal him and for the Therrai to be summoned.”

	The old lady leaned heavily on the small, armored man. Her staff still thunked with each step, but it trembled as well. Rak was grateful that she wasn’t taller. Or heavier. His own exhaustion was nearly a match for hers, but he was far younger.

	“Yes, each heal a bit, until heal all. If no heal, you call me, eh?”

	“I will,” said Rak. “By then, perhaps you will have some strength back. Some mulled wine, perhaps? Morphea?”

	“Morphea ease aches, can sleep,” she agreed.

	Elenna hurried out of Asfalea’s kitchen, wiping her hands on a black-and-tan patterned hand cloth. “Mai’eras, Thezomeh, what is wrong? Why are you out of bed, Mai’eras?”

	“The dhelion needs rest,” said Rak. “I came to beg aid for my Jisten.”

	Elenna helped Rak to tuck the old lady into bed. Rak gracefully let her take over so he could mix the wine, spices and morphea.

	“Thezomeh, what’s wrong with Captain Jisten?”

	Rak brought the goblet over to Asfalea before answering. “He is gravely injured. He took a chaos bolt to the head. Dhelina, his pupils are not the same size.”

	“No heal before,” the old lady mumbled before drinking the wine. She was asleep when her head relaxed into the pillow.

	Rak brushed a silver bang off her face. “Sleep, Dhelion. Night’s blessing on you, and may Zotien send you the sweetest dreams of your beloved Loftoni.”

	The old lady smiled as wings approached in her dreams.

	Rak told Elenna, “I have an avtappi waiting outside. Would you please come and see if you can help him?”

	“I’ll bring my things,” Elenna said, looking somber. “But neither I nor the Mai’eras have healed this before.”

	“He is worth the effort,” said Rak. “Even if you can only help a little bit, that will be an improvement.”

	“Yes, Thezomeh,” Elenna said. “I didn’t mean to imply your Valer wasn’t worth the effort. And yes, we are quite used to consecutive healings. Still, the brain...” She fiddled with her basket.

	“Dhelina, listen to me,” said Rak. “Jisten is not in any danger of dying yet. But he does not wake. If he is touched, he convulses. Every loud noise, he spasms. I have a draught of sleep ready, but I pray I do not need to use it.”

	Elenna stiffened her back and raised her chin. “Let’s go, Nyxion.” The avtappi waiting for Rak was not Vyld, but a flat gunmetal grey.

	Despina met them, mounted on Elara. Despina’s bun was undone and she was weeping. “Elara show me images of Jisten. So bad, so bad.”

	Elenna walked over to her and put her hand on her knee. “Oh, Despina, I will try so very hard. I will do all that I can. And when Asfalea awakens, she will try, then Ylion Forael. There is hope.”

	Rak looked up at her. “Matre, I will make him better. I will. If Elenna and Forael cannot heal him, the Therrai will come.”

	Despina dabbed her eyes with her apron.

	Elara blew smoke on Rak as she wuffled him, pleading with him to help the foal of her rider. Elara imaged Rak as a giant, healing everything around him.

	Rak scratched her crest and sent what reassurance he could. But he was gravely worried and that leaked through despite his intentions. If he’d been in Okyro, he’d be infecting his Thezi with his worry through their link to him as the high priest.

	The gunmetal grey imaged them all riding to the palace with Rak and Elenna seated on himself.

	“Jisten is at the sun temple,” said Rak. “In Forael’s office. S’Tyll is with him.”

	The gunmetal grey shook his head, pawed the ground and blew smoke in impatience.

	Rak helped Elenna to mount. Then, he mounted behind her and directed the grey to return to the sun temple. “Matre, ride with us,” said Rak firmly.

	Elara lockstepped with Rak’s avtappi. Rak had chosen to ride pillion because he was younger, lighter and more flexible than Elenna. But he had to resist the urge to slump forward and nap against her back. Stubborn pride prevented him.

	Elenna sang a lullaby, and without thinking, stroked Rak’s wingtips.

	Rak thought it was unfair of her. He had so much to do...he yawned.

	When she realized what she’d done, she was extremely embarrassed at her forwardness. Too late, though. Rak was dozing against her back. Her soft lullaby, the beating of her heart and the soft rise and fall of her chest, combined with wing stroking was utterly irresistible. She was morphea personified.

	The gunmetal grey had smooth gaits. He arrived at the sun temple in good time and snorted loudly.

	Rak startled awake. His wings flared and Elenna drew her hand back with a gasp. “Wha—” Rak shook himself. “Here we are. That was fast. Thank you, Gun.”

	“Halt, demons!” A brash young sun guard brandished his golden halberd etched with suns.

	Rak sighed. “I am far too tired for this. Step aside and I will not kill you.” He was still wearing bloodied mail, for he’d yet to find the time to return to the palace and clean up, much less change his clothes.

	Despina, silver hair flowing behind her, shook a laced glove at him. “No demon!” She had dressed up, preparing for either Jisten’s healing or funeral.

	Elara launched forward, grabbed the halberd and snapped it in two.

	“You bad sun guard!” Despina told the man.

	He looked at the pieces of his halberd, the demon horses now snorting smoke, the bloody high priest. “Yes, ma’am.” He stood aside.

	Rak said pointedly, “Lady Despina, your son is in Ylion Forael’s office.”

	The sun guard lost what little color he had. He knew who was lying near death in that office. Despina marched in, head up, long hair loose.

	Elara gnawed on the halberd pieces. Loudly. Gun nosed over and joined her.

	Rak led the two women to Forael’s office. He clearly knew the way by heart. The opening of the door set Jisten into convulsions. Forael kept the door loud on purpose, for he had hated when Murson used to sneak up on him.

	Tyll was sitting on the stuffed chair beside the couch, playing Forael’s lute. He set the lute aside and held the captain down until the seizure passed.

	Rak took oil out of Tyll’s pocket and proceeded to oil the hinges. “I will apologize to the Ylion later,” he said.

	Despina sat on the nearest unoccupied chair and wept quietly, afraid to touch her son.

	Rak sat beside Despina and put an arm around her shoulder. “I will see him healed, Matre, or die trying.”

	Elenna sat on the couch and studied the captain a long time before she laid a hand on him.

	Despina shook her head. “No die. Too much dying. Elenna good priestess. She do good.”

	Elenna’s expression filled with consternation. She peeled back first one eyelid then the other.

	“Matre,” said Rak. “If Jisten dies, so do I.”

	Despina wept harder.

	Elenna startled and looked at Rak.

	Rak pulled Despina’s head to his shoulder. “Kironi magic,” he told them. “I am tied to the father of my baby. Jisten.”

	She nodded, still weeping. “No die. No sunset halls yet. Too soon, too soon.”

	Rak stroked Despina’s hair. Despite his worry, his fear and his exhaustion, he thought about braiding her lovely silver hair.

	Elenna’s voice started the healing song with a quaver.

	Despina looked at her with dismay.

	Rak hummed along.

	Tyll listened for two measures and then began to play the melody.

	They strengthened her chant. Her voice steadied and the sunset arrived. Jisten’s color improved, and when Elenna dropped her basket, he only spasmed his back, not his entire body.

	Rak whispered, “Thank you, Lady of the Sunset.”

	Elenna touched Jisten’s forehead, temples and eyelids. She sang until her voice grew hoarse and the sunset faded.

	Rak stood up and walked over to them on light feet. He touched Jisten’s forehead, eyes closed in concentration. “He is better. Much more stable. There is hope now that Forael might be able to heal him.”

	Elenna stood and stumbled. Rak caught her easily.

	“Go home,” Despina ordered. “Elara take you.”

	“I will see her safely home,” said Rak. “Matre, stay here with Jisten and Tyll.” He escorted Elenna out the door.

	Despina nodded and said goodnight, and once they were alone, she turned to Tyll. “You love Jisten, yes?”

	“I do.”

	“No fear losing S’Rak to Jisten?”

	“I feared that once. But not any longer. Jisten is family now, and the answer to my prayers.”

	“Prayers?” Despina cocked her head.

	“No more users,” said Tyll flatly. “Jisten will be there when I am not.”

	“Bad men Okyro, too?” Despina looked astonished.

	“The army does not ask questions, and to some, he is a conquest.”

	Despina shook her head and twisted her gloved hands. “Treasure, no conquest. So sad. I love so much my good boys. Now you my good boy, too.”

	“Truly, I am honored.” Tyll smiled at her fondly. Then, he picked the lute up again and resumed playing. It was a Valer folk song, one that Ritsa had taught him, and it conjured images of the peace of the Vales for Despina, and, Tyll hoped, for Jisten.

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen: Chains of Chaos

	 

	 

	Rak yawned and stretched his back and legs. The process briefly pressed his torso against Jisten, who convulsed in reaction. Rak flashed into full wakefulness and held the Valer down until the seizure passed. He kissed Jisten’s forehead and slipped off the couch.

	Tyll looked up from the chair he’d been dozing in. “Midnight mass?”

	“Ai,” said Rak softly. “I hate to ask you to skip rites, but I worry that something will happen to him if we are both gone. He must be turned onto his left side when he seizes, to keep him from choking on his own tongue.”

	“I can sing the chants in here, though Auranz might not approve.”

	Rak smiled. “Thank you, love.” He walked out of Forael’s office and headed for the plaza.

	Scorth uncoiled from the temple roof and dropped down to street level. Rak had healed him once he’d returned from escorting Elenna home, while Tyll and Despina watched Jisten. Rak hadn’t liked waiting that long but knew that he was too exhausted to heal anything successfully with the sun still up.

	Rak climbed the dragon’s shoulder easily, and Scorth took off as soon as it was safe. The flight to the palace was a short one. Scorth landed on the roof and informed Rak that he’d wait there. Rak waved to the guards stationed on the roof and entered the palace through the tower door, which was never locked. From there, it was a short walk to the suite.

	“S’Rak!” Tebber hailed. “How is Jisten? Where is S’Tyll?”

	“Jisten is injured,” said Rak. “S’Tyll is watching over him. How are you and Essina?”

	Essina slipped her hand into Tebber’s. He looked at her and said, “We need your help.”

	Rak’s eyebrows shot up and he gestured for them to continue. “I will give what help I may.”

	Tebber and Essina exchanged glances, and she tugged down the top of her dress.

	Rak glimpsed a stone chain running between her breasts. He winced and motioned her toward the altar. “Place one hand on the altar, please,” he said, treating the matter lightly so as not to frighten the pair.

	Eyes downcast, Essina complied. She still held Tebber’s hand.

	Rak chanted, calling power to banish the chaos. He touched the center link of the chain with a finger and there was a flare of sullen chaos power and a hissing sound. Rak winced and shook his finger as he peered at the chain to see if there was any change.

	The chain dropped into two pieces, still attached to Essina. Only the one link was gone. Essina flinched. Rak continued to chant, but this time he touched one of the end rings. Now that he knew he could break them, there was no point in torturing Essina or in burning his finger off.

	The short chain fell hissing when the end ring dissolved. Once on the floor, the chain tried to slither away, but Tebber boldly stepped on it.

	Rak grabbed it and tossed it on the altar, where it exploded with sullen yellow and lurid red light. Black and green flames roared, overarching the chaos power and overcoming it.

	Rak paused to suck on his scorched finger. One down, one to go.

	“High Priest, are you all right?” Essina asked.

	“Ai, of course. Just a little burn, nothing to worry about.” Rak resumed the chant to prevent her protest. He touched the second ring. The chain hissed, dropped and shot toward Brevet, the youngest in the room.

	Brevet wailed and tried to avoid the evil thing, but the chain was faster. It wrapped around his ankle and fused into a single anklet.

	“Oh no!” Essina cried. “This is all my fault!”

	Tebber patted Essina and comforted her.

	Rak sighed and motioned to Brevet. “We shall have to try that again. Please put one hand on the altar.”

	Brevet looked at the altar then at his foot. He kicked up and got half his lower leg on the smooth black surface.

	Rak blinked at the ankle on his altar and the odd angle of the contorted boy. “Very flexible,” he approved. He chanted with his hand around the chain, and this time, when it fell off, it hit the altar. Tebber pulled Brevet back before the explosion, but it was a very near thing.

	“That was incredible!” Brevet looked up at Rak. His hair stood straight out and his eyebrows were singed off. “I offer my service to Lord Zotien now!”

	“Accepted,” thundered a voice from the altar.

	Rak’s eyebrows shot up.

	“Hey! Look!” Brevet held out a finger that now sported a ring.

	“It is up to you to decide how you serve,” said Rak.

	“Ride an avtappi into battle!” Brevet swung an imaginary sword to illustrate.

	“That’s what I’m doing!” Kennit said in agreement. “We can be partners!”

	Rak wondered if he could have a mini novitiate here in Koilatha, but he was sure the Ekli would screech at the thought.

	Once the rite was concluded and the servants reassured, Rak headed for the stable with Kennit and Brevet in tow. Rak checked Vrema for injury first and healed a few minor scrapes. Then, he summoned Vyld and Zala. Vyld came alone, his head hanging as the pain of his injuries was felt once more. Rak laid hands on him and chanted, swirling with black and green power as he healed the cuts of arrow and sword and the more serious chaos burns. Vyld’s injuries were worse than he’d recalled, and he knew that Zala was the more injured of the pair.

	“Bring her,” Rak whispered once Vyld was healed. The black avtappi curved his neck, snorted agreement and galloped out of the stable. He was gone for nearly an hour, but Rak wasn’t worried. Time passed oddly in the eternal halls. To sustain himself, he ate and drank, hoping it would aid in replenishing his power. He would need all of it to heal the mare.

	Vyld translated directly into the stable with Zala. Rak blinked down at her, wondering how the mare could possibly still be alive. There was a huge, gaping hole in her chest from the raw energy of a chaos bolt. He knelt at her side and called his power again. The edges of his vision greyed out with the wound only half closed. Then, another pair of hands covered his, as sometimes happened when Rak was overwhelmed by a healing.

	The ecstasy of the God slammed into him, but the power and strength flowed smoothly, like the sweetest of nectar wines. Rak thanked his God as the wound knit. Zala’s red eyes opened, and he could see the spark of life glowing strongly in them, so he closed the chant. He paused and felt the life of the foal within her. The colt was stronger than he imagined possible, to survive with the mother injured so badly. He wondered who would bond with the colt and hoped for one of his sons.

	Before the presence of the God could fade, he called for the injured thansymi to return. He started with Morth and healed hound after hound until his eyes refused to focus and the power refused to flow. He collapsed into a pile of fragrant straw right there in the stable and allowed sleep to claim him. Kennit covered him with a horse blanket and the death hounds curled around him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sunday, the 25th of Xrehnmon

	 

	The sun was a painfully blinding presence on the eastern horizon when Rak regained consciousness and staggered out of the stable, leaving Zala and Vyld entwined. The young mare was healed but upset about the risk to her foal. Rak had reassured her that the colt was strong, but she stayed jammed against Vyld.

	“Message.” Trelo appeared from the fold of his hood. Rak gave the lizard a scrap of paper in his careful, tiny script that said, “Please come to sun temple to observe the healing.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Trelo found Despina kneeling and praying before Si’Yeni’s hearth. He landed on her shoulder.

	Once her prayers were done, Despina hauled herself to her feet. “Ach! So tiny! Need chopped meat!” Despina took the message, read it and said, “First feed. Then go.”

	“She cares for Your beasts even when her only son is injured,” Si’Yeni murmured to Zotien.

	“She is worthy of any aid I can grant her,” Zotien murmured back. “If Your Valers did not care for My beasts as they do, I would not have permitted My servant to gift so many of them to Your people.”

	Despina walked home and then chopped enough meat that Trelo was bulging and unable to fly. She put on a black-and-tan woven sweater and Trelo curled comfortably in the hood.

	Despina mounted Elara with a grace that belied her age. Her seat was that of one born riding. Despina imaged the sun temple and Jisten lying on the couch. Elara snorted smoke and imaged galloping there. “Ach! Good girl! Good mover!” Despina approved. “Go faster, eh?”

	Elara arched her neck and flashed a red eye. Then, she poured on the speed.

	Despina crouched over her neck and balanced perfectly. Her bun became undone and thick, long, silver hair trailed behind her as they galloped. From a side street, Rak and Vlyd turned in beside them, black to their silver. The avtappi lockstepped and Despina laughed. Rak’s wings spread in tactile enjoyment of the wind rushing past.

	There was a shimmering and Despina became young, only while they galloped, a gift from Si’Yeni. When they arrived at the temple, the avtappi slowed and Despina’s shimmer faded. Once again, she was the plump mother, albeit with thick silver hair streaming down her back. Rak’s wings were far slower to return to his back. He grinned at her, the gallop having eased his cares, for the moment.

	“Good morning, Matre,” he said.

	“Best,” she agreed. “Ride help heart, soul, feel better.” Her eyes noticed the deep circles under Rak’s blood-shot eyes.

	Rak slid off Vyld and offered her a hand.

	She accepted it and dismounted with grace, frowning at how his hand trembled.

	Rak kissed her cheek. “You hair is all a muss,” he mentioned gently. She twisted it back into a crude bun and he saw where Jisten had learned his poor hair care. He stifled a sigh and imagined it braided with blue aquamarines that would match her eyes.

	“Thank you, Elara,” Despina said to the mare. “No have food. Feed later, eh?”

	The mare whuffled her agreement.

	Rak offered her his elbow. “Jisten remains in Forael’s office. Allow me to escort you.”

	She placed her hand delicately on his elbow. “Yes, High Priest.”

	The young sun priest on door duty gave them a dirty look but didn’t try to stop them. 

	Rak nodded politely, earning another black scowl. He thought about remarking on it but decided that it wasn’t worth his time or energy. He led Despina to Forael’s office door and knocked.

	“Enter!” Forael’s voice rang out. There was a sound of scuffling and what sounded like Forael cursing himself. They entered to see Jisten seizing on the couch and Forael restraining him.

	“Loud noises trigger the seizures,” Forael explained. “You would think I would remember that.”

	Rak glanced at Despina, worried for her reaction. “We will heal him, I swear.” A very bold thing to say, given the second law.

	Despina’s grey-blue eyes filled with tears.

	Rak gave her a comforting hug and then went to assist.

	Despina sank in a side chair and watched, not willing to interfere with men who knew healing far better than her.

	Rak crooned to Jisten and held him until it passed. His presence, and the bond, helped him mitigate and shorten the seizure. Rak wondered where Tyll had gone. Surely the Kephi knew better than to leave Jisten alone?

	“Archpriest, you heal now?” Despina asked in a tiny voice.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jethain met Tyll at the guard’s armory where the four chests from the slavers’ warehouse had been stashed for safekeeping. Not only was the armory kept locked, it was guarded night and day.

	“Dark Bard Tafflynn,” said the prince for the benefit of the guards, “Thank you for agreeing to assist me with this.” Forael had told him about the dark bard role and he was eager to reinforce it.

	“I’m just as curious as the next man, Your Highness,” said Tyll. They walked into the armory and Tyll used his signet ring to open the magical lock on the first chest. He reached in and pulled out a rolled sheaf of parchment wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. “Thenmon, fifteen-thirty-one,” he read the date written on the paper. “That was what? Three years ago?”

	“Yes, it’s ‘thirty-four,” replied Jethain. He took a similar bundle and opened it. The first sheet detailed the capture of a female aged twelve years, her family name, the registration number given when the family was unable to meet the ransom price and the notation Chl at the bottom. The next sheet was very similar, but the notation at the bottom read Tmpl instead of Chl.

	“I would guess that Chl stands for Chloi, the Riverlands free-trade city,” said Tyll, who was looking through his own sheaf. “And Tmpl is probably the chaos temple.”

	“These people were making a lot of money in the illegal capture of young girls,” said Jethain as he went through sheet after sheet. “But why haven’t we heard of this? Nobody’s complained to the palace about missing or stolen women. Nor have my spies in the city heard any rumors of that, and with an operation this big, there should have been rumblings.”

	“Let’s sort these into stacks,” said Tyll. “One for Chloi, one for the temple and one for ransoms that were met.”

	“This will take days,” said Jethain, looking at the four full crates.

	“Enlist the librarian’s scribes. I will call in S’Ioli and the two Movai, and perhaps Forael can loan us some sun acolytes or monks.”

	Jethain stood up and poked his head out the door. “Drimin, isn’t it?” he asked the guard.

	“Yessir,” replied the solid-looking man.

	“Please send me enough porters to move these chests to the scriptorium, and I also need a page to take a message to the librarian.”

	 


Chapter Fifteen: The Squabble

	 

	 

	Forael and Photas called their power, and for long minutes, golden light poured into Jisten. The captain’s color improved, and the limbs relaxed fractionally, improving from decerebrate to decorticate posturing. The chant faltered and the golden power sputtered out as the two priests reached the limits of their strength.

	Rak peeled back Jisten’s eyelids. “Doll’s eyes,” he whispered. “But they are the same size now. Ylion, is there no more you can do?”

	Jisten arched into another seizure and Rak rolled him to his left side and tried to contain the flailing limbs. He received bruises for his efforts, including what would doubtless end up as a spectacular black eye if he didn’t get night flames on it in time.

	“I will ask Auranz for a miracle,” whispered Forael. The Ylion turned to the small altar and sang his most impassioned prayer. His heart and soul flowed into the chant but nothing happened.

	The sweet little old lady with a flower dress, lace collar and lace gloves exploded. Despina glared up at the ceiling and said, “Twenty years! Never miss sun service! This how repay?”

	Forael winced. “Dear lady...”

	“No dear lady me!” Despina whirled on the hapless archpriest. She was a trembling tower of five-foot power.

	Forael towered over her by a foot, but he shrank smaller.

	“Listen you, twenty years! Where Auranz when slavers try take me and son?”

	Rak coughed to cover his laugh. This would be funny if he weren’t so worried about Jisten.

	Forael shrunk another foot. He stammered, his eloquence lost before the five-foot fury of a mother.

	Despina turned to Rak. “You! Call Zotien!”

	“Ai, Matre. At once.” Rak did so without quibbling or even a protest about calling the God of Night in a sun temple.

	Forael moaned.

	Zotien squeaked through a crack in the defenses, though he set off every alarm in the temple. The Lord of Night chose to appear as a column of black flame.

	Despina looked satisfied.

	A gryphon began slamming against Forael’s door.

	Rak winced.

	Forael sat at his desk, held his head in his hands and moaned some more.

	A voice rolled from the black flame. “You called to Me, My servant?

	“Ai, Lord. We seek—”

	Despina leaped in front of Rak, assuming that he was in trouble. “I ask him! For my son!”

	“Very well, Matre.” Rak allowed her to push in front of him.

	The column flared and the tongues of black flame twisted about the center faster. “Go on.”

	“Son injured very bad. Sun priest, he try help, but no answer his prayer.” Despina started to cry.

	“So you come to Me? After twenty years of worshipping My Opposite?”

	“I no ask be land of sun!” She stopped crying and put her lace-gloved hands on her hips. “Think I want worship god who let me and son be enslaved? No choice! Where Your temple? Chapel here now! I go every night! I no ask for me, I ask for my good boy! Teeny tinsy healing!” Despina made a pinching motion with her little gloved hands.

	Rak stepped toward the column, hands and wings outstretched in supplication. “I love him and we are bonded. He is the father of my baby.”

	The column of black flame stopped flickering. Somehow, it looked at Rak. “I will do it, My servant. But I would have done so on just the strength of the mother’s plea.”

	The gryphon’s beak appeared through the slit between the large double doors. A blinding golden light crashed through the window and every reflective surface became a weapon of shining light. The gryphon stopped its pounding, although its beak could be still seen through the crack in the door.

	A voice, rich and deep, echoed through the temple. “Just what do You think that You are doing?” A massive golden man appeared, rays shooting from His outline.

	Rak covered his eyes.

	Forael put his head on his desk and started to weep.

	Zotien assumed the form of a man, equal in height to Auranz. His black robes swirled with darkness and shadows, licking at the edges of the golden rays. “Healing this man. Tone it down. The mortals can hear You in the next kingdom.”

	Despina planted all five feet of herself firmly in front of Auranz. She shook a laced finger at him. “You no good!”

	Auranz looked startled and peered down at the tiny mortal.

	Undaunted, Despina declared, “You bad God!” Auranz started to thunder, but Despina cut him off. “You stop thundering, Sun God! You not Storm Lord!”

	Auranz was about to incinerate this little old lady when another light filtered into the room. It was a warm, reddish gold, the color of light in a fall evening, through the leaves or the languid glow of a setting sun. The light formed into a woman, matching the height of the two Gods.

	“Don’t you dare, My consort,” Si’Yeni said. “Don’t you dare harm a single hair of her head. For twenty years, this worshipper has listened to Your archpriest and has not missed a service. Poor repayment, My Lord, to refuse to heal her only son, don’t You think?” The words were soft but with absolute power behind them.

	Auranz’s light flickered in uncertainty. “He has been healed.”

	Si’Yeni gestured over to Jisten and his entire body contorted in spasm.

	The golden man gave a golden shrug. “It will pass.”

	“No, My consort. This was not how We created these beings. We owe him this healing. He would not be injured if You had not interfered!”

	“I could say the same to You!” the golden man thundered.

	“I have every right to support My worshippers! Just because You can’t be bothered doesn’t mean the rest of Us can’t!”

	Forael started to bang his head on the desk as he wept.

	“You call dragging the poor man into a God fight supporting him? With You as a Goddess, who needs chaos?”

	Si’Yeni inserted Herself between Auranz and Zotien. It was Her duty, and the Sun God couldn’t complain legitimately. The more Auranz pushed, the redder the sunset grew.

	Zotien reached out and a hand of black fire caressed the Valer’s black head.

	Auranz exploded with golden flame that sought to reach around Si’Yeni and attack Zotien.

	“This is My temple!” Auranz shouted. “How dare you defy My will and heal this man!”

	“I’m of the House of Day,” Si’Yeni demurred and stepped aside. She loved Her Valers, but She wouldn’t risk open war with Her consort. She wouldn’t, or perhaps couldn’t, go down the same path as Katzrevia, Her opposite.

	Zotien flared with lightning as golden light interposed itself between Him and the Valer. He was forced back as Auranz roared, “Do You want war with Me, too?”

	“This is My worshipper,” replied Zotien, “Bonded to My priest!”

	“Our worshipper, dear Night,” Si’Yeni said. Males, so territorial.

	“No war,” said Zotien finally. “Allow Me to finish,” he cajoled. “Half healed is worse than unhealed.”

	Rak checked Jisten. The Valer appeared to be slightly better, for he didn’t spasm when touched. Rak stroked Jisten’s hair and, like his God, awaited Auranz’s response.

	“He is not Your worshipper, Zotien!” Auranz sounded petulant.

	Rak said quietly, “He attends my services.”

	Despina piped up, “He no healed, You no have two worshippers!”

	The golden voice was downright sullen. “But not formally converted.”

	“He has observed some of Our mysteries,” replied Zotien, “and My high priest loves him and soul-bonded him with Your consort’s blessing.”

	Si’Yeni went to Auranz, the reddish light drifting into the glare of the yellow. “Now, My consort, what harm would it do? The Valers worship both houses. Just allow Zotien to finish this little healing. Tiny, really.” She echoed Despina’s words and stroked Auranz’s arm.

	Auranz jerked his arm away. “Finish? Zotien should never have started!”

	Si’Yeni withdrew and the reddish glow separated from the bright yellow glare. The red of her light became like blood. “You don’t even care about either of them! Let Zotien finish healing him, You stubborn old goat!”

	Auranz flared more golden. “Don’t presume to tell me what I care about!”

	The voice of the Goddess became a cutting sword. “Not them! Not even Me!”

	“Your hidebound consort is trying to tell You that it’s against some rule that He penned about five thousand years ago.”

	“It’s against the laws for Us Gods to directly interfere!” roared Auranz. “Something You both disregard whenever it suits You!”

	“That isn’t a law, just Your own arbitrary rule, and does not apply to the House of Night!” Zotien flared in return.

	“Incinerating a sun priest in a column of golden fire that reached the vault of the sky is non-interference?” wondered Rak aloud.

	“He deserved it,” Auranz muttered to Rak. “Are you complaining?” The Sun God ignored His own hypocrisy. “No more direct healings! No more direct interventions!”

	“Half of my followers worship both houses!” Si’Yeni protested. “And I have every right to intervene as I choose!”

	Auranz asked nastily, “Do You wish to defect to the House of Night, Si’Yeni? Destroy creation at last? No dance could save it then.”

	“Because Auranz is far too self-important and stuck up to accept a mortal substitute,” Zotien added.

	Si’Yeni exploded, “You males and Your sex! Do You think that it is just Your dance and sex that saves the creation that took four of Us to create? Do either of You ask just what it is that I weave during the day? That damn dance wouldn’t work without My work! But since I work it quietly, and without sex, no one notices!”

	The Lord of Night spoke gently, “I do not discount Your work, Lady.”

	“If they wanted Zotien to heal him, they should have taken him to that chapel! And what is a chapel of Night doing in My land anyway?”

	“You noticed?” Si’Yeni said with surprise.

	Zotien scowled at Auranz. “I am not imprisoned in A’filozenoi. I can build chapels and temples where I wish.”

	“You’re supposed to ask in My lands,” Auranz grumbled.

	“You have a temple in Okyro,” Si’Yeni said.

	“Yes, He does, and now there are sun priests there as well.”

	“There are?” Auranz asked, startled out of His anger.

	The look Zotien gave Him could have peeled paint. “Do you care so little about Your followers that You failed to notice that?”

	Forael looked a bit disgruntled. His best friends were in that temple.

	“I would have noticed eventually! I’ve been busy!” The golden man glowed with self-defensiveness.

	“Busy? You call sitting before a mirror and brushing Your golden hair for hours on end busy? I suppose We should be grateful that You are not locked in eternal contemplation of Your own perfection.”

	“It is quite amazing,” Auranz said.

	Zotien sputtered and His black gaze flared at His opposite briefly. “How long, Auranz? Since You’ve stood in one of Your own temples? A couple of centuries, perhaps? It amazes Me that You still have followers, as little attention and care as You give them.”

	Auranz shouted, “What business is it of Yours anyway? Do I have to bed the mortals to death like You do for it to count? I want them to be independent!”

	The midnight glare turned to the golden being. “None of this would be necessary if You hadn’t slept with Her and turned Her to evil! Filling Her head with notions of superiority!”

	Si’Yeni said, “Yes, Auranz, let’s discuss that.”

	“What was it that You said? Come to My House, We allow slavery?” Zotien asked.

	Auranz said, “Oh yes, the two of You are blameless. If You had kept Katzrevia happy, maybe She wouldn’t have left You and enslaved a village to keep Herself happy!”

	“Kept Her happy? How? Sacrificing half of creation to Her? And enslaving the remaining half?” Green-edged-black lightning bolts shot randomly out from the black cloak.

	“If You had been a proper consort, She wouldn’t have wanted that! Look at My consort! She’s perfect!” Auranz crowed and His own light shot out in random sparkles.

	Si’Yeni gasped, “You are taking credit for Me?”

	“Your consort is far, far more than You deserve.”

	The gryphon beak sticking through the door gave a squawk. It was completely confused.

	“Of course He is, My dear. He thinks He’s the king of the Gods. He has even tried to dictate to Me in My own house.” The darkness was well able to absorb and crush random sparkles.

	“Si’Yeni, We are happy!” Auranz declared so that His golden voice rolled through the corridors. The gryphon gave a pathetic chirp.

	Bolts of red light started shooting around. Everyone ducked but Forael, whose head was on his arms while he sobbed. Rak covered Jisten with his wings.

	“Enough! We shall take this to the council!” Auranz declared.

	“Do not dictate to Me, Auranz.” Zotien vanished with a sullen pop.

	“I shall attend this one, My consort.” Si’Yeni’s reddish light faded to a glow.

	Auranz vanished after an unnecessary flare of light.

	Despina said in a low voice, “I serve Zotien now.”

	Forael choked amid his weeping.

	Rak checked Jisten again. “He really does seem better,” he said lightly. Jisten’s head turned toward Rak, although his eyes remained closed. “Wake up, my dear,” crooned Rak, stroking Jisten’s cheek. Jisten’s eyes didn’t open, but his hand twitched and then touched Rak’s hand on his cheek.

	“We take Valer Square now.”

	Forael rubbed his aching head. “Why?” he moaned.

	Rak frowned at her. “Why?” he asked, in echo of Forael. “Why not to the palace?”

	“Humph, Zotien chapel there. Si’Yeni hearth there. Family there...if S’Rak come.” Despina looked at the Loftoni, ready for his judgment.

	“I have to remain in the palace for now,” said Rak with real regret in his voice. “Jethain may still be in danger.”

	“Jisten stay with S’Rak,” Despina pronounced. “Valer stay with Loftoni. Way should be.”

	Rak touched Jisten again. “Thank you, Matre. I do not like being parted from him.”

	“No meant be parted,” she declared. “I cook, send food.”

	Forael said, “I will visit every day.”

	Rak looked relieved. “Thank you. You are the best cook on Ydron. And you will always be welcome, Ylion.”

	“Ach! Flatterer!” Despina looked down at her son. “Only child. No other live. All in Sunset Hall. I trust high priest take care.”

	“With all my power,” said Rak. “And my life, if need be.”

	“My carriage is at your disposal,” said Forael. “I will have it sent around to the front entrance.”

	 

	 


Chapter Sixteen: At the Palace

	 

	 

	The librarian supervised her commandeered scribes. She wasn’t upset over the prince’s request. She had lost more than one scribe over the years and these documents looked like the evidence she herself had sought. The earliest documents, from over ten years ago, had been found in the third chest they’d opened. There was no mention of chaos temples in these documents, just captures and attempted ransoms.

	Those that refused the ransom were marked as slncd, which the scribes all agreed meant silenced, and was held to be ominous. The city’s population had been on the decline for years now. Could this be why?

	Then there were ledger pages with Hasaviz’s signature, proving that the slave master had been double crossing the palace almost since the day he’d arrived. This set of books showed that he was buying twice as many slaves as the palace books showed and that the half that didn’t show on the palace books were also marked for Chloi.

	The next important item uncovered was a report on the capture of a manumitted palace slave. Jethain had freed her; Hasaviz had recaptured her and sold her in Chloi. There were several of these and then came the first mention of the temple six years back in the records. After the temple became involved, there was no more mention of families being silenced, but a lot more middle-aged men and women were sent to the temple in addition to freed palace slaves.

	The librarian swore that she would keep her scribes working around the clock to finish this task.

	After several hours of pouring over the records, Tyll excused himself and added that the Movai would be along shortly after the fall of night. He went to check on Rak and Jisten.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	When Tyll arrived at the guest suite, he found Rak and Jisten in the parlor.

	Rak offered Tyll a smile. “You look tired,” he said. “Dusty, even. What have you been doing?”

	Jisten said nothing but watched, face and eyes blank.

	Tyll made a face. “Going through the liberated paperwork. I’ll tell you later. How’s our Valer?”

	Jisten looked at Rak at that pronoun, watching for his reaction.

	Rak stroked Jisten’s arm. “He seems better. As you can see, he is awake and sitting up.” Left unsaid was that this was as far as Jisten had gotten.

	Jisten’s expression softened at Rak’s words and he twined fingers with the Loftoni as he looked at Tyll. “You were burned,” Jisten said and he concentrated. “Burned helping me.”

	Tyll showed Jisten some of his peeling skin but said, “You’re worth a thousand sunburns.”

	“I am?” Jisten replied, startled. “What am I to you?”

	“An answered prayer,” replied the bard.

	Jisten looked between Rak and Tyll. “He’s serious.”

	“Of course he is.” Rak eyed Jisten’s matted hair.

	“Why would I joke about that with you?” asked Tyll. He sat down and stretched out his legs.

	Jisten mulled it over. “Yes, you’re Tyll. You’ve been Rak’s spouse for many years. You rescued him from Zoth. I’m nothing compared to you.”

	I rescued Rak! Scorth protested in Rak’s and Jisten’s minds.

	Jisten thought some more. “Shouldn’t you hate me? Be jealous of me?” he finally asked.

	“Rak needs you,” said Tyll quietly. “You are bonded to him. This is a good thing, for both of you. You adopted the child he bears.”

	Rak muttered, “I just love it when my men start talking about me like I am not here.”

	Tyll took one of Jisten’s hands and held it. There was nothing sexual in the gesture and the bard used his empathy to assess Jisten’s mood. “I am Kephi and away from home even more often than S’Rak. All too often, S’Rak has been forced to find outside help for his fires, and all too often, those men have been less than kind. You will be with Rak now, and those users will no longer touch him.”

	“Never,” Jisten answered fervently.

	Resolve flared through Tyll via empathy and the Kephine sensed Jisten’s deep love for Rak. Tyll smiled, ignoring Rak’s how dare you talk about me like this look. “And because you love Rak and he loves you and because you are the answer to my prayer, no, I will never hate you, never hurt you. I love you, too.”

	“Love me?” Jisten looked aghast.

	“Yes. Why not? Do you think yourself unworthy of love and affection?”

	Rak stood up and opened the parlor door to admit Tebber, Essina and a cat. The servants were bearing woven baskets covered with the familiar black-and-tan napkins, and the cat was supervising their efforts.

	“I don’t know,” Jisten looked after Rak and his gaze fixated on his wings.

	“Look at me, Jisten,” said Tyll.

	Jisten tore his eyes away from Rak’s wings.

	“There is more than one kind of love. When I say that I love you, I am not speaking just of physical love between our bodies, although we have shared that, but a more brotherly love, based on my respect for you, and because of Rak and your bond with him.” He crammed down his own pain that Jisten had forgotten their lovemaking. He thought that maybe it was because he and Jisten had only been direct lovers the once, and although it was enough for Tyll to have formed a bond, it was a fragile connection as of yet.

	Jisten’s entire posture relaxed and Tyll glanced at Rak and the servants. “Your mother sent dinner? Her food is exquisite.”

	“What did she send?” Jisten asked. “S’Tyll must try the marinated ox and the cannoli.”

	“We have some sort of layered casserole dish,” replied Rak. “Which smells even more heavenly than it appears.”

	“Ah, the lasagna,” Jisten said readily. Food was an easy topic for him. “Feeds many.”

	“Las-an-ya?” repeated Rak, rolling the syllables. “There is also fresh bread and butter, greens and, ah, here are the can-oh-li.”

	Jisten grinned at Tyll. “You’re in for a treat.”

	Tyll smiled back. “I am looking forward to this. Your mother’s cannoli are divine and worthy of an offering to the Gods.”

	As they ate, Jisten returned more and more to normalcy.

	Tyll was in gustatory rapture after the second bite. Rak wasn’t much different.

	Jisten even told stories about the food.

	Tebber and Essina listened with interest. The couple was all smiles tonight.

	“I need a bath,” Jisten said as he stretched.

	“Yes, you do,” said Rak, eyes on the matted hair. “But we have to eat the can-oh-li first.”

	Jisten grinned at Rak. “But here at the table.”

	Rak made a sound that was suspiciously giggle-like.

	Tyll stared. “My dear, did you just giggle?”

	“Ix, not at all,” replied Rak primly without a trace of a giggle to be heard.

	Jisten blushed slightly and traced his finger on the table. Then, he gave Rak a shy smile.

	“The high priest never giggles,” said Tebber in support. He served out the cannoli. There were two for everyone tonight.

	“Show me how to eat them? Not at the table?” Essina teased Tebber.

	Tebber looked bewildered and glanced at Jisten for help. The captain pantomimed scooping and spreading. Tebber grinned and led Essina into the spare room, their cannoli in hand.

	“Ahhh, we have corrupted the youth,” laughed Rak. He placed a dot of cream on Jisten’s nose just so he could lick it off. Once the cannoli were no more than a blissful memory, Rak led Jisten toward the bath. Tyll went ahead of them to fill the tub.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Pεndεra Ligo, Si’Yεni Fεngari

	5th day, 1st week, Si’Yeni’s moon

	 

	Jisten accepted Rak’s touch as the priest’s gentle hands undressed him, but he shrank away from Tyll when the bard tried to help.

	Rak tried to soothe Jisten and murmured, “Let him help. He cares about you, too.”

	Jisten’s cloudy grey eyes regarded Tyll for a long moment. There was neither recognition nor trust in that gaze, for his lucid period was over.

	Tyll turned away as if the snub were nothing and added the salts and oils to the bathwater to give Jisten time to relax. He kept his own emotions on a tight leash. Tyll wanted to touch Jisten and help make up his mind, but that would be wrong. He did offer a hand as Rak got Jisten to his feet.

	Jisten gripped Rak’s arm for support when Rak indicated he should step in the bathtub. When Jisten’s foot slipped, he automatically grabbed Tyll’s hand.

	Tyll steadied him. “Careful, love,” he said, exactly as he would have for Rak. Tyll’s blue eyes regarded Jisten steadily. He didn’t look down even once, despite the temptation.

	Jisten quickly looked at Rak to see how he should respond, taking all his cues from the one person that he recognized.

	Rak smiled at Jisten and nodded encouragingly. “Tyll is your friend,” he said gently.

	Jisten closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath. “Yes,” he said, eyes still closed. When he opened them, he recognized Tyll.

	Rak and Tyll lowered Jisten into the warm water.

	Jisten’s deep breath was one of relief this time.

	“Bath feels good, hmm?” asked Rak. He rubbed Jisten’s back with a soapy hand.

	Jisten pressed against Rak’s hand. “Come in?” the question was quiet and shy.

	Equally quiet, Rak said, “If you want it. Hold onto Tyll so I can undress.”

	Jisten did so, but his gaze was fixated on Rak’s every movement.

	Rak undressed in a neat, non-erotic fashion. He was too worried about Jisten to put on any kind of show. He had always found strip teases to be silly, after having been kept nude for ten years in Zoth.

	Jisten cast Tyll a worried glance.

	Tyll gave Jisten a reassuring smile and let the kindness and love he felt for the man overflow from his blue eyes in an empathic manner.

	Jisten smiled uncertainly back, but he held his hand out to Rak to join him in the tub.

	Rak accepted the hand with a slight smile, but he put no weight on it as he slid into the bath with Jisten. He pressed against the captain. “Now, I shall continue to scrub that back of yours.”

	Jisten hugged Rak. It let Rak reach his back better and it just so happened to allow him to reach Rak’s wings.

	Rak stifled an undignified giggle. Even half-dead, Jisten remained fixated on the wings.

	Rak scrubbed Jisten’s back with a will. And his shoulders. And then his neck, his arms and his chest. Jisten’s eyes closed and he allowed the scrubbing passively. He only made a small noise when Rak had to push him away from the wings in order to bathe the rest of him.

	Rak lifted one of Jisten’s long legs out of the water. He washed that, too, but couldn’t resist kissing the inner thigh.

	Jisten’s back arched and his head extended back. At first, it looked like a pleasure response to the kiss on the thigh, but then, the seizure began.

	Tyll and Rak both reacted at once. Rak lifted Jisten straight out of the tub, ignoring the man’s weight, and Tyll grabbed Jisten’s shoulders before his head could crack on the marble. The seizure passed an eternity later, although it was only a few seconds in real time.

	Tyll was shaken. He sat on the edge of the tub with Jisten’s head and shoulders in his lap.

	Rak stood in the tub, holding the rest of Jisten.

	The captain opened his eyes, saw Tyll, looked down and saw himself naked. He flailed frantically in an attempt to escape.

	“Hey!” Rak shouted and spread his wings to get Jisten’s attention. They didn’t need him panicking and seizing again.

	“Run!” Jisten said but his eyes fixated on Rak’s wings.

	Rak waved the wings for Jisten. “Sa’sa. You are safe.” He helped Tyll lift Jisten the rest of the way out of the tub.

	Jisten gave Tyll a wary look but didn’t protest.

	Rak took possession of Jisten, cradling the man in his arms, while Tyll starting wrapping everything he could in big, fuzzy towels. “Towels make everything better,” he muttered. “I like towels. There can never be enough towels.” The silliness of the bard’s words was meant to relax Jisten, maybe get a smile from him.

	“What happened?” Jisten asked.

	Rak and Tyll exchanged an alarmed glance.

	“What do you remember?” countered Rak.

	“Uhm, today I am supposed to accompany Jethain on the tax round,” Jisten said slowly. “I’m not late, am I?”

	“Ix, love. Not late at all.” Rak choked back his despair. Rak and Tyll picked the now-towel-mummified captain and carried him to the bedroom.

	 


Chapter Seventeen: Decisions

	 

	 

	The two young lovers entered the bedroom with their cannoli and sat on the bed.

	“Tebber, I have to tell you something before, well, before we do anything,” Essina said.

	Tebber set his cannoli down and looked at her with puppy-dog eyes. “Essina, I really, really like you.”

	“I love you, Tebber, and that’s not just because you rescued me from the temple,” Essina said. “But you deserve to know.”

	Tebber took her hand in his. “I want to…to marry you. If you’ll have me,” he finished in a rush.

	“You may not want to,” Essina said and stared at the floor. “Lord Virien ordered me to sleep with S’Rak. He offered me and the baby freedom if I became pregnant. I took the chance, Tebber.”

	“I know, I remember,” said Tebber. He stroked her hand. “I didn’t have a problem with it then, and I don’t have a problem with it now.”

	“But, Tebber, I’m pregnant. It’s why the chaos priest spared me.”

	Tebber sat up straighter. “You are? That’s amazing! Oh. Does S’Rak know? Oh, dear, the prince. Oh, no. What will we do?”

	“I know, poor Jethain. S’Rak told me to tell him as soon as I knew and he would send me to Okyro to save the prince’s life. But I wanted to tell you first.” She searched Tebber’s face.

	“I’ll go with you,” said Tebber stoutly.

	“Are you sure?”

	“I still want to marry you. And you’ll need someone to look after things.” Tebber touched the slight bulge. “A baby.”

	“I love you, Tebber,” Essina said. She threw her arms around his neck and clung to him. “Tebber, the high priest has a wife. And children! What will we do?”

	“We should talk to S’Rak, he’ll know what to do,” said Tebber.

	“Will you come with me to talk with him?”

	“Of course,” said Tebber.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak was combing Jisten’s hair. Jisten was still mummy wrapped in towels. The captain looked troubled and confused. Tyll was pacing. When Tebber knocked, Tyll opened the door. He looked at the two servants. “Now isn’t the best time,” he started.

	Essina bit her lip and looked down, but Tebber called out, “S’Rak, I wouldn’t intrude but for the most urgent reason. It’s about the prince’s safety.”

	“I’m not S’Rak,” said Tyll pointedly, “but if you say it’s urgent, I believe you. Come in but keep your voice down.”

	Essina and Tebber entered, their hands fused together tightly.

	Rak said, without looking up from Jisten’s hair, “The soonest I can wed you is tomorrow night. Tonight, I must petition Zotien for a miracle.”

	“I’m so sorry,” Essina blurted out and started to cry. “The prince is in danger.”

	Jisten jerked upright, dislodging towels left and right. “The prince in danger! My sword!” He began to seize.

	Rak cursed and held him down.

	Essina stared, open-mouthed.

	Tyll joined Rak on the bed, and once the long convulsive period passed, Rak slid off the bed with Jisten in his arms. “I am not waiting any longer. Essina, you can tell me what the problem is after I deal with this. This danger to the prince will not kill him tonight, correct?”

	Essina nodded agreement. “I can wait, it’s urgent but not an emergency like this is. The poor captain…please say you can help him.”

	“I will do my best,” replied Rak.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	On the floor before the Altar of Night, Rak traced sacred glyphs on Jisten, using the blood welling from his sliced right palm. He chanted as he worked, calling on the Lord of Night to hear him and answer his prayers. The glyphs would tell the God what was needed, in this case, the complete healing of the head injury, and the blood would show the God how serious Rak was about it.

	Night flames roared as Rak completed the written prayer on Jisten’s body and Zotien came before them. “My servant, forgive Me, but I cannot. Auranz has successfully blocked Me from direct healing outside of My own lands. Also, He took pains to remind Me that these injuries were inflicted by My Enemy, and thus a direct healing is forbidden by the ancient geas. I’ve already stretched the boundaries of what is permissible with what little healing I did in the sun temple. If I attempt more, Auranz might be able to successfully banish Me from this land entirely, and that would not bode well for your mission. You must send for the Therrai, only they can heal him.”

	Rak bowed his head in acceptance as the dancing night flames consumed the blood painted on Jisten and healed Rak’s hand.

	Rak carefully lifted Jisten’s upper half off the floor while Tyll lifted the legs. Together, they carried Jisten back into the bedroom and gently laid him on the cushioned, padded pallet they’d made for him. Here he could thrash and not harm himself, nor fall to the floor, since he was already at ground level.

	 Tyll had already written the necessary messages requesting healers to be sent from Okyro, and Rak had sent them through the altar. A separate message had winged it's way to Forael via a mastigi, requesting his help in casting the portal.

	Once Jisten was comfortably positioned, Rak guided Essina and Tebber into the parlor, away from Jisten. “Now, tell me about this danger to the prince.”

	“High Priest, I’m pregnant. The chaos priest said so. It’s why he spared me. You told me to tell you as soon as I knew. I’m sorry, High Priest, so sorry about everything.”

	Rak stared at her for a long moment. Then, his brain clicked back into gear. “The sun priests will be opening a portal to Okyro in the morning. Are you willing to go through it? There is almost no danger from such a transfer, not to your nor to your baby.”

	Essina looked at Tebber, who nodded. Then she said, “Yes, S’Rak.”

	“Tell nobody else here about your condition. You are not showing yet, and so long as no Koilathan knows you carry my child, there is no danger to Jethain. You and Tebber are both welcome in my household.”

	“You should speak to your wife first,” Essina demurred. Men didn’t always understand how women worked, not even their own wives. Or maybe especially their own wives.

	“I expect her to arrive through that very portal,” said Rak wryly.

	“Do you want the baby?” Essina asked, drawing on the strength that had sustained her all the years in slavery.

	Rak studied her. He could see in her body language that she very much wanted to keep her baby, despite her attempt at presenting him a slave’s blank face. “Ix, I do not want your baby unless you do not wish to raise it. I acknowledge that I am the sire, and as such, I have a duty to support it, but that is your child to raise, if that is your choice. If you wish me to raise your child, you must also consider that there is only a one-in-eight chance that your baby will be winged. The unwinged often feel uncomfortable when raised beside the winged.”

	"Thank you, sir, but I want this baby." Essina then looked at Tebber and held her breath. 

	Tebber looked at Essina. Despina’s lessons filtered through him and he asked, “Can I adopt it?” Essina hugged Tebber, who swung her around. “I’m gonna be a daddy!”

	“And a good one, too!” she sobbed from joy.

	 

	Rak retreated to the privacy of the bedroom far sooner than he usually did, but nobody seemed to mind. He moved to the dresser, the top of which was now given over to his portable pharmacy. He selected several herbs and ground them into a powder, which he then mixed with honey.

	He took the mixture over to Jisten and spooned it into Jisten’s mouth. Fortunately, the Valer was healed enough, and conscious enough, to swallow, and Rak was able to get all of the medicine in him. Next, Rak gave him some morphea-laced wine, and that went down with the same ease as the honey, which pleased Rak greatly. Rak sat beside Jisten, stroking the man’s hair, until he was asleep. Thus far, Rak had not needed to give Jisten the draught of sleep, though it remained an option. Tomorrow morning, Forael would cast the portal to Okyro, bring the Therrai.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll pulled Rak up off the floor and guided him to the bed, where he proceeded to offer what comfort he could. He knew that Rak, due to his past, sought reassurance via sex, so he stripped his spouse with a firm, decisive hand, pausing only to caress the soft skin sliding over steel muscles as he uncovered it. Rak assisted him adroitly but always let Tyll take the lead, turning in toward him in a silent demand that Tyll call all the shots.

	He kissed Rak, probing his mouth with his thrusting tongue and set Rak’s hands on his own clothing. Rak helped him undress in turn, and once they were both naked, Tyll said, “I want to tie you.”

	“I am willing to be bound by you,” Rak replied, a great deal of interest in his eyes along with the lust.

	Rak needed the reassurance of submission. Tyll meant to see that he got it. Silk sashes made excellent ropes, and soon, Tyll had Rak trussed in a position that pleased him. Rak was on his back with pillows raising up his rear end. His legs were lifted and spread, the ankles lashed to his wrists, and that assemblage was in turn tied to the bedframe, holding Rak as widely open as his joints would allow. He was completely exposed like this and completely helpless.

	Tyll could sense both Rak’s surrender and a deeper lust blooming within him. With his left hand, he worked a finger into Rak’s opening. With his right hand, he grasped Rak’s cock. He pumped his finger and stroked the shaft simultaneously. Once Rak was hard in his one hand, he added another finger to Rak’s opening and kept pumping. Tyll ducked his head and lapped at Rak’s balls, working them into his mouth. As he successfully swallowed the sac, he added a third finger to Rak’s opening.

	He could feel Rak’s cock twitching against his hand, but he didn’t relent. He steadily stroked it, lubricated by the pre-cum pouring from the tip. He sucked hard on Rak’s balls as if trying to really swallow them, and Tyll could feel how much Rak enjoyed the intense pleasure-pain of it.

	At the moment, Rak was fixated on what Tyll was doing to his balls. The half a hand in his ass was an enjoyable background pleasure, and the hand stroking his cock almost an afterthought.

	Tyll added another finger and tugged on the sac in his mouth. Rak’s shriek of pleasure and the hot seed that spilled onto his hand was a victory to Tyll. And he was just getting started. He released Rak’s balls, letting them fall to rest below his imprisoned cock. He tucked the thumb of his left hand into the hollow created by his fingers and slowly pushed his entire hand into Rak. Rak bucked his hips in helpless reaction as Tyll increased the stimulation rather than backing off in reaction to his first climax. Tyll let go of Rak’s cock, wiped his hand on Rak's belly and swaddled the cock in a soft cloth. 

	Rak’s seed was supposedly as sweet and delicious as the rest of him, but Tyll had never like the taste of semen, so he used the cloth to wipe it off Rak's cock before he swallowed the erect pole. His tongue was all over Rak’s shaft, and he used his free hand to play with Rak’s balls as his left hand steadily pumped Rak’s ass. Tyll shuddered with Rak’s pleasure as half his forearm sank into Rak’s well-stretched tunnel. The internal muscles gripped at his arm, trying to pull him deeper, but Tyll resisted, sensing he was as deep as he could safely go. Rak orgasmed three more times under Tyll’s expert stimulation, and each time, Tyll backed off just in time, so that Rak's seed decorated his belly, only to continue the relentless activity without giving Rak even a momentary break. A peculiar tension was building and building in Rak, and Tyll monitored this build-up closely, until he sensed the looming crest of it about to break over them.

	He eased up immediately, denying Rak the relief, gently pulling his arm from Rak’s opening. He released Rak’s cock and let go of his balls then slid forward over Rak, positioning his cock at Rak’s hole. Rak was still shuddering from the effects of all those orgasms when Tyll took him, thrusting deeply into his body with a forceful motion. Rak’s back arched as he cried out in pleasure, and Tyll locked his mouth over Rak’s, swallowing the scream and thrusting his tongue into Rak’s mouth with the same urgency that he thrust his sword into Rak’s velvet sheath.

	Now, the tension was peaking once more, even higher and stronger than before, and Tyll held it off with all his wiles, prolonging the pleasures of pounding Rak’s bound, submissive body for as long as he could bear it. Sweat coated him, and his heart was pounding in his ears when, finally, he succumbed and the cresting tsunami broke, crashing into them as they orgasmed together. They held tightly to one another as the immense wave of pure pleasure swept them away. Their minds drifted, together, in the dream realm of dancing stars as their bodies, still locked in a fierce embrace, fell still.

	 

	To Be Continued…
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