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Wings and Rites

The Dark Servant Book 10

By

AC Ellas


For my readers. 


Chapter One: Zala’s Bond

Firday, the 4th of Revmon

I need café. Rak stretched stiff muscles, sat up, and glanced at Jisten. He slipped out of bed and left Jisten to his slumbers. Although the Valer looked better, he was still injured and needed rest. Rak dressed in older, faded clothing because he wouldn’t be doing anything official this day. 

Tebber greeted his arrival in the parlor with a mug of café and Rak grinned at him. “How do you always manage to have the café hot and ready for me exactly when I want it?”

“A servant has to have some secrets,” replied Tebber with a giggle.

Rak sat down at his desk and looked at the farewell letter that he’d snatched off the altar barely in time to prevent its passage to Okyro. He picked it up, carried it to the empty fireplace and set the fragile pages in the andirons. “Kaisε!” he whispered, concentrating on flames. The letter ignited easily and in moments, only ashes remained of his laborious effort to explain his death to his family.

Soon he must write another letter, this one explaining the new addition to their family. He drained his mug as he contemplated how to word that letter. Tebber took the empty mug from his hand and refilled it. 

Rak turned his attention to Tebber. “What rumors are flying today?”

Tebber straightened the hem of his grey tunic and reported the rumors. Rak had cast spells upon both Jethain and Jisten. One variant claimed that he’d stolen their souls. The three of them were caught in a love triangle and having perverted orgies nightly, which more than one lord and lady had to see for themselves. All the humans in the palace would be forced out and the rooms converted into luxury stalls for demon horses. The last one had Rak laughing.

“Speaking of demon horses,” said Rak, as he finished the second mug of café, “I will be in the stable should anyone seek me.” He glanced at the bedroom door. “Let Jisten sleep himself out. If he wakes before I return, tell him where I went, and that I expect him to rest.”

* * * *

“I want to speak with you,” said Kordri. 

The lieutenant had caught Rak in the open space between the palace and the stable. Rak casually stepped sideways, putting his back to a shrubbery. He tensed as he prepared himself to fight, and his wings partially spread. He rested a hand on the hilt of his sabre. “I am aware of your opinion already. Leave me be.”

“This is from the Capt’n, courtesy of you.” Kordri indicated his well ripened and massive bruise.

“You poor man,” mocked Rak. “One bruise in exchange for the abuse you heaped on me.” 

“Poor little sex slave,” Kordri mocked right back. “Was I too rough for your delicate little frame?”

Rak’s free hand clenched in a fist. “Ah, of course. How foolish of me.” He made a conscious effort to relax his hand. “You can beat anyone who was once a sex slave, for they do not have feelings, or rights.”

“No, I only beat those who take advantage of others,” Kordri snapped. 

“Very selectively, choosing only targets who will not fight back. I do not see Virien or Hasaviz walking around with bruises from your fists or boots.”

“They haven’t seduced my captain. They’re honest about their intentions, brutal as they may be.” 

“Perhaps you are in the wrong guard. You have more in common with Thaxor than with Jisten.”

“I’ve never raped anybody! I got daughters!”

“Having daughters does not prohibit a man from committing rape. You are a bully of the same order as Virien’s goons.” 

Kordri’s face turned beet red with anger but he took several deep breaths. “Look, more’n one man higher up wants the capt’n gone. You’ve made him vulnerable.”

“He is perfectly safe. As you well know, Lieutenant,” Rak’s icy voice turned the title into an insult, “sex slaves like me cannot top.” 

“So you claim, but once the capt’n’s in a collar, it’ll be a little too late, won’t it? Not that you care, you’re just using him, aren’t you? What makes me mad is the way you’re playing with his heart. You sex slaves can’t love. It’s all lust and need.”

“Oh, ai, your righteous anger excuses everything, from insults to violence to rape.”

Kordri crossed his arms over his chest. “Guess you think all us men who like women do that, huh? Who’s the prejudiced one now?”

“Prejudice?” Rak spat. “You dare speak of prejudice to me? Show me one Koilathan who has not prejudged me. One man who has not called me either demon or sex slave.”

“Forael.”

“Ai, my counterpart is unfailing in his graciousness, but he is not a Koilathan, but a Naftikan. I remember him as a junior priest in the Grand Sun Temple of Eidos.”

“You knew the Ylion before?” Kordri shifted from foot to foot, clearly unnerved. “How?”

“I was a slave in the same temple. He cared for us slaves at great risk to himself.”

“So you have Forael’s pity, and he would reassure the capt’n, wouldn’t he? You’re nothing but a sex slave playing the capt’n to your own ends. You found the biggest innocent to swallow your act. Thing is, the poor man really does love you. His love is sincere. And you’ve a devoted toy for your needs. Tell me, why didn’t you bring a lover with you? You knew all along you’d be snaring someone for your fires.”

“I do not need to justify myself to you. Jisten is mine,” snapped Rak. The bond and the kironi magic surged over him in a tsunami of possessiveness for his mate and now father of his babe. Once again, another man wanted to tear Jisten away from him. First the prince, now the lieutenant. Two Deities had blessed the bond he had with Jisten. As far as Rak was concerned, they were married in all but name, and that would follow once Tyll gave his approval. He felt justified in his territorial claiming of Jisten, though he knew it would be just as accurate to say “I am Jisten’s.”

Kordri bristled. “For now. But the capt’n will come around. You can’t blind him with sex forever. He’s surrounded by good men who'll give good advice. We’ll lead him back.” 

Rage spiked in Rak’s brain. “Do any of you care about Jisten’s free will? What he wants? I was so concerned that I had bound him against his will that I was ready to die to set him free, yet you and your men would force him in an instant! We are soul-bonded, Lieutenant. If I hurt him, I hurt myself.”

Vrema abruptly charged out of the barn, ears laid back and fanged mouth gaping. She reared up, flashing razor sharp claws as she squealed in anger. Kordri skittered away from her and retreated at a near run. Vrema settled immediately, turned to Rak, and bumped him in the chest with her muzzle. She needed him in the stable with her pack mates. The impression that Rak received was not one of danger, but of exasperation with Zala. The older equine felt that her younger sister was acting silly and Vyld was unable to calm her.

Rak walked to the barn, one hand on Vrema’s arched neck. Vyld was in the stall with Zala. She would lick his muzzle, shove her neck under his, stamp her cloven hooves, pace the circuit of the large box stall, then return to Vyld and start the whole routine again. The stallion looked perplexed, but tolerant of the young mare’s odd behavior. Kennit, sitting on the dividing wall between the two stalls, said, “Bharis n’ I tried everythin’ we know, sir! Meat scraps, oats, hay, carrots, an offer ta ride, but she won’t calm down! I was about ta fetch ya, but Vrema said she would.”

Rak nodded to the lad and slid into the stall, leaving the door open. “Sa’sa, Zala, what is wrong?”

The nervous mare stopped in front of Rak and shoved her head under his hand. He scratched her ears but she was not mollified and stamped her hooves some more. The images she sent were fast paced from anxiety. Jisten, Vyld covering her, a foal, Jisten, Vyld covering her, her alone in the pack without a foal, and Jisten again. It was clear to Rak that her desire was for a foal and for Jisten. Her young mind appeared convinced that she would be unable to conceive without Jisten being bonded to her. She wanted Jisten. She wanted to be pregnant and was sure that she wasn’t from Vyld’s earlier matings. 

Vrema snorted smoke. Her sister couldn’t be sure that she wasn’t pregnant this early. Zala let out a mournful whinny at Vrema’s dismissal. Rak’s hand slid down her belly and he concentrated briefly. “You are with foal. It will be a fine colt.” 

Zala’s relief was palpable, but she nuzzled Rak again, still pleading with him to retrieve Jisten, to bond him to her. 

Rak tugged on one of her ears in amusement. “You are bonded to him already.” 

Zala lipped his face, still pleading. She wanted a full, sealed bond, a properly blessed bond. 

Rak scratched under her chin. “He is sleeping still. He is very tired from yesterday. He will join us when he wakes up.”

Zala shifted restlessly and Rak led her into her own stall, closing the door out of habit. He wrung out a wet rag over her withers to cool her. “Sa’sa,” he murmured as a curry brush appeared in his hand. He ran the brush over her immaculate hide because grooming was soothing for her as well as meditative for him.

* * * *

Zala squealed when she saw Jisten at Bharis’ side. Jisten chuckled. “Hello, beautiful.” He slipped into the stall and ran a hand down her silken neck as Rak put the brushes away. Bharis handed Jisten a bucket over the stall door. Jisten took it and offered it to the mare, who buried her delicate muzzle into the meat scraps.

Once Zala whuffled up the last scrap of flesh, she pushed her big head against Jisten’s chest and the man staggered slightly. He clutched onto it, as much for balance as to reassure the nervous young mare. “S’Rak? What’s wrong with Zala? The images are all confused.” 

“You have not acknowledged your bond to her, and this is causing her distress.” Rak decided not to tell Jisten about the pregnancy until later. He straightened one of the small ribbon bedecked braids he had set in Zala's mane.

“I’m bonded to her?” Jisten’s brow furrowed as he scratched under her chin. “I don’t remember that. What about that free will thing?”

“You did not have to ride her,” replied Rak in good imitation of Ahzevo’s voice. “You climbed on her back all by yourself.”

“She came to me and offered to help. I thought it was because you are her Thezomeh, and she knew I would help you.”

Rak smiled a little, but asked carefully, “Did you freely accept her offered aide?”

“Of course I did. I was glad for it. She’s beautiful and smart, and I’d be an idiot to refuse the help of a steed like her.”

“And now she is yours. She offered a bond and you accepted it. That is how these things work.” Rak grinned at Jisten’s expression. “All you have to do is formally accept the bond. I will seal it, which will settle her down.”

Jisten’s grin was slightly loopy. “Another bond?”

“Avtappi bond is not as deep as a dragon bond, or what we share. I can hold several avtappi bonds without trouble. Zala is trained as a war steed. She was cavalry until her last rider was killed in battle. I selected her for this journey because she has exceptionally fine gaits.”

Jisten stroked her velvety muzzle. “She’s more than I ever expected in a steed.” Zala nuzzled him. “But I can’t afford her.”

“You cannot buy an avtappi. They are not property. They are our friends and allies, but not our slaves.” Rak’s voice held a sharp tone. “And even if that were not the case, I would still refuse your money.”

“Sorry, girl. My mistake,” Jisten told the grey and she lipped him. 

“The Lord of Night has given the avtappi a special gift, a way of knowing who their rider should be. When a priest or a soldier seeks a mount, he walks through the pack of unbonded avtappi. It is the avtappi who picks the rider, using that gift. The pairing is always a good, compatible match. And none of us are perfect. We all make mistakes.” 

Jisten returned his attention to the mare, now leaning against him. “Are you sure, girl? You’re a long way from home.” 

Zala shoved Jisten with her nose again and sent a flurry of images of Jisten riding her so strongly that even Rak saw them.

“She is sure,” said Rak dryly.

Jisten kissed the long nose. “I accept, sweetheart.”

Rak took Jisten’s hand and pressed it to Zala’s forehead between the two horn nubs. He murmured a short prayer, and green light flared. “The bond is sealed. Do you feel well enough to take a ride?”

Zala imaged a nice ride, with herself in front of Vyld and flaunting her hindquarters. Jisten coughed slightly, flushed, and leaned against Rak. “I’m not losing you again if I have any say in it. I would give a thousand commissions for you, S’Rak, remember that.”

Rak hugged him, rested his head on Jisten’s shoulder. “I love you, too, my Valer. Remember that.” 


Chapter Two: Forgotten Appointment

Jisten glanced over as Forael strode into the stable. The Ylion was dressed in the simple robes that he wore when he had a healing day scheduled. The senior priests fussed, the junior priests fussed, but Jisten knew that Forael still kept one day a week scheduled to heal commoners. 

When Forael approached their end of the barn, the avtappi sniffed him. Zala went so far as to stick her muzzle in Forael’s face and blow smoke over him. The archpriest laughed good-naturedly and scratched her chin. She stuck her nose in his pocket and retrieved the sunbread treat that he kept for his own horse.

“Aren’t you the clever girl.” Forael glanced at Rak. “Do you have any in gold?”

Vrema squealed in indignation. Zala swished her tail and snorted more smoke. 

“Forgive me, my dears, but I am a sun priest.” 

“Ix gold, they are of the night.”

Zala imaged a bronze sunset mare as she discovered a second treat.

“Avtappi only come in shades, not hues. Every shade from white to black. Zala is engaging in wishful thinking because she likes that treat.”

“S’Rak, where are you going? Did you forget our appointment today?” Forael asked. His blue eyes were sharp, but his tone gentle.

Jisten asked instantly, “What appointment? S’Rak?”

Rak blushed, looking at the open tackroom door. “Uhm… is there not any other way?”

Jisten eyed Rak and knew that he was being a difficult patient. “We’ll go with you, Ylion, to S’Rak’s quarters. It will put him at greater ease.” Jisten steered Rak towards the palace.

* * * *

Once settled in the parlor of Rak’s quarters, Forael asked, “Do you avoid your own healers this much? Or is it because I am a sun priest?”

“Ai, I do. Particularly when they are planning to…” Rak blushed again. “And your being a sun priest does not help matters.”

“I am sorry, but I am not converting to the night for a simple suture removal,” Forael said. He set down his golden leather bag and opened it.

Jisten gulped, and suddenly wished that he had a lot of wine at hand, or better yet, whiskey.

“I would not ask that of you. I just have bad memories.”

“Please, do imagine him being crisped. It will help you.” Forael was all agreeableness.”I sometimes recall it myself.”

Jisten found the wine and poured three goblets. “What were you doing in Katasky? Why did you serve under Xaethien?”

“I didn’t make high priest from acolyte, you know. I traveled much. I wanted to see and know the world. I regret that now, sometimes. Do you think I enjoyed serving as junior priest under that filth disgracing the robes of Auranz? Do you think I enjoyed healing the slaves he tortured? Hating myself for my inability to do more? Yes, it was most instructive. Auranz rarely takes a direct role in human affairs, so when He does, He wants an audience. Pity that this next generation didn’t see it, particularly Nithios and Avontos.”

“Half a year, Forael. I still have nightmares.”

“As do I, and I was only a witness, not a victim.” Forael mixed some morphea into one goblet. “Being an archpriest, I apologize for it. Not that it helps, not really. Witnessing Xaethien’s judgment deemed me more desirable in Auranz’s eyes. That, and my extensive knowledge of languages and cultures.”

“I was no priest. Just one of his slaves. After that, we were sold at auction. More money for the temple.”

“How I regretted not having enough money to purchase you. After I lost the bidding miserably, I bought the most wretched of his slaves. I healed them, secretly freed them, and sent them to Okyro. I have been told that my views on slavery are rather…progressive, and cost the temple money.”

“They are. More in line with my House than yours.”

“I thought it odd that He sent me to Koilatha, to an insulated country, where my views on slavery were unwelcome. But perhaps our Sun Lord knew what He was doing? Or do I sense the blessed Si’Yeni’s hand in this? She knew that slavery would need to end in this country, and perhaps sent me as a vanguard? That was years ago, of course. I thought that I would end slavery here, with my thundering and inspiring sermons. Instead, all I earned was the whipping of a young prince who believed in me. I grew discouraged and never heard from Auranz again. Seeing you here now, though, cousin, full of zeal and energy to end slavery, gives me hope. Maybe my old sermons are not forgotten, maybe the people remember them, maybe they will help. Maybe.” Forael handed Rak the goblet. “Well, drink up. Perhaps I shall be crisped next for being a bad sun priest.”

“I sincerely doubt that.” Rak took a drink.

Jisten took a long drink off his own goblet. Forael sipped his, to keep them company. Rak then drained the goblet and eyed the bottle. Being unconscious would not displease him.

Out of the golden leather bag, Forael produced the tiny, curved, and extremely sharp suture cutting scissors, as well as the suture removing pincers. Rak shuddered and turned to Jisten, panic in his eyes already. Jisten poured Rak another goblet, although Forael refused to add morphea to it at Jisten’s request. Rak drained it anyway. 

Jisten sat on the couch and patted his lap, just like in the tavern, trying to relax Rak. Rak gathered large handfuls of Jisten’s tunic, as if he could grab Jisten’s comfort by the fistful. Jisten stroked the rustling wings, sending solace rolling off him in waves.

* * * *

“What position will be the least painful, cousin?” Forael asked. 

“Anywhere you do not have to do this,” muttered Rak.

Jisten said, “Don’t be sarcastic to the nice sun priest with sharp implements.” He started a thanksgiving chant to Si’Yeni, his clear baritone strong in the mid-range song. He thanked Si’Yeni for Her earlier help, for Her soothing the harshness of noon into a restful sunset, and for Her love, which extended into both day and night.

Forael leaned over Rak and realized that he needed two more hands, for Rak’s buttocks were clenched in a death vise. “That doesn’t help, you know.” He motioned for Jisten to take a different hold on Rak.

Rak buried his face in Jisten’s shoulder and visibly shuddered. Jisten's song changed to the supplication chant, asking Si’Yeni to once again allow Forael to touch S’Rak, for the day and night to merge as sunset. Jisten’s body glowed in sunset colors, although his hair stayed as black as night. Stars began to appear in his braid, twinkling faintly. 

Tentatively, Forael touched Rak with the back of his hand. No column of flames shot to the ceiling. He slid his hand along Rak’s backside, edging nearer his goal. Still no flames. Jisten was glowing as brightly as when Forael placed the sutures, so he snipped the first suture and slid it free. Rak whimpered while Jisten looked like a puppy that had been whipped, and his song faltered. Forael snipped the second one and slid it out faster, for Jisten looked pale and clammy. Forael did not need his assistant passing out and a day-night conflict consuming the palace.

Forael snipped and removed the third suture and finally breathed. He dabbed at the little bloody spots where the sutures had been and reached in deeper for the fourth suture.

Rak tensed more.

“Easy cousin, don’t make this harder than it already is.”

It was a struggle, but Forael managed to snip and remove the fourth and fifth sutures. He washed his hands, poured more wine, mixed in morphea, and tapped on Rak’s shoulder. Rak looked at Forael with beryl eyes brimming with pain and misery.

Forael wished that he had the power to crisp people. Xaethien would have died a lot sooner. Xaethien had mistrusted Forael, since he refused to indulge in the sexual games he played. Forael inspected the area, gave it a final dab, and straightened. He packed his instruments in his bag and snapped it closed. “Please, be careful.” Forael knew that he didn’t have to say more, from the stricken look on Jisten’s face. 

“It’s not healed?”

“Without Gods’ granted healing, it will take six weeks before everything is back to the way it should be. Don’t stress it unduly.”

“Unduly? With my fires?” Rak buried his face into Jisten’s tunic.

In a quavering voice, Jisten said, “I’ll be careful.”

Rak mumbled from the cloth. “It was not your fault.” 

Forael soothed, “Hurting someone you love is the best teacher to not make the same mistake.” Forael didn’t know the details, and didn’t want to, so he left. Quickly.

* * * *

Rak turned his face up to Jisten. “Captain.”

Jisten stroked Rak’s face. “Let’s go to the lake. The water will feel good.”

“We should ride there,” said Rak, agreeing. “We did promise the avtappi a run, after all.”


Chapter Three: Lakeside Dalliance

They returned to the stable, but Rak seemed quiet and withdrawn. Jisten sensed he was still struggling with the turmoil Forael had stirred up and wisely remained silent. They saddled the avtappi side by side, but Rak paused, resting his forehead against the leather.

“Do you not wish the ride there after all? Should we go to your suite? Valer Square? My quarters?” Jisten prayed that Rak wouldn’t say right here in the stable. He was quite sure he couldn’t perform, due to shame.

“The past lingers in my mind. Being around people will not help.”

“We’ll seek solitude,” Jisten said. “I wish to be alone with you, as well.” He stroked Rak’s limp wings, then dared sneak a kiss on Rak’s solemn face.

The corner of Rak’s mouth twitched upwards and he traced Jisten’s jaw with a finger. “You make me feel better just by being here.”

“You make that easy,” Jisten said. “Now let us leave this place behind.”

Rak finally mounted Vyld and urged the stallion to a canter. 

Jisten mounted Zala lightly, leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “As soon as we’re clear, let’s show these boys what you can do.” Vrema followed them, intent on remaining with her pack.

“I cannot ride for very long,” said Rak, “and not at the trot.”

“A gallop is easier than a walk!” Zala shot off for Jisten, who wanted to stay in front of Rak. He had received many compliments on his rear, both from male and female. It had always embarrassed him, but now the knowledge was useful.

Vyld snorted in amusement and followed them. Vrema kept to his side. Rak got an eyeful as he carefully kept Vyld from gaining too much. Zala understood what Jisten was doing, and helpfully sent an image of Vyld covering her.

Jisten gasped, “Even my mount knows more than me!” 

Rak teased back, “And she hasn’t even dropped a foal yet!” 

Amused by the embarrassment she sensed from Jisten, Zala communicated to Vyld that their riders were silly and should just enjoy themselves. When they reached the lake at last, Zala galloped to the grassy border and abruptly sat. Jisten tumbled backward out of the saddle and slid down her haunches onto the ground.

Rak jumped off Vyld and landed beside Jisten. “Thank you, Zala.”

“She’s bonded to me? Seems like she’s in cahoots with you.”

Rak tumbled Jisten into the tall grass, kissing him. “Of course she is. I am Thezi.”

Jisten stripped off his shirt while Rak rapidly squirmed out of his own clothing. Jisten kissed Rak, but kept his pants on. Rak kissed back as he stroked Jisten’s back and ran hands down into his waistline. Scorth flew overhead and angled to land in the lake.

“Both ground and aerial protection?” Jisten asked.

“Ai,” Rak agreed. 

“How sore are you?” Jisten’s large hands deftly played with Rak’s buttocks to let him know what he meant.

“Only a little sore,” said Rak. “It is much better now that the stitches are out.”

“Any blood?” Jisten put his hand in his pocket and drew out a vial of oil. He unstoppered it and oiled his fingers. He massaged Rak’s cheek muscles into limpness and carefully inserted his smallest finger. “How does that feel?”

“That feels delightful,” Rak said, gasping as he flexed around the finger.

Jisten worked his longest finger into Rak and rolled it around before withdrawing it. No blood. “Any pain?”

“Ix,” moaned Rak.

“Do you feel comfortable nude? We’re awfully exposed,” Jisten murmured. 

“We have been here before,” replied Rak, “and have never seen anyone else here.” He wondered about the resurgence of Jisten’s shyness. Being in the open hadn’t bothered the man a few days ago, but now it did. “Was it something I did? Or said?” 

“The sun is so high in the sky,” Jisten said. He strategically but gently placed Rak’s wing to shield himself.

“Would you prefer to indulge in the lake?” Rak ignored the sun, not even halfway to zenith.

“We always do that. It’s just that sunset would be nicer here in the open field.”

Rak studied his lover. “What is bothering you so? It is barely midmorning. Do you not want me?” 

“S’Rak! Where did this insecurity come from?” Jisten hugged Rak to him, kissed his shoulder, and stroked the rustling wings.

“I love you, Jisten. I freely chose to bond with you. I did not consult my spouses, I followed my heart. I thought you had done the same.”

“I did! I did!” Jisten’s lips brushed across Rak’s. “The guards are acting worse than a mother hen again and treating me like a brainless virgin. Pay me no mind. I know what I’m doing. I know my heart and that I love you utterly.”

Rak pressed against him, and Jisten kissed and stroked Rak all over, enjoying the muscular body below him. He could sense that Rak enjoyed it, encouraging him to continue. When they were this close, he couldn’t separate what Rak was feeling from his own lust. He leisurely explored his partner’s body, filled with both a sense of possessiveness and of dominance over his bonded mate.

He rolled Rak’s balls in his hand, enjoying the soft, hairless skin there, then stroked the erect manhood, much smaller than his own, but large for Rak’s small frame. Rak’s legs spread apart submissively, allowing Jisten’s hand full access. His hips rolled as Jisten continued to play with his package and he moaned in desire. 

Rak’s hands slid into Jisten’s pants, stroking Jisten's pole without removing the garments. Rak's nimble fingers undid the laces of Jisten's pants and pushed the shorts aside. Rak repositioned himself so that his mouth could reach Jisten’s erect cock.

Rak kissed the head of it, then swirled his tongue over it before briefly flicking against the slit. He kissed his way down the length of the shaft, then planted a kiss on each of Jisten’s balls. Rak’s tongue lapped against Jisten's sac, caressing and massaging.

Jisten traced the geometric tattoo along Rak’s belly and watched Rak’s balls contract. Impulsively, he leaned forward to kiss them. Rak gasped and pulled Jisten away.

“I’m sorry. I understand, you don’t want an amateur kissing you there,” Jisten said with true remorse.

“It is not you,” said Rak, visibly shuddering in reaction. “It is me. Or rather, the potions.” He addressed his words to Jisten’s package.

Jisten traced down Rak’s chest and groin. “I don’t understand. Help me to.”

“Sucking is submissive, being sucked is dominant. The potions given to male sex slaves do not permit dominance.”

“So you’ve never been?” Jisten asked, looking thoughtful. He traced the sunhawk and nighthawk tattoos.

“Ah…I have been, but not often.” Rak licked his lips almost nervously. “There is a trick to it, that fools the magic.” He languidly licked the softening shaft as he waited for Jisten’s response.

“The question is,” Jisten stretched, “Do you want me to?”

“Only if you want to,” said Rak, taking a leaf from Jisten’s own book. “If you do… stick a finger in me first.” His tongue wrapped around Jisten’s shaft again.

Jisten sighed. “S’Rak, would you enjoy it? Have you enjoyed it in the past?” 

“It feels good, but I have never climaxed from it. The potions, again.”

Jisten presented his finger. “Lick it.”

Rak’s tongue wrapped around the extended digit, then slid along its length in a sensual manner. Jisten hummed. Rak kissed the fingertip when he was done.

Jisten leaned forward and kissed Rak, a dominant kiss, full of hard, probing tongue. Rak stroked Jisten’s tongue with his own, fully yielding his mouth. As they kissed, Jisten placed his finger in Rak, who moaned in pleasure, vibrating Jisten’s tongue. Once his finger was fully seated, Jisten pulled off the kiss. He gazed into Rak’s eyes. “Ready?”

“Ai,” whispered Rak, eyes wide and voice husky. Rak returned to Jisten’s groin and sucked the man’s balls into his mouth.

Jisten sang a short stanza in Valer as he dropped down to Rak’s groin. He licked Rak’s manhood from base to tip. He worked his finger around. Rak moaned, hips rolling. Jisten circled the base of the head and rolled his finger in time.

Rak released Jisten’s sac and swallowed his cock instead. He hummed in pleasure. Jisten hummed his hymn and worked his finger. Jisten could sense both Rak’s surprise, and the pleasure rolling through Rak as he built towards a climax. 

Jisten’s climax filled Rak’s mouth at the same moment as Rak came for him. Rak was so surprised by his climax that he almost forgot to swallow Jisten’s, and as a result, choked and sputtered for a minute.

Once he'd swallowed, Jisten patted Rak's back. “I wasn’t sure it would work,” he explained. “I asked Si’Yeni to work through our bond. To unlock Her power to circumvent the potions.”

Rak licked some stray seed off his lower lip as he stared at Jisten. “I never…imposs…thank you.”

Jisten kissed him. “The pleasure was mine.”

Rak deepened the kiss, arms wrapping around Jisten in a tight embrace.

“And I suspect the Dawn Lady is pleased as well. She is encouraged when we find ways to allow Her to act.” Jisten scratched Rak’s wingbases.

Rak gasped in pleasure and squirmed. Jisten nuzzled Rak’s neck and continued to scratch. Rak gripped Jisten tighter and his wings unfurled and folded about the man.

“Love you, my Loftoni,” Jisten whispered.

“Forever, my Valer.”

Jisten fished in his pocket and drew out the oil. He pressed his lips to Rak’s ear. “Do you want to put it on me?”

Rak took the oil from him and opened it. He spread it on Jisten with a gentle touch, equal parts of stimulation and lubrication. Jisten gently pushed Rak below him and parted his buttocks. Rak pushed himself up towards Jisten invitingly, but very much in a submissive posture. Pleased, Jisten thrust in. Rak’s counterthrust was perfectly timed and he moaned deeply in enjoyment as the massive member slid into him.

Once Jisten was fully sheathed, he whispered in Rak’s ear, “Love you fully, love you forever.”

“Su’lax’aeohnis,” Rak gasped in Okyran, but the love in his voice needed no translation. 

Jisten set a hard, fast rhythm, balls slapping against Rak. Rak worked himself hard, striving to increase Jisten’s pleasure with every thrust. His wings came alive as they did for no one else, flapping, caressing, and enfolding. The normally quiet Jisten cried out when he climaxed, his hand positioned to catch Rak’s dependent climax.

Rak’s cry was wild, and echoed across the lake. Together, they rode the waves of ecstasy and for a time, they contemplated the beauty of creation, the stars spinning in their giant spirals. Jisten held him tight, gasping. Rak’s wings rustled against him, but not from tension. From pleasure. Eventually the two calmed and relaxed together in their bed of grass and sand.

* * * *

Scorth, his hide still wetly gleaming from the lake, landed nearby, sending up a huge spray of water and sand. Jisten sat up, surprised and holding up his arm to protect himself from the spray, but Rak had already covered them both with his wings. The dragon quickly settled and Rak shook the sand off his wings before furling them.

“You came here often before we met,” said Rak quietly, seeking to learn more about his new partner. “I have seen the pasture you created for your horse. Do you enjoy swimming in ice lakes that much?”

“Yes, I do. I'm Valer, after all. The lakes in the Vales are fed by mountain streams and are far colder than this one. I like swimming, and I find the cool water invigorating. Also, this is the only lake near the city where one can find any sort of privacy. I think I like the seclusion of this place as much as anything else."

"I love the wilderness," said Rak quietly. "I love being away from the press of people, away from the constant demands of my position. But duty comes first, always, so I rarely get to spend any time in the wild. Lakes…simply do not exist in A'filozenoi. Nor do forests. We do have small, spring-fed ponds which turn into mud-flats in the heat of summer, but form the cores of oases the rest of the year."

"It's such a different place than here I have trouble imagining it. It sounds so desolate. Why would anyone in their right mind live there?" 

"Perhaps we are not in our right minds," said Rak with a laugh. "You know the story of how the War started. It could be argued that we have no choice. But we Okyrans have adapted to desert life, so much so that I am constantly shocked at how green this land is. Not to mention wet. Sticky, muggy--" 

Jisten cut off Rak's litany of complaint with a kiss. "If you're feeling sticky, we should take a quick dip."Jisten disentangled himself gently from Rak. He stood and stripped with surprising speed and lack of modesty, then splashed into the lake. Both Scorth and Rak got a nice view. 

So that is the nice ass, Scorth observed.

I am ignoring you, Rak sang mentally to his dragon as he followed Jisten into the lake. As muggy as the day was, Rak still expected the water to be shockingly cold. It wasn't. In fact, it was surprisingly pleasant.

Jisten was power-stroking out into deeper water, and Rak set out after him, using the tricks he'd been taught as a young slave. He quickly caught up with Jisten, but then he slowed, not passing the man because he was enjoying swimming with Jisten. He wasn't in a race. Not in years.

Abruptly, Rak dove under the water and swam up under Jisten, stroking past the Valer's lean body with his own, sliding his wings over the man's muscular frame. He broke the surface of the water a short distance ahead of Jisten, grinned, and said, "Catch me if you can!"

He slipped away from Jisten's reaching hands and led the Valer on a merry chase across the lake, diving beneath the man to stroke him with his wings at every opportunity. Jisten took it in good sport, but he also evidently learned quickly, and finally, he captured Rak in the act of winging him, and pulled him into his strong embrace.

Jisten kissed Rak very thoroughly, pinning him one-handed while his free hand stroked the length of Rak's wings from wrist joint to trailing edges. He broke off the kiss and stared deeply into Rak's eyes. “You’re shivering,” Jisten said. 

“You will just have to warm me up here in the water,” suggested Rak without missing a beat.

“I can do that.” Jisten drew Rak into shallow waters.

Rak kissed his way up the strong column of Jisten’s neck. Keeping Rak clasped to him with one arm, Jisten first stroked one wing against Rak’s back, then the other. Then he scratched the flakes off the wingbases as Rak squirmed in pleasure, still trapped. Jisten’s large hands next palmed Rak’s rear and warmed it before massaging it. Rak used his own manhood to rub against and stimulate Jisten.

Then Rak brought his legs up out of the water and hooked over Jisten’s shoulders. Rak balanced himself easily, completely open for his Valer.

“That’s…impressive.” Jisten goggled at the sight a moment.

“Flexibility is essential in a dancer,” said Rak, quoting the dancemaster who had trained him, wondering if Jisten would recognize the reference.

Jisten guided his cock into Rak as he answered, “I don’t think Varkaris meant that, but sunset take it, I benefit!”

Rak flexed, pressing down on Jisten’s shaft to slide it in deeper. His wings swept out and forward in counterbalance. “Anything to please you.”

“More wings!”

Rak’s wings swished around Jisten, then lifted out of water to form a dome over the Valer’s head. It amsed Rak that wherever his wings went, Jisten’s gaze followed. Rak worked himself on Jisten as he entertained the man with his wings. Jisten clearly lost himself in the sight and feel of wings and the pleasures of their entwined bodies, which seemed more than doubled when shared through their bond.

Rak enfolded Jisten's upper body in his wings so that the man was completely surrounded by the colorful membranes. It was enough to push Jisten over the edge, and as the twin climaxes broke over the pair, Jisten cried out with the same wild abandon as Rak. 


Chapter Four: Chocolate Cannoli and Purple Silk

Pεndεra Ligo, Traεspo Fεngari

5th day, 1st week, Traespo’s moon

Rak studied his plate. Despina had changed the world’s most perfect food. Some sort of brown stuff was atop his cannoli.

Silent, Despina wrung her hands, gaze fixed on Rak. 

“Mother, relax,” Jisten said.

Rak picked it up and sniffed. “Chocolate?” he asked, voice wondering. His grandmother had a secret stash of hoarded chocolate. Every once in a great while, she would consent to scraping some into café. He had never seen so much chocolate on a single dish, or tasted it in solid form.

“It’s from the Vales,” Jisten explained. “The Koilathans seized all the low-lying groves of cocoa trees, but most remain at higher altitudes, in the Vales proper. We never ever bring it openly into Koilatha.”

Rak nibbled delicately on the chocolate. Then he tried the combination of chocolate and cannoli. He groaned and said, “I thought the world’s most perfect food could not be improved. I was wrong.”

Despina let out a whoosh of relief. Rak ate the cannoli with—to him—excruciating slowness, savoring every tiny bite. “This is so exquisite, I do not want it to end,” he admitted with a tiny smile.

“There will always be more chocolate for the Thezomeh,” Jisten assured him. 

Despina, numb with relief, nodded and called her smoke hound, Beauty. The hound came over, tail wagging so furiously that it was rocking her hips.

“Watch,” she told Rak. She buckled a woven body blanket on the hound, who thumped her tail and tried to kiss Despina continuously. It was like a horse blanket, except it had pockets on it, and Valer writing embroidered in what looked suspiciously like Thezi green. “Fetch chocolate,” Despina told the hound. 

The hound gave her a final kiss and launched into thin air, translating. She returned as Rak was wiping up the last stray bits of cream and chocolate. The side-pockets bulged. Despina drew out paper wrapped squares from the pockets. “Embroidery say Thezomeh need chocolate,” she said.

Rak burst out laughing.

“Hence the Thezi green,” Jisten said.

“If there was a way I could send some of that to S’Tevia,” said Rak softly, “She would be eternally grateful.”

“S’Tevia? Royalty?” Despina gasped. “Princess who leave for Valer?”

“My grandmatre,” said Rak, with a twinkle in his eye. “High priestess of the Sylli, and the first female ever selected high priest.”

“You know how tell Beauty to take?” Despina replaced most of the chocolate into the pockets.

“I do,” said Rak gravely. He looked at Jisten. “Write me a note?”

Jisten went to the tiny but ornately carved writing desk. He pulled parchment out of its drawer and checked the pen. “Ready,” he said.

Rak dictated a brief note. “My Valer’s mother sends this with her love and in the hopes that you can enjoy some of the pleasures you left behind.”

Jisten smiled and handed Rak the note to sign. Once that was done, Rak tucked it in a pocket. Beauty looked between Rak and Despina and whined. Rak stroked Beauty’s head. “You will come right back,” he promised. “And I will find you a rabbit.”

She waggled her entire rear end and kissed his nose. Rak sent her to Tevia. The hound came back with a note, two bottles of Okyran’s finest brandy-wine, and a bolt of silk died a lovely sunset purple.

“Ach! Make nice dress Lord Kezil’s betrothed,” Despina said with satisfaction. “Jisten say he support Jethain, like silk for new bride-to-be.”

“Ix,” said Rak. “This is for you.”

“No dress cook in purple silk!” Despina laughed gently.

“You must have one gown that can outshine the finery I have stuffed your son into.” Rak looked over at Jisten fondly. The captain was dressed in silver grey and emerald green.

Despina laughed. “Sweet, good boy. Where I wear? Jisten in palace. Captain. I nothing. Tend goats, cook. Take care of good boys.”

“You are not nothing,” said Rak. “S’Tevia sent this as a thank-you gift for you. Not to give away. You would insult our matriarch?”

Despina looked properly awed. “Ach! Never!” she fingered the fine silk. “Make bed sheets? I sleep in every night? That insult or no?”

“I would prefer a gown,” muttered Rak. “And there is a bonding ceremony that we must attend, ai?”

“Gown, then,” Despina said. “Altera best seamstress.” 

Rak’s eyes twinkled. He had a name. Amethysts and purple seed pearls would be pressed on this Altera in short order, for use on The Gown.

* * * *

Rak carried the bolt of purple silk into Altera’s cottage. He set it on her working table and said, “Despina needs a gown worthy of the Queen, but in far better taste.”

The seamstress Valer ran the fine cloth through her fingers. “Oh, high priest, this is finer than anything the Queen has ever worn.” She smiled shyly at Rak.

Rak next pulled out a bag of gemstones and a hank of exquisite lavender and black lace. “Despina is worthy of it.” 

“Our dear Despina will outshine the Queen,” Altera said in a happy voice. “I’m sure you didn’t think of that.”

Rak affected to look innocent. “I? Surely not. I am a mere male, after all. And besides, the Queen is not invited to my bonding ceremony.”

“Of course not.” Altera’s slender fingers ran through the lace and held it against the silk. 

“Do you have her measurements?” asked Rak. “I do not know if I can obtain those. Jisten’s were easy…”

“Is it a surprise, high priest?” Altera’s lovely pale blue eyes blinked at Rak.

“Well, she does know that S’Tevia gifted her the bolt of silk. So I suppose it not really a surprise. But do not let her talk you into something simple or humble. Not for this.”

Altera smiled gently. “As it happens, Despina needed a new cooking frock. I’ll use those measurements. So perhaps we can surprise her?”

Rak grinned. “That would please me.”

Altera laid her hand on Rak’s arm. “And that pleases me. You are so precious to us, high priest.”

“Thank you,” replied Rak. “It is wonderful to have family here.” For Rak did think of the Valers as part of his family now.

“I wish we could shield you from the Koilathans,” Altera said, and there were tears in those pale blue eyes now. “But we have no power here. I wish you could stay in our square. Please?”

Rak patted her hand gently. “I wish I could as well, but duty is more important than what I want. I must protect the prince, at any cost.”

Altera wiped her eyes and smiled again. “Then we will make our Despina shine. Thank you, high priest.”

“Do you have enough materials?” asked Rak anxiously.

“More than,” Altera said with satisfaction. “I’ll return the extra to you.”

“Keep them. Amethysts are not that rare, and the nightstones…they are a gift.”

“Amethysts aren’t rare? High priest, I’m obliged to tell you that here, they are.” 

Rak’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

Altera nodded.

“At home, it seems like every other rock you trip over has either amethyst or citrine hiding within.”

“If you don’t want them, I’ll use them in wedding dresses,” Altera said. “It will help the newlyweds with costs of setting up a household, as well.”

“Please. I also have citrine, clear quartz, and rose quartz in abundance. And nightstones as well.”

“Oh, they won’t sell the nightstones. Those will be given an honored spot in the house. But the non-sacred gemstones can be sold without qualm. Thank you, high priest.” Altera squeezed Rak’s arm slightly.

“Nightstones will offer protection to their homes.”

“To supplement Si’Yeni’s?”

“Everything one can do, helps.” Rak didn’t mention that in Okyro, blood sacrifice was used to create the wards.

Altera laid out the fabric. She took a chalkboard off the mantle and deftly sketched a gown. “What do you think, high priest?”

Rak studied the sketch, picturing it in his mind. “Add some flourishes, here, and here.”

Altera’s deft fingers added to the sketch. “Like this?”

Rak nodded. “Excellent.”


Chapter Five: Preparation

Erday, the 5th of Revmon

Rak guided Jisten out of the bathroom. Laid out on the bed were two very fine sets of clothing. “What’s this?” Jisten reached for the fine cloth then drew his hand back, embarrassed by the roughness of his hands. There wasn’t a scrap of temple robe or guard uniform in evidence.

“The ceremony tonight,” replied Rak with a hint of a smile. “Did you expect to wear your plain, scratchy uniform?”

“You don’t like my uniform?” Jisten teased. 

“The color is nice,” said Rak with a straight face. “And the cut suits you. But the choice of fabric is abysmal.”

“Perhaps once the trade agreement is hammered out, there will be a better supply of silk.” Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. “If you don’t like my uniform, you should take it off me more often. Or even once.” His shy grin was lopsided.

“I ordered all your uniforms replaced.” Rak batted red eyelashes. “I expect the first ones to arrive soon.”

“I don’t want to stand out.”

“The cut and style will be identical to the uniform you wear now. Only the material will differ. Plenty of guards from families who are better off already have uniforms of non-regulation materials.” Rak ran hands over Jisten’s bare torso. “But you will look better in them than they will.”

“As long as you think so.” Jisten took Rak’s fingers and kissed them.

“If you do not behave, we will be late,” said Rak with a happy leer. Being late didn’t really bother him.

“No one would dream of scolding you for being late,” Jisten said and kissed other places. Rak undid Jisten’s towel and being late became a definite possibility. Jisten tossed Rak up into the air and the wings swept open. He scooped the new clothing onto a chair and positioned Rak on all fours before him. He pressed himself against Rak’s opening and commanded, “Work yourself on me.”

Consciously relaxing himself, Rak pushed back onto Jisten, gasping as the head of the thick cock stretched his anal ring. He groaned when he felt it pop through and paused to acclimate. He had to force himself to continue and not just revel in the sensation of it in him. He scooted closer to Jisten, and at the same time, further relaxed his lower body and pushed against the large pole so that it sank deeper. Once the first few inches were sheathed in him, his hips rolled, moving him forwards and back. Each time he rocked back, more of the shaft slid into him.

Jisten played with his wings, alternately stretching and folding them. He braced himself but other than that, refused to do any work. Rak didn’t mind, he enjoyed working his body on Jisten’s shaft in order to pleasure them both. He dictated a hard, deep rhythm.

When Jisten neared climax, he grasped Rak’s hip with one hand and covered Rak’s manhood with the other. He stretched out along Rak’s body, skin on skin. “I love you.”

Rak cried out in pleasure as the combined climaxes swept over them. “Thank you,” he gasped. “I love you too.”

“And we can’t be that late,” Jisten said. “The prince, Sed, and Kal will be there.”

Rak pulled off Jisten, then turned swiftly, before the Valer could move away, and licked him clean.

“Oh, S’Rak, only if you want.”

Rak kissed the cock. “It is proper,” he said stubbornly. Jisten pulled him up and kissed him squarely on the lips. Rak hugged him, then rested his head on Jisten's shoulder. But not for long. They still had to prepare.

When they finally got around to dressing, Rak asked, “Emeralds, or sapphires? Either would work with that outfit.” He studied Jisten's dark grey pants and blue and grey tunic, both with green accents in the embroidery. Rak was dressed in skin-tight black pants and a purple tunic, and none of it looked religious. The clothing was far too form-fitting and the silk tunic matched the purple of his wings precisely.

“Emeralds, since you gifted some to the men,” Jisten said. “Kal wove them into his and Sed’s hair. I like that it makes them more of a couple.”

“Emeralds it is. I will also use nightstones, to show that you are mine.” Rak selected the gems he wanted and wove them into Jisten’s hair. 

“You are dressed in colors thought to honor to the end of the sunset and welcoming the night,” Jisten said. “Black and purple. Valers in the Vales wear it, but not the exiles here in Karpos City.”

“These are dancing silks. I do not get to wear them very often. The cut is similar to what Varkaris used to wear, but Tyll picked out the colors for me. He wanted scarlet originally, but decided that it drowned out my wings.” Rak wove the last nightstone into Jisten’s hair. 

Jisten stroked Rak’s wing-spars. “You spoil me. I’m supposed to support you, dear Loftoni.”

“Support comes in many forms, my dear Valer. You support me in the many ways I need, and I will support you where you need.” Rak bent over to lace up his boots, wings spreading for balance.

Jisten stroked the wings out to their full spread and studied his handiwork. “I should have spent more time oiling them,” he said, as if the two hours hadn’t been enough.

“My wings are perfectly oiled,” laughed Rak. He flipped them neatly to his back. 

“How did you get this to fit so precisely?” Jisten wondered out loud, admiring the figure he cut in a mirror.

“I can measure,” said Rak with a smile.

“While I’m sleeping!” Jisten pretended shock.

“It was either that or wake you up and—oh, wait, I did that, too.”

Jisten smiled at the memory and finished lacing up the tunic.

“I do not get to wear them often, but I am happy I packed my dancing boots,” said Rak, pointing to the form-fitting, tightly laced boots. 

Jisten bent over to run an appreciative hand over them, nearly sparking off another delay. “Blast, I only have military boots.” 

“I had boots made for you. They can be used for either riding or dancing.” Rak openly admired Jisten’s physique. “I can order anything else you wish. A new wardrobe, perhaps?”

“S’Rak!” Jisten looked down. “I have to wear military boots with my uniform. And the guards will tease me mercilessly if you dress me up.”

“I will not permit you to be teased, my Valer.” Rak subtly emphasized the my.

Jisten grinned at the term. “Sorry, you bonded a poor Valer. Rich in pride, poor in money. Sort of the norm.”

Rak waved that off. “We are together. What is mine, is yours. I took no vow of poverty. And you are not wearing your uniform tonight." He pulled out the boots he'd had made for Jisten and handed them over. 

Jisten sat down, removed his heavy work boots, and laced on the far more form-fitting grey leather boots. "These fit my feet as if molded to them," he marveled. 

“I know a secret,” Tebber said as he entered the room. He smiled such an innocent smile that they knew it wasn’t anything terrible. “Your mother made wedding cookies.” 

“Really? You’re not teasing me? That would be very, very cruel,” Jisten said. “Beyond vicious, Tebber. You know how I love those cookies.”

Rak looked at Jisten, perplexed and hoping to be filled in.

“It’s considered bad luck to make them at any other time than a wedding,” Jisten explained. “Oh, they melt in your mouth! Tiny, flaky pieces of Si’Yeni’s highest heaven!”

“I thought this was the bonding ceremony? Not the wedding? Or do you want to do both tonight?”

“Your mother said that a bonding ceremony qualified,” Tebber said, smug with knowledge.

“We can’t have a wedding out in the open, like the bonding ceremony,” Jisten apologized. “The City Watch would be obligated to arrest us.”

“Really? Why?”

Jisten cleared his throat. “You’re teasing me, right? With the laws here?

“I forget. And I also keep thinking that my status will protect me, even though I know better.”

“I suppose we could hide in the dhelion’s cottage and hold the ceremony at Si’Yeni’s—or Zotien's--altar. But you deserve better than that.”

“My family would not be pleased were I to deny them the right to interrog—ah, welcome you to the family. So, with regret, I suggest we wait on the wedding. But for now… come, my Valer. Let us go celebrate our bonding. And I will bash in the brains of any man who tries to arrest us.”

“The bonding is legal,” Jisten said. “I explained it to the commander of the City Watch. He’s set patrols to make sure other Koilathans don’t take it upon themselves to arrest us. His great-grandmother was a Valer. But still, my description of the bonding ceremony was long on racial importance and short on personal details. Tebber, I did send the City Watch the note about the Valer celebration tonight, didn’t I?” 

“Yes, sir,” Tebber answered that question for the third time today.

“Speaking of forgetting--” Rak retrieved Jisten’s new sword belt. Rak’s sabre was attached to the belt. Rak buckled it around Jisten’s waist before the captain could protest.

“S’Rak, your sabre is made of sacred metal. It’s sacrilege for me to carry it!” Jisten fumbled with the scabbard. 

“You are my Valer,” said Rak. “And I am a high priest. That means it is proper for you to carry a sabre like this. And the nightstone matches the rest of your outfit.”

Jisten accepted that with a nod, and the motion caused the stone in the pommel of Rak’s sabre to catch his eyes. He traced the table facet of the large nightstone. “I like the message that this sends to the troops, the nobles, and the populace. That this protects them.”

“That is a good message,” replied Rak. “Shall we go, my dear? If Vyld and Zala hurry, we might actually be on time.”

Jisten kissed Rak’s fingertips, then sprinted for the door. “Last one there is a sun worshipper!” 


Chapter Six: Procession

The music from the Valer Square drifted over them long before they sighted it. Vyld and Sleet locked their gazes and went into a piaffe. 

Rak chuckled. “Show-offs.”

They were first sighted by hawk-eyed Valer children, who had set themselves the task of lookout. They raised the cry, and a cheer went up. People turned and waved and watched. Rak glanced at Jisten and smiled a little. His Valer outshone them all, which was as it should be.

Jisten smiled back. A real smile. The all too rare kind. “You’ve honored my clan as well as myself.”

Rak’s small smile stretched into a full blown one as his happiness bubbled over. ”You deserve every honor I can heap on you. And your clan, my papa’s clan…I will do whatever I can to help our people.”

Jisten reached across and clasped Rak’s hand. “Our people.”

Scorth announced, There is another dragon here. 

“What? Where?” Jisten craned his neck.

“We will keep our eyes open,” said Rak soothingly. 

Scorth overflew the square with another dragon, a light blue, on his wing. “A female,” said Rak immediately. She was easily a third smaller than Scorth.

The Valers all oooh’ed and even the music faltered for a moment, before it picked back up with an even happier sound.

“Scorth will spend the rest of the evening flirting, pretending otherwise.”

The crowd parted to let the avtappi through to the square decorated with streamers. Black and tan geometric patterned blankets were everywhere, drawing Rak’s admiring gaze. Tables groaned under the platters of food, pulling Jisten’s attention away. Rak followed his gaze, curious to see what his partner was so intent on. There is a lot of food, he thought, but no more than I expected. 

An adolescent boy offered Sleet and Vyld freshly killed chickens. They were pre-plucked as a courtesy, but head and feet were still attached. The two carnivorous equines accepted the offerings with dignity. Two heads bowed down, two cloven hooves pinned the chickens, and the avtappi began to feed. Rak dismounted, still studying the weavings.

Jisten chuckled and guided Rak towards his mother.

“Ach! Good boys!” Despina looked up from where she was arranging food on the table. Then she got a good look at Jisten and tears filled her eyes.

“Mooother,” Jisten said with affection.

Rak left off staring like a tourist and took her hands in his. “Night’s blessing, matre.” He kissed both her cheeks, wet with tears. “And matre…” He tossed a night stone pendant over her head. 

She gasped and inspected the pendant. “Ach! So happy! First disgrace! Now honor!” Despina herself was dressed fit to compete with the most fashionable of noble ladies. Altera had outdone herself, and with near magical speed. Her silver, lavender, and deep purple dress would not have looked out of place in any palace, and the cut suited her perfectly. 

“Any disgrace was mine, not Jisten’s. It was I who failed, not your son.”

Despina waved her hands, as if too choked up to speak. She grabbed a plate of tiny, snow white cookies. She popped one into Rak’s mouth and another into Jisten’s. The flaky treat melted with the taste of butter, sweetness, and a hint of almond.

Rak blinked as his mouth was suddenly obstructed. Then the flavor hit and he moaned in gustatory bliss.

“Wedding cookies,” Jisten mumbled.

“Bonding cookies!” Despina corrected, wagging her finger.

“The wedding will be later, my dear Captain.” Rak wasn’t above teasing his Valer. 

Jisten anxiously looked over his shoulder at the street. A city watchman ambled by on his horse. He saluted Jisten. A pair of death hounds loitered in every street leading to the square. 

“Once the sun is set,” said Rak, “the vranyxia will join the hounds.” 

The musicians struck up a formal march, and Jisten nervously shifted from foot to foot, patting his clothing and braids.

“What is it?” asked Rak, looking at his Valer.

“Oh, you might find this is the worst part of the ceremony. The presentation march,” Jisten said. 

Rak had no idea what Jisten was talking about. “I see. What do we do?”

“We have to walk the line of Valers, starting from the outside, until we reach the center of the square.”

“That does not sound too bad,” said Rak. He cast a critical eye over Jisten. “You still look perfect.”

* * * *

The Valers lined up with smiles and happy murmurs, forming a human maze. Shy Valer girls tugged on Jethain, Sed, and Kal. They directed them to stand in the long, winding line of Valers. Jethain let them tug him into place. There was cookie dust on his lips. Kal popped the end of a cannoli into Sed’s mouth, who made happy sounds and kept an arm around Kal’s waist. He could, here.

“Cap’n didn’t say nothin’ ‘bout th’ ceremony ta me,” Sed whispered.

“I’m the prince and he didn’t tell me!” Jethain said, grinning at his eavesdropping.

“He didn’t tell anyone about it,” chimed in Kal.

The Valer girls giggled softly.

* * * *

Jisten offered his arm. “Ready? 

“Uhm…do I have to answer that?”

“You’re not claustrophobic, are you?”

“Ix. Small, tight places have never bothered me.”

“It’s considered lucky to touch the newly bonded pair.” Jisten watched Rak’s face.

Rak paled. “Touch?”

“I can tell them not to.” Jisten had been afraid of this. He knew that a sex slave couldn’t have happy memories of being touched.

“Touch what?” Rak’s voice was wary.

“Your wings,” Jisten apologized. “I can tell them to leave you alone.”

Rak took a deep breath. “Very well, let us do this.” 

* * * *

“There they are,” Jethain pointed to Jisten and Rak. Sed craned his neck and looked over where the prince was pointing. The high priest didn’t look too happy. Jisten was conferring with him, head to head. Rak finally nodded agreement.

“What are we supposed to do?” Kal asked the girl next to him.

“Bow your head when they reach you, then touch the high priest’s wings for blessing when he passes.”

Sed’s eyes widened and he coughed to hide his surprise. “An’ th’ high priest agreed ta this?”

“What’s wrong with that?” Jethain asked.

“I'll ‘splain later, sir,” replied Sed after a moment. He had recollections of hands touching him as he walked into the arenas to fight, and he knew that Rak would have even less pleasant memories.

Jethain nodded and then Jisten and Rak were next to them. He punched Rak’s shoulder playfully.

Rak grinned at Jethain and gave him a thump. “You have acquired a beard,” he said.

Jethain hastily brushed off the sugary chin covering. Sed decided that the playful punch was a good idea, and he and Kal followed suit. A small shoving match ensued between the five men. The Valer girls stared at the heresy.

* * * *

“You’re upsetting my people,” Jisten said at length, when there was a host of horrified light-eyed stares.

Rak straightened his silk tunic, cleared his throat, and stretched his wings. Then he set his hand in the crook of Jisten’s arm and said, “Let us finish this before I lose my nerve.” Jethain’s foolery had relaxed him, though.

The Valer girls stroked Rak’s spars when he passed, murmuring, “Bless me, Father.”

Rak startled ever so slightly with each touch, but he didn’t shrink away, or run off screaming, or attack. He let them touch him. He told himself that these were his people, his kin, now.

Jisten led Rak further into the human maze. The Valers inevitably dropped their gaze, asked for a blessing, or bowed. Only when Rak passed did he feel the light touches on the back of his wings. Rak gave out blessings left and right. Jisten murmured support, but Rak’s grip on his arm tightened as they progressed. He continued to startle with each touch. The warm presence of Jisten helped him steady and tolerate the many hands.

“Bwess me!” a bold toddler demanded from the security of his mother’s arms.

Rak kissed the boy’s forehead and whispered, “Night’s blessing upon you, Orrys. May the stars guide you and the storm guard you this night, and every night to come.” 

The toddler offered a sticky piece of candy. Rak shook his head. “Ix, but thank you.” He looked at the boy’s mother and said clearly, “He will become a priest of the Lord of Night.”

The mother wept for joy. Her husband squeezed her and the boy together in a hug. 

* * * *

Having received their blessing, two Valers stood aside to reveal a tall, silver-haired Valer man and a short, winged female with flame red hair.

Rak recognized the wings. “Tria!” Then he got a closer look at the Valer. “Papa!”

They both laughed and opened their arms for hugs. Rak nearly bowled Varkaris over with his initial lunge-hug. Jisten grinned as he wisely got out of the way.

“The Mai’eras sent for me,” Varkaris said. “I was visiting with Tria and she offered me a dragon ride.”

“Ah! So that was your lovely sky blue? She is as beautiful as you are,” said Rak, flattering his old dancemate.

“And your night black is romancing her,” Tria said. "Handsome beast."

“Of course he is.” Rak pulled Jisten into the cluster. “Papa, I assume you know my Captain?”

“Hmmm.” Varkaris eyed Jisten. “Not my best dance student.”

Rak arched an eyebrow.

Varkaris laughed. ”But not my worst, either.”

“You should have taught him sword dance,” replied Rak. “He is a natural at the paths.”

“Is he now?” Varkaris studied Jisten with renewed interest. “When I come for the winter, we shall see.”

“Indeed you shall,” said Rak, nearly purring. 

Jisten looked between the two. “My fate is being decided, I see.”

“The sword dances are related to what I am already teaching you, my dear Captain.” 

Bored with the talk of sword dancing, Tria said, “Oh, Rak, how wonderful that you chose a Valer! I am so happy with my husband! He still treats me like a queen! I know you’ll be happy!”

“I am delighted for your happiness, Tria. Truly.”

“And you’ll never guess! I have five babies now! I carried them all to term! Not a single miscarriage! That’s why my husband didn’t come. Someone had to look after our brood!”

Tria’s frequent miscarriages had worried them all, Varkaris most of all. Rak remembered how she’d wept, even before Narvain had beaten her, suspicious that she had miscarried intentionally. Varkaris had interceded over the floggings, sworn that Tria hadn’t tried to miscarry. Narvain had demanded that Varkaris impregnate her, then it was Varkaris that had been flogged next. The dance master still bore those scars.

Rak hugged her. “That makes me even happier.” 

“It’s her Valer husband,” Varkaris said quietly. “Bonding strength and love together make all the difference.”

Rak nodded agreement. 

Jisten twined fingers with Rak. “I wasn’t sure that he could make it, so I didn’t tell you.”

Rak leaned back against Jisten and looked up. “You knew? You kept this a secret, to surprise me? You rascal!” But his sparkling eyes told Jisten he was just teasing.

“You only think you know all about me,” Jisten teased back.

Rak laughed. “Point taken.”


Chapter Seven: Ceremony

“Pardon me, Tria and Varkaris. It is time for the sunset ritual. Peace, high priest of night, please join us,” Asfalea said in perfect Valer from where she waited beside Elenna and Ritsa.

Rak cocked his head and regarded her with interest. He had never heard anyone speak of peace before, particularly not at home. “Peace is a goal worthy of sacrifice.”

“Families need peace.” Asfalea looked pointedly at the sunset, which was outdoing itself in a glorious display of pink, purple, and red. 

Rak turned to admire it. Pink and violet were dominant, not so much red and gold. Jisten put his arm around him. “I am not able to watch many sunsets at home,” murmured Rak. “But I love to climb the temple wall to watch the dawn. It is such a peaceful time of day.”

Asfalea smiled, raised her staff, and said, “High priest, your staff?”

When Rak held the ebony wood out, she touched her staff to his and an exact replica of the sunset, only in miniature, appeared where the staffs touched. Rak admired the effect.

“Si’Yeni, bless this bond. Give magic of defense for Valers tonight.”

Rak looked at Jisten and smiled. His Valer. Jisten flashed his all too rare smile yet again. Rak returned his attention to the ceremony as his fingers twined with Jisten’s. The sunset deepened into violet and rose. The violet fingers reached down into Valer Square, filling all with a warm glow, and the knowledge of Si’Yeni’s love and approval.
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6th day, 1st week, Traespo’s moon

The sun slid below the horizon, and Rak’s voice rose in the evening hymn. Lightning flashed across the sky and black fire fell to dance on the ground. Before long, the Valers were coated with leaping nightflames. Children watched their scrapes disappear, women their kitchen knife slices, men their manual labor injuries.

“The Storm Lord is pleased,” said Rak.

Children laughed and played with the nightflames. One put it on their shepherd dog who was limping. The sable dog had a concerned look on his face as the flames danced along his paw. He cocked his head right and left. When the flames snuffed out, he pranced about. Jethain cheerfully explained what he knew about nightflames to an admiring audience of young Valers.

“Si’Yeni very pleased, very,” Asfalea lapsed back to Koilathan. “No know why. Mere mortals, eh?”

“My Lord is also pleased,” said Rak in a mystified tone. “I do not understand this. One night he is ready to kill me, and the next he is as pleased as a cat in cream.”

“Gods know, mortals no know,” Asfalea said serenely. “Wedding cookies?” She peered at the plate Elenna had gotten from Despina.

“Bonding cookies,” said Rak. “My Captain said we are not allowed to have a wedding.”

“Eh?” Asfalea’s bright little eyes blinked. “Ach, Koilatha all time now.” Her wrinkled face collapsed into mournful lines. She still took a cookie.

“Perhaps once there is a Temple here,” murmured Rak.

“Cheeky priest!” She cheered and ate a cookie. “Night temple! Smack in Auranz land! Ha!”

Rak smiled at her. “And why not?”

“Why not? Why not!” The sunset from their staffs flared. “Si’Yeni like! She cheeky too!” Asfalea leaned forward and said in a stage whisper, “She still mad Auranz no let priests marry! Oohh, awful fight!”

“And when will Si’Yeni send a priestess to her temple in Okyro?”

The dhelion ate another cookie. “You want I ask?”

“Please do,” said Rak, eyes glittering with amused challenge.

Jisten looked intimidated. “Ask Si’Yeni to send a priestess to Okyro? Build a Temple of the Lord of Night here?”

“Do not worry. A full Temple can only be raised on the winter solstice. That is a long time, most of the year, from now.”

Asfalea lifted her staff from Rak’s. Then she took the rest of the cookies, ignoring Jisten’s kicked puppy look. She touched the staff to the pile, and the cookies were consumed by a brief blaze of orange, pink and violet.

“Clever to ask on a sunset when I am so pleased with you,” the voice of everyone’s hearth and home said. “I shall send My priestess to Okyro when My temple in this square is empty.”

Rak thought about that as a host of light eyes turned from Asfalea to him. “Empty, because they have gone home?”

“My people will have a home, although they may not recognize it,” Si’Yeni’s voice from the Mai’eras said. Everyone felt that they were reunited with all of their loved ones at once, even those long dead. “Accept My blessing on this bonding, high priest of Zotien, and upon your baby. My Valer, have you need, you may ask.”

Rak bowed to the Goddess. “Thank you, Lady of the Sunset, for the great gift you have given me in this Valer.”

“May My Valer serve you well, and bring you joy,” Si’Yeni said.

“We serve, we not fail this time. Our lady lift curse?” the dhelion’s voice trembled. Rak was impressed that the old priestess was able to speak her own thoughts, and in her own voice, while channeling the Goddess.

“Curse? What curse?” Si’Yeni’s voice sharpened and the Valers winced under the scolding of their beloved.

Rak’s brow furrowed. “Curse?”

“Fail Arevenia, flocks sicken, cocao and café trees blight, all kasmyr goats die. Punishment, eh?” the dhelion offered. All the Valers studied the ground.

“I did not curse my Valers!” The sunset flared an angry red and orange.

“How did you fail my mother?” wondered Rak.

“No protect mother, she meet Owain, die in palace. Bad, very bad,” the dhelion said. “It said Si’Yeni punish us.”

“If she had not met Owain, I would not exist,” replied Rak with perfect logic.

“An injustice has been done in My name,” Si’Yeni said and the fires in every hearth blazed briefly. Lightning flashed overhead but came nowhere near the assembly. “Your dear Lord takes up for Me,” Si’Yeni said with satisfaction. “Things are changing on Our plane, changing indeed.”

Rak looked up at the lightning and smiled. “Lady of the Sunset, I will look into this supposed curse that is not. Too many of your people’s beasts are sick when they should be healthy.”

“Dear, dear beloved of Zotien.” The sunset again calmed to violet and rose, again the violet fingers stroked Rak and Jisten. “So much to do, so much to fight. My Valers will do what they can to help you. Do not fear asking them.”

“They are my family,” said Rak. “They have the right to ask me for aid as well.” 

Murmurs sprang up among the Valers. Burden the high priest? Make him do more? 

“Aiding my family is no burden,” added Rak. “It is a pleasure.”

“Listen to the high priest,” Si’Yeni said. “As I love to perform favors for dear Lord Zotien, allow His high priest to aide you. I have spoken.” She vanished as suddenly as She arrived, taking the form of a second sunset that dissolved into star-spangled night.

Rak put a hand on Asfalea’s shoulder. “Dhelion, we must speak of curses. But not tonight. Tonight is for celebration.”

The old lady turned stunned sea green eyes at him. “All years, no Si’Yeni curse.” She shook herself. “Jisten good boy. He serve you well.”

Rak leaned into Jisten. “You are no servant,” he said loudly enough for Asfalea to hear. “Partner.”

“Zotien love free will! Si’Yeni love family duty,” Asfalea said. “Cheeky one.”

“The two are not mutually exclusive, grandmatre.” Rak was as polite to Asfalea as he would be to S’Tevia. “There is nothing more sacred than a duty freely accepted.”

“Hope not! Now, more cookies! Young ones dance!” She stumped off in search of Despina.

Jisten put his arm around Rak. “Family,” he said to Rak.

“Family,” Rak agreed and handed over his staff. Jisten looked surprised, but accepted it. Rak watched it. When it did not dissolve, he smiled. “Ai, Zotien has also blessed this bonding.”

Jisten looked at the staff. “My thanks to the Lord of the Night. We should give Him some cookies, too.”

“I will.” Rak winked. “I wrapped some up in a handkerchief for the offering tonight.”

“I’ve only had one,” Jisten mourned. 

“Then let us find you some more.” Rak steered Jisten towards the food.

Despina and Asfalea were talking in rapid Valer. As soon as Despina sighted them, she held out a plate of cookies to Jisten. “Mama know what want.” Despina patted his arm. 

Rak picked up a dainty ceramic plate and piled it with cookies. Then he found the cannoli and added those to the plate as well. “Can-oh-li,” he said in a serious tone of voice, “may be the most perfect food ever created.”

“Oh, rumcake,” Jisten said. He added one to the plate that his mother had handed him. “No dragon wings?”

“No turn out last time,” Despina said and her cheeks turned red.

Scorth said, Hey! I like my wings where they are!

“Mother, that was three years ago. You have to try again.”

“I will buy the ingredients, so long as no actual dragon parts are required,” offered Rak.

Despina looked at him in shock a moment and then sputtered a nervous laugh. “Ach! Dragon parts!”

“Cheeky!” Asfalea agreed.

Rak gave Despina an innocent, wide-eyed stare that told her he was just teasing. Jisten laughed and ate cookies. The musicians struck up a merry tune and the young adults happily paired off in a dance full of bounce and energy. Rak grabbed Jisten’s hand and tugged him towards the musicians. “Dance with me?”

“Of course! I wonder just how many Valer dances Varkaris taught you,” Jisten said.

“It will be fun finding out,” suggested Rak. He laughed and they swept right into the complicated steps. Jisten occasionally faltered, but quickly recovered with Rak’s help.

* * * *

Sed showed Kal the dancing. “Ya wanna?”

The tune ended and older couples joined as the next one started. Jisten waved them in with “This one is easier!”

“The captain has spoken,” Kal said.

Even Jethain was being dragged into the dancing, by Ritsa. The tall blond man was a contrast to the petite, dark haired girl, but it only took a few measures before they were dancing in synchrony. 


Chapter Eight: Varkaris

Varkaris said, “I hope you are in condition, Rak, for a bonding ceremony has ten of the twelve Valer dances that I have taught you. And that is excluding all of the circle dances.”

“Only ten?” Rak smiled. “Circle dances hardly qualify as dancing, although I grant that they are fun. Perhaps we should show them what real dancing is like?”

Varkaris gave Rak his best Firm-Teacher look. “You think you can do the eleventh and twelfth? It has been years, my student.”

“I know I can,” replied Rak, stung. “And I have dances to teach you.”

“Well, well! The student has become a teacher? I cannot wait!” Varkaris clapped his hands. “Band! Start with the seventh dance!” 

Rak bowed once, then swept into the dance when the music started. He had forgotten nothing. Self-discipline, a love of the dance, and being a sacred dancer combined to ensure he did not forget.

* * * *

Jisten was glad that his part was minimal in this dance. He mainly caught Rak on the leaps. And Rak was Varkaris’ best pupil. The entire assembly watched, although some of the children tried to dance off to the side. Rak danced straight through dances seven trough ten without a break.

“Please, may I?” Varkaris asked Jisten. “I want to dance the eleventh and twelfth with Rak.” Jisten, breathing hard, nodded. He wished now that he had been Varkaris’ best pupil. Although Rak had reassured him that Varkaris was his papa, how much of his love for him was because of his love for Varkaris? Would he realize it now that he saw his papa in person? Would his love for Jisten fade with that recognition? Would harsh reality unseat Jisten in his heart? Jisten took a drink and a seat and watched and worried.

Rak bowed to Varkaris and the eleventh dance started. Now Rak was matched by an equal partner. Varkaris made them look both stunningly beautiful, and effortless. Jisten was mesmerized, but also pleased. Whenever Rak gazed crowd-ward, he sought Jisten’s eyes. Jisten followed his every movement, absolutely enchanted, but waiting for those fleeting moments where their eyes met and Rak’s love for him spilled across the bond.

When the two dances ended, and the circle dances began, Ritsa shyly grabbed Rak’s hand and pulled him to the front of the chain.

Varkaris stepped away from the dancers, and appeared at Jisten’s side with a pair of tall, cooled teas in hand. He handed one to the captain, and said, “Jisten, as a fellow Valer, and as his former teacher and father, might I ask why you are so familiar with the high priest? I hope you do not mistake being bonded to him as having rights to his body.”

Jisten looked away. “Ah….”

Varkaris grabbed Jisten’s arm in the steel grip of an experienced teacher. “You listen to me, Captain, the potions drive S’Rak to seek out male company. You will not take advantage of that!”

Jisten nodded, miserable. The dance master clearly knew exactly what had gone on. He’d read his fears, knew Rak’s heart, knew the truth and was telling him the horrible reality.

“You can help him while he’s stuck here in Koilatha, but wipe away any thoughts you have of a permanent sexual relationship!” Varkaris ordered.

“But—” 

Varkaris silenced him. “I never had sex with any of my dancers. Ever.”

Jisten wanted to slink off and hide in a hole somewhere.

“Don’t you think my Loftoni dancers desired me? Don’t you think I knew they burned? That they begged? But I knew my duty and honor. I found them kind partners.”

“But—”

“No buts!” Varkaris ordered. “Do we understand each other?”

“I understand you very well. How did you live with yourself, knowing that your charges were being abused by the likes of Narvain?” Jisten shot back.

“I did all that I could to shield them, and bear scars on my body from it. I wish I had done more, but being murdered by that bastard wouldn’t have helped them. I risked my life smuggling them out when the time was right.”

* * * *

Rak finished dancing and came over to a very chastened Jisten. Rak put an arm around Jisten’s waist and leaned against the taller man. Rak’s wings mantled as he picked up on the tension between the two men. “Did I interrupt? Papa? Is there a problem?” 

“Son,” Varkaris smoothed Rak’s rustling wings. “You are far from home. My heart dances with the knowledge that you are a high priest of Zotien. You deserve the honor.”

Rak glanced at Jisten’s stone face. He didn’t let go of the man. “Thank you, papa. If not for what you taught me…things might be far different.”

“I think I must teach you more…more about the ways of Loftoni and Valers. Don’t mistake the natural bonding of a Valer to a Loftoni for romantic love and don’t let your slave fires distort it into sex, my son. I didn’t let it happen with any of you, although you all begged for it. I knew better. I expect better of Jisten and have just told him so.” Varkaris fixed Jisten with a hard look that made even the battle blooded man look away.

Rak stiffened. “Papa,” he said quietly. “He is my mate, in every sense of the word. I know you are trying to protect me…but this time…I seduced him. He did not, has not ever, used my fires against me.”

Varkaris shook his head. “Son…son…aren’t you married? And far from your spouse?”

Jisten closed his eyes.

“Tyll will understand,” replied Rak levelly. “I am sure he will agree to Jisten and I swearing marriage vows.”

“Taffylnn was the love of your life, son. Did you not marry your handsome bard?”

Rak inclined his head. “I did. And he is. But his real name is S’Tyll, he is a S’Ine of the Kephi sect of the Brotherhood of Dark Servants.” Before Varkaris could muster another argument or go on about Tyll, Rak added, “Jisten has adopted my baby. It was a heart adoption.”

Varkaris hissed a breath through his teeth when Rak mentioned the heart adoption. “Son, you live a complicated life.” He ran his fingers through his long silver hair. He wore it loose and unbraided so that it flowed when he danced.

Rak glanced away, sighing. Jisten knew why. Murson. Admitting he’d been overcome by the sun priest was hard.

“I will not pry about the identity of the first sire,” Varkaris said. “But it could not have been Tyll if you allowed Jisten heart adoption. Si’Yeni will make that sire pay dearly in her deepest abyss, have no fear, son.”

“Only once Zotien is done with him,” said Rak wryly, cheering at the thought.

“The Sunset Lady is most patient,” Varkaris said.

“Scorth approves of Jisten,” said Rak, veering back on subject. “He approves of us being together.”

“Your dragon? Excellent. He knows of the ancient triad then. Almost myth now.”

“He shares in our bond,” said Jisten.

“Jisten can hear him,” added Rak in the same breath.

“I envy you,” Varkaris looked at Jisten with new eyes. “I rode Zefiss, but my bond with Tria is too light to allow me to hear her dragon.”

“I’m sorry,” Jisten said, still intimidated by the dance master. Anything sexual did that to him. Or perhaps it was the mention of Tyll being the love of Rak’s life.

Rak touched Varkaris’ hand. “Papa, rest assured that Jisten is right for me.”

Varkaris smiled sadly. “My dear son, you went through so much. How can I be assured?” He dared touch Rak’s belly. “And this happened. How can I be assured?” He looked at Jisten. “You allowed this.”

Jisten’s hands clenched. “Yes, sir.”

“He did not know that I am a freak, papa. It was not his fault.”

“Not a freak,” Jisten and Varkaris spoke in unison. “Sacred kironi.” They spoke together again.

“And he is a soldier, not a priest, nor a mage. He could not have stood against the chaos mage who did this.”

“Chaos mage?” Varkaris looked over his shoulder at Asfalea, now sitting and eating. She looked even older and smaller than before. “Does Ylion Forael know, or care?”

“Ai. He knows. But until recently, we could not touch him.”

“What can he do?” Jisten asked.

“Now that Jisten has removed the mage’s hold over me…” Rak’s smile was cold.

“Dismember a bit for me,” Varkaris said. “In honor of Narvain.”

“Jisten has laid claim to an arm. Would you like the other?”

“Arm? I want his balls!” Varkaris laughed.

“Are you sure? They are rather pendulous and wrinkly.”

“I would burn them, my son,” Varkaris said calmly.

“Dance master!” Jisten gasped.

“You always were shy,” Varkaris retorted.

“With the rest of the man still attached, I hope,” muttered Rak, picturing it in his mind—Murson dancing around, balls on fire.

Scorth gleefully shared that image with Jisten.

“Scorth!” Jisten blushed.

What? asked the dragon, affecting innocence. It was his image!

“I am starving,” Rak announced, changing the subject for Jisten’s sake. He flopped on a bench and made puppy eyes at Despina. “Rav-i-oh-li?”

“Ach! Peasant food! Here, ox!” She handed over a plate and goblet of wine. She smiled at Varkaris. “Big appetite for my grandson!” 

Varkaris smiled back. “Sacred kironi eat quite a bit. May I help you fetch more food?”

The lower lip came out, but Rak was then distracted by the plate of food. He began to eat while he watched Ritsa dash off.

“Mother, are there any cannolis left?” Jisten asked. When she nodded, he smiled and said, “Would you fetch us some, please? And more bonding cookies, please?” He made the best puppy dog eyes he could, and it must have worked, because she patted his cheek and walked off with Varkaris. Jisten waved and Ritsa furtively came back, bearing a steaming bowl covered with tan and black napkin.

Rak’s eyes lit up. “Rav-i-oh-li?” he asked with hope.

She nodded and handed him the bowl and a fork. “Cheese, your favorite.”

“Ahhh, thank you. Many blessings of the night upon you.” Rak paused to pop a ravioli into his mouth.

“Thank you Ritsa,” Jisten said. “Now, go for the youngster’s dance. You dance it best.”

Rak leaned against Jisten. “Thank you, my dear.” 

Jisten had arranged for those raviolis in defiance of his mother, not an easy feat. Fortunately, a kironi appetite meant Rak’d finish both the ravioli and the ox, with Despina none the wiser.

“It was mother’s dinner. She’ll make the most wonderful food, but thinks that it’s too fine for her and only eats cheese ravioli. I’ll ask Elenna to make sure that Mother eats and everyone is happy.”

Rak grinned. “I am happy,” he agreed. “Are you?”

Jisten kissed each of Rak’s fingers. “Never more so.”


Chapter Nine: Celebration

“Nice party.” Jethain flopped down beside them and mopped his sweaty brow. “I suppose this partially makes up for you leaving me for my brother.”

Rak felt Jisten’s upswing of tension. His Valer couldn’t take any sort of teasing from the prince about their relationship and it grieved him. He hoped that time would toughen the captain, and soften the prince.

“I’m not leaving you, my prince,” Jisten said carefully.

“Are you still jealous, brother? Do you wish Jisten’s bed?”

Jethain choked on a bonding cookie and white sugar flew out in a cloud. “No, I’m not a pervert, thank the sun.”

“Bonding cookies can kill,” Jisten said in an ominous tone.

Rak bit down on a ravioli savagely, and if dagger glares were more than metaphor, Jethain would have been filleted. “Wonderful. Exiled to the land of the prudes to keep alive a prince who thinks I am a pervert. Just wonderful. Which Deities have I annoyed?”

“Probably all of them,” Jethain answered sagely.

“As high priest, S’Rak, what do you say?” Jisten looked at Rak.

“To what? Annoying Deities? They can be a touchy lot, particularly the House of Day. Half of them have the manners of a spoiled child.”

“You are not a pervert,” Jisten said with all loyalty. “Jethain, retract your comment.” The Valer snatched away Jethain’s platter of food.

“He called us both perverts,” said Rak calmly.

“Hey!” Jethain reached for it, but Jisten kept it away.

“I don’t care what he calls me,” Jisten said, still holding the food aloft.

“Nor do I,” said Rak. “He is wrong, but his opinion does not affect me.”

“You don’t care what he calls me?” Jisten grinned at Rak.

“So long as he does not call you his,” replied Rak, straight-faced.

Jethain took advantage of the captain’s distraction to snatch his food back.

“He is mine,” Jethain said. At Rak’s look, he added, “My Captain.”

“My Valer,” replied Rak. “My lover.”

“Eww! Do you have to rub it in?” Jethain bit a cookie.

“Oh, my apologies. I forgot your narrow little Koilathan mind has trouble accepting anything even slightly outside your societal norms. And never mind that the rest of the world thinks you Koilathans are sexually repressed prudes best left alone.”

“I enjoy Koilatha being left alone.” Jethain popped the rest of the cookie in his mouth.

“As a military commander, I must agree.”

“Unfortunately, the extreme isolation of this kingdom has also made the inhabitants extremely bigoted and xenophobic. Nothing different is tolerated, which is why the Valers are denigrated, the Lythadi are slaughtered, and those who prefer their own gender are perverts only worthy of a collar.”

“Don’t hold back, Araken, tell me how you really feel,” Jethain rolled his blue eyes. “And the Lythadi kill us as well.”

“How typical. Dismiss the uncomfortable truth with an eye roll and an implication that I am being emotional.” Rak turned his attention back to his food, pointedly ignoring Jethain.

Jisten stroked Rak’s wings.

“I am sorry about how the Valers are treated,” Jethain said. “And I don’t agree with any type of slavery.” Jethain sat back and chewed some more cookies, looking into the night sky. 

Rak leaned against Jisten. He had finished the raviolis and was making progress on the ox. Jisten put his arm around Rak and caressed the Loftoni’s upper wing.

Despina marched up. “Who stole ravioli? Peasant food! Bah! Here, cannoli!” She saw the prince’s expression. “What? No like cannoli?” Despina looked crushed.

Rak set the empty platter down and reached for the cannoli. “I love can-oh-lis,” he assured her. “And look, I finished all of the ox you gave me,” he added plaintively, like a little boy asking if he’d eaten enough for dessert to be served.

“Always cannoli for good boys!” She handed Rak the plate. “What prince want? Rumcake?”

“I’d love some rumcake, Lady Despina,” Jethain said with respect. She swatted him. 

“No lady me!”

Rak playfully touched a fingerful of cannoli cream to Jisten’s lips.

“We have to go,” Jisten announced. He helped Rak to his feet.

Rak balanced the pastry plate and stood easily. “We do? What about the dancing?” He cast a longing glance at the dancers, as if they hadn’t already spent a couple hours showing off their footwork.

“We can come back to it. Many of the Valers will be up until sunrise.”

“Your matre’s?”

“Mmm, yes. We need to inspect my room.”

Jethain laughed. “Like I believe that!” He finished his rumcake and sought out more dance partners. He found plenty of happy Valer girls who would give him a whirl around the bonfire but not demand more. 

* * * *

Rak and Jisten walked off together. Despina’s house wasn’t far, and was just as empty as they expected. Ducking into Jisten’s old room, Rak was quick to strip, eager for what was to come.

“So Varkaris was surrounded by wings, yours and all the female dancers, and never had sex with any of you and people call me a statue?” Jisten shook his head. “I have no idea how he did it. He must have never oiled your wings.” Jisten warmed the vial of oil between his hands as he sat on the bed next to Rak.

“But he did oil my wings,” replied Rak, mystified. “Almost daily. The king ruled the wing care to be necessary hygiene, so Narvain was forced to wait.”

“He oiled your wings daily, the girls as well? And never had sex with you? That man is a statue! Not me!”

“He loved his wife with all his heart,” said Rak. “When she died in the plague…” he sighed, the grief still raw, even now, years later. “So many died. So many friends.”

Jisten poured the warmed oil on his palms and rubbed them together. He laid them on Rak’s wings. “Tell me.”

“Half the royal dancers died, Loftoni and human, it made no difference. I learned later that a full quarter of the population of the Riverlands died. Did the plague come here, or did the isolation work in your favor?”

“No plague here.” Jisten spread the oil outward.

“Varkaris never left his wife’s bedside. He thought the isolation of the dancer’s hall would keep us safe from the disease. But when the handlers who worked with the human girls came down ill, it spread to us as well.” 

Jisten made soothing swirls with the oil. “So sad.”

Rak leaned into Jisten’s hands. “I do not want to remember the plague right now. I want to make passionate love to you instead.”

Jisten kissed Rak’s neck and continued swirling oil on his wings. “Your wants are my wants, love.”

“Only if you want,” said Rak.

Jisten held Rak close. His chuckle rumbled through Rak’s body. “Take off my clothes.”

Rak turned around on Jisten’s lap and his fingers were swift to undo the buttons of the formal silk tunic. Jisten waited, a small smile playing on his lips. Rak got the heavier tunic off, but paused to rub the thinner silk of the new dress shirt over Jisten’s skin. He was also distracted by the perky nipples tenting the fabric.

Jisten rubbed the edges of Rak’s wings between his thumbs and forefingers. Rak finally unbuttoned the shirt, but only to fasten his mouth on one of the nipples. His hands slid under the silk and up Jisten’s back. A soft moan escaped Jisten. He scratched Rak’s wingbases.

Rak shivered in delight and arched his back. His hands pulled back, only to attack the supple grey leather and steel belt holding up Jisten’s pants. Once all the itchy flakes were gone, Jisten re-oiled his fingers deftly and slid down to Rak’s buttocks. He massaged the muscles there.

Rak pulled out of Jisten’s hands and knelt on the floor to remove Jisten's boots and thin cotton socks. He couldn’t resist massaging the feet with strong hands, and teasingly, knowing Jisten would protest, he kissed them, too. Jisten jerked his feet away. “S’Rak!” He hauled Rak up.

Rak grinned at him, unrepentant, and reached for Jisten's pants again. With the boots off, the pants could come off now. Jisten swayed his hips to help the pants come off. Rak pulled the shorts down with the pants, but abandoned them south of the knees because he was distracted by the prize in the middle. He sucked Jisten into his mouth and hummed happily.

Jisten moaned and fell still for several moments. Then he slid an oiled finger inside Rak. Rak’s back flexed, and his wings spread. The leading edges came to rest on Jisten’s shoulders. Jisten kissed the wings thoroughly. His finger worked in time to his rhythm in Rak’s mouth.

Rak’s hips moved against Jisten’s finger and he moaned, vibrating the manhood. Jisten’s back arched as he climaxed. Rak greedily slurped it all down, his tongue lavishing attention over Jisten’s entire package. When Rak was done, Jisten pulled Rak up to his chest and hugged him. “Now for you,” he whispered. 

Rak wiggled himself against Jisten’s finger. “Oh, yes, please. I want you.”

“Brace yourself.” Jisten picked Rak up. He gave him a little toss onto his old bed.

Rak was ready and his wings flapped only once, striking wall on both sides. He landed neatly on the bed and positioned himself for Jisten’s entry. Jisten pounced, landed on Rak, and thrust. Rak pushed back, crying out in pleasure as he was penetrated. Rak worked himself more firmly onto the shaft.

Jisten lay flat against Rak, full skin on skin. He moved his hips and thrust in a little deeper. Rak pushed back harder and faster, seeking maximum penetration at a faster rate. Jisten squeezed Rak, as if warning him that he was in control here. Rak settled, acceding to Jisten’s rhythm, his internal muscles going to work. Jisten kissed Rak’s neck, and his free hand stroked a wing. Rak moaned happily.

Having just climaxed, Jisten could take his time, as Rak well knew. Rak cooperated with him fully, sharing the pleasure of it through the bond. Once he bottomed out, Jisten tried a rapid, shallow pumping deep inside Rak. Rak matched his pace with a small grunt of effort, but this did have the effect of lengthening the stroke. 

“Do you like this?” Jisten whispered in Rak’s ear.

“I like everything you do to me,” gasped Rak.

Jisten clasped Rak close and continued his deep, short thrusts. Rak lost himself in the sensations. Jisten satisfied him at a deeper level than a mere sexual partner could.

When Jisten climaxed, he kissed Rak’s neck and covered Rak's cock with his free hand. Rak cried out loudly, his wings folding back around Jisten, trapping him in their folds. Rak could feel Jisten’s chest exhale with a deep sigh of contentment. Rak relaxed in the aftermath, disinclined to move, or to release his Valer. Jisten's massive shaft softened, but was long enough that it didn't slip out, and Rak deeply enjoyed its continued presence impaling him.

“Su’lax’o,” Rak murmured.

“What?”

“I love you.”

“I will love you unto the Sunset Hall itself,” responded Jisten.

“And unto the Hall of Night?”

Jisten kissed his earlobe. “And unto the Hall of Night. Forever.”

Rak smiled sweetly and his internal muscles rolled along Jisten’s softened length like a thank you. “Forever is aeohnis.”


Chapter Ten: Back at the Party

After a half hour of light napping, Jisten sighed. “If we don’t go back, they’ll come looking for us.” He pulled himself out of Rak.

“I want to dance with you,” said Rak, stifling his flash of regret at Jisten's withdrawal.

“I might disappoint you,” Jisten said with humility.

“That is highly unlikely,” retorted Rak as he held out the man’s shorts.

Jisten had them on in a flash. Rak held out the pants next, teasingly. Jisten grinned and took them. Rak picked up the shirt.

“You get dressed, too, S’Rak,” Jisten said as he took the shirt. “Valers wouldn’t appreciate your nude dancing.”

Rak sniffed. “They should expand their horizons.” But he did dress, until he reached his purple silk dancing tunic. “Help?”

Jisten’s large fingers flew over the tunic and eased Rak’s wings through.

Rak stretched, spreading his wings, and grinned at Jisten’s expression. Then he bent over, as sexily as he could, to lace up his boots. Jisten ran a finger up Rak’s leg and buttock. Rak flashed Jisten a teasing upsidedown leer.

“We need to stop, or they’ll find us naked and entwined.”

Rak laughed. “And so? What if they do?”

“I’ll be in the Sunset Hall waiting for you, having died of embarrassment.”

Rak straightened up and embraced Jisten. He kissed the Valer’s cheek. “I will behave, for your sake, my love.”

Jisten returned the hug and laid his head on top of Rak’s.

“Did you not tell me that the couple’s dances are more frequent once the children are abed?”

“Ah, yes,” Jisten said. 

Rak pulled Jisten towards the door. “I want more ravioli. And I want to dance with you.”

“There should be plenty of ravioli this late at night. Peasant food is left, see?”

They returned to the square. Jethain had departed while they’d indulged, for it really was late at night. Not a child or mother or father was in sight. The young men and women and grandparents were still in the square.

“There is an hour yet before the midnight mass,” said Rak easily. He found a plate and piled ravioli on it.

Despina appeared, almost by magic, and grated cheese on it. “Ach! Peasant food. But ox all gone.”

“Tonight, I will celebrate it here,” continued Rak, holding out his plate for Despina’s cheese.

“Varkaris ask me to dance. Me!” She smiled at Rak as if expecting him to join in her outrage.

“Really?” Jisten furrowed his brow.

Surprise caused Rak’s eyebrows to shoot up. Then he smiled wickedly. “Good.”

“Good? Good? I old!” Despina finished grating a pile of snowy cheese on the ravioli, almost obliterating it.

“You’re not that old, Mother.”

“His hair is just as silver as yours,” retorted Rak. “Neither of you are married. He is handsome and kind. You are lovely and kind. I fail to see the problem here.”

Despina’s cheeks flushed and she patted her wispy silver hair. “Ach! What? Ach!”

Jisten grinned. “Why, I think S’Rak is a genius.”

Rak smoothed back a wisp of Despina’s hair. “Still lovely. I like silver as much as I like black.”

Asfalea stumped over, her staff clacking on the ground. “What say? What cheeky high priest say?”

“S’Rak is saying that my mother is very much of marrying age,” Jisten said.

“There is no age limit on love,” added Rak.

“Marry, eh?” Asfalea cackled uproariously. “Cheeky! But right! I like!” Her staff glowed violet. “Si’Yeni approve!”

“Ach! Ach!” Despina wiped her flushed cheeks.

Jisten plucked out the carved wooden sticks holding his mother’s hair in the bun, and the silvery mass flowed down her back. Rak’s fingers combed it out. “Oraea. Lovely. Lilac ribbons and amethysts, perhaps some seed pearls…and opals.”

“Ach! Too fine for me!” Despina protested.

“Lilac and amethysts,” Jisten said. “Pearls and opals might be lost in the silver.”

Rak’s eyebrow shot up at Jisten. “They would be more subtle, but hardly lost.”

“Still, lilac and amethysts to match the dress,” Jisten insisted.

Rak rummaged through a pocket that suddenly felt heavier than it had. He pulled out delicate lilac ribbon lace and a good amount of amethysts pre-drilled for hair beads. “First oil, now hair baubles,” he chuckled, but he still thanked whomever it had been.

Jisten smiled. “I prefer the oil.”

Rak busied himself with the hair. He did sneak in a few freshwater pearls with a lovely pink hue to them, and slipped blue opals between the largest amethysts.

“Now that is the way to show off opals,” Jisten approved.

“The blue opals are so rare that they should be shown off.”

Despina patted her hair. A young Valer girl dashed off and returned with two mirrors so that Despina could see Rak’s work. “Ach! So fine! Good boy dress me up!”

Rak kissed her cheek. “It was my pleasure, matre.”

Jisten poured a goblet of wine and handed it to his mother. “Drink, Mother.” She took it and chugged it so quickly that Jisten goggled at the sight.

Asfalea put her hand on Despina’s arm. “Come.”

Rak finished his ravioli and dragged Jisten to the dancing. The musicians struck up a faster tune at the sight of him. From the corner of the bandstand where he presided over the dancers, Varkaris bowed to him. Rak returned the bow, then swept into the steps.

Jisten obviously scrambled to keep up. Rak held his hand, using the bond to assist his Valer. A purist might call it cheating, but he saw nothing wrong with sharing his expertise with his bonded mate. Soon Jisten was flowing along with Rak. 

As they danced, Rak noticed that Asfalea was sitting on her comfortable chair, which must have been brought from her cottage for her use. Despina and Varkaris took several turns around the dance floor, as did many other couples, not all of them married. Despina and Varkaris retired to Asfalea's side much earlier than Rak was willing to yield the floor.

Finally, after he knew his partner wouldn’t remain upright through another dance, Rak brought the exhausted Jisten over to them. 

Varkaris handed over towels and cold drinks. “Salted cider,” said the dancemaster.

Jisten alternated patting his forehead and neck and drinking the beverage. 

Rak draped the towel around his neck and drank deeply, enjoying the oddly sweet and salty taste. Sweat streamed down his sides, soaking the silk and making it cling to his skin. He drained the deep tumbler, then held it out for a refill. “It is a different type of exertion than running,” he told Jisten as Varkaris refilled his cider.

“Humbling,” Jisten replied and drank some more.

“You did well,” said Varkaris.

Jisten looked at him with an expression of surprise.

“Almost as smooth as Rak.”

“He helped me,” Jisten said, with his characteristic honesty. “Through the bond.”

Varkaris raised his eyebrows and glanced at Rak, who nodded agreement. “I see. Still, a good performance. I think I could teach you more.”

“If it pleases S’Rak so much to dance, I’m willing.” Jisten smiled at Rak, who smiled back.

On the ride home, after the midnight mass, Jisten was very quiet. This silence continued all the way into the bedroom of the guest suite. Rak kept shooting glances at the Valer, and finally, as he slipped his dancing tunic off, he said, “Jisten…do not let Varkaris scare you off.”

Jisten's smile seemed sad. “He reminded me of my duty.”

“I can imagine. But Jisten… I love you. I am not giving you up. He will come around.” At least, Rak hoped so.

Jisten took Rak’s hands and looked at him with somber grey eyes. “And if he doesn’t? You call him papa.”

“For good reason. But he was also opposed to Tyll initially. I trust in his good sense, and in our love.”

“He told me that what you feel isn’t love. What if he’s right?”

“He is not. I know what false love feels like. I know what true love feels like. I can tell the difference.”

“You truly have felt false love?” Jisten asked, full of hope.

“Ai,” said Rak softly. “To my everlasting shame, I have.”

“Why should you be ashamed? If you know the difference, it makes you wise. Sadder but wiser.”

“I am ashamed because of who I thought I was in love with.” Rak offered a wan smile. They’d had a conversation along these lines before, late one night in a tavern.

“Narvain,” Jisten almost spat.

Rak nodded.

“Still, it is no shame on you. Only him,” Jisten assured.

“There is a cold, sick little ball that forms in my belly when I remember just what kind of monster he really was, and just how much I blindly went along with.”

“I’m sorry.” Jisten stroked Rak’s rustling wings, his soothing touch a balm that helped Rak to calm.

Rak leaned against him. “It was long ago. I should be over it. Tyll will be most displeased to learn otherwise.”

“I won’t tell him.” 

Rak kissed him. Jisten deepened the kiss, but didn't press for more. It seemed to Rak that Varkaris’ talk had set Jisten back in a major way. What few advances Jisten had started to make had ceased. Rak made his desire plain. Very plain. When Jisten didn’t respond to his liking, he knelt before the man and opened his pants. Conversation effectively ceased after that.

Jisten lazily oiled Rak’s wingsails while Rak started licking. Rak’s wings spread under Jisten's hands, providing a tactile pleasure to them both that accentuated their sexual enjoyment. When Jisten’s hips began to move, he picked Rak up.

Rak protested, “Jiiisteeennn….”

“Now, for you. Help me get yourself on me. I’m too tired for twice, S’Rak.” Jisten’s tone brooked no argument.

“At least you are well lubricated.” Rak positioned himself over Jisten, but facing away, and sank down, impaling himself. His wings flared to full extension as the massive manhood penetrated.

“Now that’s wonderful,” Jisten breathed from behind him. “Sight and sensation.”

Rak moaned an agreement, lifted himself up, and sank down again. His shoulders rolled, bringing the wings closer to Jisten’s hands. The Valer put both hands on Rak’s hips to start the rhythm. Rak quickly learned the rhythm Jisten wanted and accommodated it, working his body at tempo.

Jisten returned to stroking Rak's wings, the bond between them wide open. Rak sensed that the soft sounds he made as he humped himself to the beat Jisten had dictated added to Jisten's pleasure. Rak vocalized his pleasure as his internal muscles massaged the driving rod. Now it was Jisten who moaned, and Rak reached down and caressed Jisten's balls. Jisten's hips moved upwards and his legs spread further to allow Rak more access. Rak hand-massaged Jisten’s balls as he worked himself on Jisten’s shaft. It was the best Rak could do, since reaching them with his tongue was anatomically impossible in this position. 

When he climaxed, Jisten curled forward, reaching around to grasp Rak’s cock with one hand, and catching his seed with the other. Rak leaned back into Jisten at the same time so that they were skin to skin, and his wings enfolded his Valer’s body. Once both their bodies had pumped their last bit of seed, Jisten gently rolled them to their sides. He was careful to remain sheathed in Rak, while Rak was careful to keep him encased in wing.

“I love you so much. I’d face down my whole clan to keep you, S’Rak,” Jisten murmured before he fell asleep.


Chapter Eleven: Dawn of a New Day

Musday, the 7th of Revmon

After a solid day spent recuperating from their hangovers, Rak and Jisten were feeling more like their old selves, but they still had fundamentally different sleep cycles. While Jisten slept, Rak spent the deepest portion of the night in the stable, grooming the avtappi. They were growing restless again. The exercise rides Kennit provided them just weren’t enough. They wanted to hunt something other than stupid chickens. After thinking on it, Rak decided on rabbits. He had a hankering for rabbit stew, and thought he might send some to Forael.

The early dawn was the best time to hunt hares, according to the stable boys. The three avtappi ambled along the clay path, ears pricked and nostrils quivering as they searched for prey. Rak sat easily on Vyld’s saddle, lost in thought. The avtappi pricked their ears first, hearing something that Rak couldn’t. Zala looked happiest and stamped her hoof. Jisten jogged into view.

Rak admired the view. He didn’t speak, he just looked, a slight smile on his lips. Sweat runneled down Jisten’s chest, outlining the muscles there against the thin shirt. His long runner legs spread to their full span, those muscles well outlined as well. 

Jisten looked over, saw them, and his stride faltered. “S’Rak?”

“Xai’εtε, Jisten. Are we disturbing you?” Rak’s lust surged and he clamped down on it automatically.

Jisten jogged over. “No, want to join me?” He ran in place.

“A runner, I am not,” laughed Rak easily.

“Stay on Vyld then.” Zala whuffled Jisten’s face. He patted her nose, then started running and glanced back. “Hurry!”

Zala trotted after him, tail swishing. Vyld followed on Zala’s heels, while Vrema cantered to catch up. 

Rak left off meditating for the far more entertaining occupation of admiring Jisten’s body. Every now and then, Jisten looked over his shoulder and flashed a brilliant smile. Rak always returned the smile with great warmth. Zala imaged Vyld covering her and swished her tail. Vyld snorted smokily, curving his neck. His gait altered to the fancy parade trot. Zala lockstepped with him. They reached a small, secluded pond tucked away in a tiny valley lined with ferns.

Jisten slowed and put his hand on Rak’s thigh. “Want to take a rest stop?”

“Ai. What a lovely little valley.”

“It’s a gem I admire often, and the water is refreshing. Not as cold as the lake, but still enjoyable.” Jisten stripped off his sweaty shirt.

Rak sighed in appreciation, paying no attention to what his mate was actually saying. Jisten grinned and slipped off his pants, leaving only his shorts.

Rak threw a leg over Vyld’s withers and slid down the stallion’s side. He landed lightly, shedding himself of tunic and pants. Rak swept his hands down Jisten’s body, caressing the firm, sweaty skin. Jisten clasped Rak to him and kissed him deep and hard. Rak’s wings cupped around them as he moaned, desire swelling. Now it was Jisten’s hands that explored, stroking Rak’s wings out. Rak’s hands slid down Jisten’s backside and under the waistband of the shorts. One of Jisten’s hands reached between Rak’s buttocks, but the other continued to stroke wing.

Rak licked Jisten’s ear. “I thought you wanted to swim.”

Jisten rubbed Rak’s opening. “Yes, let’s.”

Rak pushed Jisten away without warning and sprang for the pond. “Last one in sucks basilisk eggs!”

Jisten sprinted past Rak, who flapped his wings in an attempt to accelerate, but Jisten plunged in a hair ahead of him. “Hope those eggs taste good!” Jisten teased.

Rak burst out laughing. “They are inedible,” he admitted. “Unless you happen to be a wyvern.”

“I bet my mother could make them not only edible but tasty!” Jisten stroked out a few yards.

“That would be an interesting experiment.” Rak imagined a basilisk egg omelet. It could probably feed the entire sect. He dove into the water, wings angling to reduce drag.

Jisten waited, treading water. Rak crossed the pond before surfacing behind Jisten. He rested his hands on the Valer’s shoulders and pulled him close. Jisten leaned his head back toward him.

“I knew you were out running,” said Rak. “I was trying to let the avtappi hunt. Was it the bond that caused me to pick the exact direction that would cross your path? I assure you, it was not intentional.”

“I don’t mind,” Jisten said. “I was near the end and a swim is a good way to cool off.”

“I was just curious about the workings of this bond. Other than the obvious.”

“We’ll learn together.” Jisten reached behind him and felt up and down Rak’s body.

Rak chuckled and dove again, going under Jisten’s legs. 

* * * *

A moment later, Jisten felt lips on his manhood. Jisten moaned in surprise. Rak surfaced briefly, took a deep breath, and went right back down, continuing the incredible stimulation.

It didn’t take long for Jisten to climax and he pulled Rak up immediately, concerned. Rak took in a deep breath, then said, “I did not get to swallow.” He made it sound like he had been deprived.

“I don’t want you to drown, love.” Jisten kissed him. Rak’s fingers tangled with Jisten’s long hair. The braid had come undone again. 

Jisten rubbed Rak’s opening with his thumb before pushing the digit inside. This time it was the Loftoni who moaned. Jisten stretched the opening and added his other thumb. Rak’s wings flared open, swirling the water around them. Jisten pulled Rak up against him, spreading the smaller man’s legs around him. Rak placed hands on Jisten's shoulders and lifted up as Jisten pulled his thumbs out and pushed his erect cock in. He lowered the smaller man down as Rak’s muscular legs wrapped around him. 

Through the bond, Jisten felt what Rak felt, as the first wave of pleasure spread from Rak's opening, up his belly, to his heart. Jisten hugged Rak closer, his mouth seeking Rak's, which opened to admit his probing tongue. Their two bodies, working together, sent wave after wave of pleasure crashing over and through them. 

Jisten stroked Rak’s wings, further stimulating them both, even as the wings folded around him, encasing him in color and soft texture. Jisten had learned that each stroke of his hands transmitted a wealth of sensory information that Rak’s mind interpreted as pleasure, similar to, but distinct from, sexual pleasure. The stroking heightened Rak's awareness of his partner, and incidentally increased his lust as well. This pleased Jisten deeply.

The tactile and visual experience of the wings added as much to Jisten’s sexual pleasure as Rak’s deep kissing and body working itself on his cock. When he neared climax, he inserted his hand between their bodies and over the head of Rak’s cock as well. Then he exploded deep within his partner’s body.

Rak clenched about him, drawing him closer, and tighter, for those few precious moments where it seemed as if they were one, fully sharing the ecstasy of each other’s orgasms through the bond.

Jisten bowed his head over Rak’s as they shuddered together. The two men held each other, unmoving for a long time.

“Love you unto the Sunset Hall,” Jisten whispered. "And the Hall of Night."


“Aeohnis.”




Chapter Twelve: Chaos and Klafen

The two men had dried off, dressed, and were just mounting their avtappi when a mastigi whirred into the tiny valley. The red mastigi that Rak had bonded to Dethrian was no longer egg heavy. It allowed her aerial hysterics. Her simple brain was overloaded and she landed on Rak’s tunic, clicking nonstop. Rak soothed her enough to receive an image of Dethrian leaning over Forael and then collapsing under a sickly yellow light. He looked at Jisten. “Sun Temple, and we need to hurry. And once inside, run like the Unmaker Herself is after you. I prefer the sun guard not getting involved.”

The three avtappi launched into a gallop like they’d been shot from a catapult and didn’t stop until they arrived at the Sun Temple. When the fanged equines skidded to a stop before the bright sun barrier, Rak jumped off, wings spreading. He bounded up the marble steps.

As Rak ran into the Sun Temple, Jisten yelled to the guards at the door, “I can’t stop him! But I will limit the damage that he does!” He leapt off Zala. “Let the foul priest lead us to his prey! Then I will stop him!” 

Once the men had passed through the Temple doors, the avtappi went to play with the water jetting out of the fountain. Rak took a moment, using Vyld's senses, to check for pursuit. Perhaps they'd recognized Jisten's ploy for what it was, for the sun guards weren't stirring from their post. They appeared to be forgetting to chase after the high priest, preferring to watch the antics of the avtappi with clear amusement.

Jisten, having caught up with Rak while he was twined in the mind of his avtappi, shoved Rak dramatically and dashed ahead of him.”The Ylion! I must protect him!” He drew his sword and brandished it.

Rak made a production of bouncing off the wall before he gave pursuit, staff in hand. As he ran, he chanted, to sound menacing. In reality, the chant was a dawn hymn welcoming the sunrise as the night faded and the time for sleep approached.

Rak saw Avontos and Nithios emerge in the corridor ahead. Jisten gasped, “Take me to the Ylion! Unless you can fight off the demon! I know him better than the sun guard!”

Avontos took the bait and gestured. “This way!”

Nithios urged, “Hurry!” They broke into a lumbering run.

Jisten ran after them and Rak followed, hot on their heels, though he never closed the gap. A few brave sun acolytes tossed holy water on him as he passed, and one tried to bonk him with a censor. Rak ducked it at the last moment and flared his wings to push the idiots aside. He flapped down the hallway and saw Jisten shove Avontos and Nithios aside as he burst through Forael’s door.

Rak was upon them a moment later, his staff and wings driving them back. He ran through the open door, whirled, and slammed it shut in their faces. Rak dropped the privacy bar into the slots before he turned and swept the chamber with his gaze.

Forael was on the bed, unconscious, and Dethrian was in a heap beside the bed, unconscious. As far as Rak was concerned there might as well have been a sign planted in the gold and red velvet plush that read “Murson was here.”

Rak approached the Ylion first, careful not to touch the man as he gave the elderly priest a once over. Forael had a slight odor to him. Suspicious now, Rak sniffed Forael’s breath. “Klafen.” 

“What is klafen?” Jisten asked as he felt Forael’s pulse. 

“It is a sedative. A powerful one. Only the House of Night uses it.” Rak rummaged through a cupboard muttering, “Charcoal, charcoal…” 

“Forgive me, Ylion.” Jisten rolled Forael to his left side and stuck a finger down the archpriest’s throat. He was quick to stand aside as Forael emptied his stomach, but Rak didn’t dodge in time. 

“Or that,” said Rak with a certain wryness. “Has a vomit attraction spell been cast on me?”

“Sorry, S’Rak. Is there such a spell?” Jisten wiped Forael’s mouth with a towel. “Because I know some people I would like you to cast it on.”

“I will ask Ave.” The mastigi landed on Rak again and clicked in his face. Worried about her master, she put a delicate paw on his cheek. “Sa’sa, little one. Let us go look at him.” Rak walked over to Dethrian. The poor man was in a heap on the floor. The mastigi flew over and landed on Dethrian’s chest. She stroked her little head against his chin, clicking pathetically. 

Rak reached out, his hand stopping less than a finger’s width from the man’s skin. “Chaos bolt,” he announced. “We need Photas, I cannot touch him. We also need my satchel.” The red mastigi whirred out, and a moment later, so did Trelo, with a note for Tebber.

Trelo was faster, even though he had further to fly, and Morth translated into the room, setting off the temple's magical alarms, with the satchel strapped to his harness. Rak thanked him gravely, gave him an ear scratching, and turned his attention back to the task at hand. Ignoring the clamor, Rak dug through the satchel, looking at the glyph on each vial or pouch. He muttered the name of each herb, powder, or oil as he read it. “Aha!” he exclaimed, holding his prize aloft. “Here it is! Ypovaki! The best counter to klafen poisoning.”

“Do you need water or wine to mix it with?” 

“Wine,” said Rak. Jisten walked to the Ylion’s private wine collection. He pulled out a bottle at random, uncorked and poured it. Rak ground the leaves into a fine powder that he added to a small amount of the wine. “Have him drink this, and if he will not drink it, we will have to use a tube.”

Jisten sat on the bed and propped Forael up. He stroked Forael’s lips with the goblet. “Please drink, Ylion, the alternative is extremely unpleasant.”

Photas’ tenor was faintly heard arguing with other voices at the door. Wondering for how long the young priest had been trying to get in, Rak strode to the door, raised the bar, and yanked it open before the sun priests could bring their makeshift battering ram to bear on it. “Let him in!” he barked, outraged at the delay. The other priests scrambled back from Rak’s wrath, and Photas strode in with the red mastigi perched on his head, her claws full of his hair and clicking madly. 

“The rest of you find something to do that does not involve destroying your Ylion’s bedroom door. And silence that blasted alarm! Shoo!” Rak swept the hallway with his glare before he closed the door. Photas was staring at Forael with wide eyes, immobilized, so Rak pointed to Dethrian. “Chaos bolt!”

Photas’ throat apple worked and he bit his lip. The red mastigi peered over his forehead, gazed into his eyes and clicked. She put a small forepaw on his nose. He knelt by his senior and ran his hands over the man’s head and chest. “Still simmering, too. Evil, evil. If Dethrian was hit…what happened to Pennick?”

“You can do this,” said Rak encouragingly. “I have seen you work. You are very skilled. I cannot touch him.” He prayed for the young sun priest’s success.

The mastigi clicked in the exact same rhythm as Rak’s words, imitating his encouragement. Photas blinked at her. “Yes, yes, I know the spell. I can do this.” He called power and it flared on Dethrian, fighting the residual chaos. It arced up suddenly at the startled man. He threw his hands up and called more power by instinct. The extra power sizzled in a satisfying way and burned through the chaos. The mastigi flew in circles around Photas’ head.

Dethrian stirred and propped himself up on his elbows. “It seems neither fair nor just that I have a hangover when I have not indulged,” he pronounced.

“Chaos bolt, Iatrion. What do you remember?” asked Photas.

Rak mixed a different goblet for him. “Willow bark.”

“I remember that I need a stiff dose of wine and willow bark,” Dethrian said.

Rak handed the goblet over, careful not to touch the man. He left Dethrian to drink his wine. Forael was sitting up and drinking, his blue eyes slitted open. “Ylion.” Rak was relieved to see the man awake.

“Cousin? Whatever has happened? Why do I smell chaos magic burning?”

“You were drugged, cousin. Dethrian was checking on you and took a chaos bolt in the back. Photas healed him.”

“Drugged? With what? And why? And who?” Forael’s blue eyes fully opened.

“Klafen. It does not grow in this land. Koilatha is too wet for it. It thrives in A’filozenoi and the kingdoms bordering my home. It was concealed by magic, but the odor was not masked. As it is a sedative, someone wanted you unaware of what was going on.”

Photas helped Dethrian over to the bed. Rak stepped back to give the sun priests space. The Iatrion sat heavily on the bed, but still managed to check his Ylion. Forael took it with good humor, but then he pointedly checked Dethrian. 

“Excellent job, Photas,” Forael pronounced.

“I told you that you could do it,” said Rak. 

The red mastigi clicked agreement. She flew over to Photas’ shoulder and stroked his chin with her head before returning to Dethrian. She clicked earnestly in his face and he listened gravely before nodding. 

“Scarlet thinks that you deserve one of her hatchlings,” Dethrian said.

“Oh, the Ylion will get a hatchling before me,” Photas demurred.

“I have a surplus of eggs,” Rak muttered as he regarded Dethrian with interest. The man was either delusional or more deeply talented than he'd previously realized.

“You can understand her?” Jisten asked.

“You can’t?” Dethrian replied serenely. “There are a dozen eggs,” he told Photas. He looked at Rak. “Is there something on my face?”

“You understand that mastigi,” Jisten said. “That’s a talent, I believe.”

“Is it? But S’Rak bonded her to me. I thought that was what it did.”

Rak nodded agreement with Jisten. “Half of my Thezi can’t make sense of the mastigi. Their brains are too small.”

“Are you saying that I have a small brain?” Dethrian smiled gently. Scarlet clicked indignantly and drew herself up.

Forael chuckled. 

“Ix,” grumbled Rak, hating the impreciseness of the Koilathan language. “You have to have great talent and power to hear the voice of something that small.”

Dethrian stroked down the agitated wings of his mastigi. “There, there Scarlet. He was complimenting me and I was teasing him. And your courage and intelligence belie the size of your brain.” The mastigi clicked happily and settled down on his shoulder. 

Rak snorted. “Brain size and intelligence are not related. If you doubt me, look at all those brains going to waste out there.”

“Don’t you steal my Iatrion,” Forael warned.

Rak grinned at Forael. “What? Steal one of the only three decent sun priests I have ever known? All of whom are in this room?”

“Yes, exactly that.” Forael grinned back. “If you convert all the good ones to the Night, what will be left for the Day?”

“The ones who ignore Auranz as studiously as He ignores them. That would only be fitting.”

Photas sputtered, throat apple bobbing furiously and Forael solicitously patted him. Dethrian had a faraway look in his eye. 

“Ylion, Pennick was assigned to watch Murson. I am worried for him. He could be dead or unconscious.”

“Or converted to chaos,” Forael said with regret. “Photas, I don’t know that you’re his equal should he have turned. Cousin, may I impose on you to accompany Photas? You need not battle Pennick, only check him for chaos. We are in desperate need of ascertaining chaos priests in our midst and there are no spells readily available.”

“I would be honored to assist you in this.”

Pennick was slumped over his desk, his robe doused with ale from a tipped over tankard atop his manuscript.

Photas swallowed. “Is he shamming? He got the manuscript wet. Very unlike him.”

Rak touched Pennick’s limp hand with a single finger. Black flames and golden light shot out from the point of contact and Rak snatched his hand back. “He is a sun priest.”

Photas laid hands on his fellow. “Less chaos than in Dethrian.”

Rak’s expression was rueful as he stuck his scorched finger in his mouth.

“At least you didn’t pass out.” Jisten stroked Rak’s wing.

Rak left off the finger sucking to look up at his Valer. “That is too bad. I so enjoy waking up in your arms.” They shared a smile.

Photas put steady hands on Pennick and chanted with a strong voice. The chaos shot out and he extinguished it immediately. “Help me put him in bed?” Photas asked.

Jisten easily lifted the sun priest and Photas prepared the bed.

Rak studied the ale-soaked manuscript, then called nightflames. He didn’t know if the flames would consume ale, but he knew they wouldn’t consume paper, so he figured it was worth a try.

“Dear cousin,” Photas wrung his hands. “Will you teach me of chaos? I want to help the Ylion craft a spell to see through a chaos priest’s trickery. Neither our dear Sun Lord nor Forael’s predecessors saw any need for such magic.”

“The detection of chaos is a tricky thing,” said Rak quietly as the flames consumed the ale. “I can sense active chaos, but not passive. Chaos priests are superb mimics that can fool even the Gods they pretend to serve. They have infiltrated the brotherhood in the past, and invariably caused great damage and heartache before they were defeated.” Rak lifted each dried page of manuscript and set it aside. 

Photas’ throat apple worked as his glass rimmed eyes looked downward. “Thank you for the warning, cousin.”

“But I do not think that the day-conflict can be faked. Perhaps what we need in Okyro is a contingent of sun priests to work as counter-surveillance and test us all for spies in our midst.”

Photas blinked owlishly. “Wouldn’t that hurt the sun priests as much as it hurt the night priests?”

“Ai, that is the problem with my plan. For now, I will just ask the Movai to send me a copy of our book on the detection of chaos mages. We do have one. Perhaps it will be of some use to you.” Rak glanced at Jisten. The captain was pale again. “I need to take Jisten back to the palace. He is supposed to be resting.”

“Indeed.” Photas peered at Jisten, who raised his hands.

“I’ll go! I’ll go!” Jisten said with a smile.

Rak guided Jisten out of the Sun Temple, refusing to believe any protestations of health. Three soaking wet avtappi waited for them at the barrier.

Scorth alerted from his perch on the palace roof. The sun priest who isn’t is headed this way.

“Jethain!” Jisten exclaimed.

“Scorth, blast him!” Rak mounted smoothly despite Vyld already being in motion. Jisten was just as fast and the three avtappi were lock stepped at the gallop before the echo of Rak’s command faded.


Chapter Thirteen: Dragon vs Chaos Mage

Scorth launched off the palace roof with powerful downstrokes of his wings. The wind of his passage stripped the flowers and tossed the trees in the formal gardens below. He spiraled steeply upwards until the palace receded into a tumble of cubes.

The dragon nosed-over and stooped on his target. Transparent membranes slid over his eyes and he clamped his jaw on the roar he wished to sound. Then the ever-present watchtowers ruined his attempt at stealth, ringing out their new sequence for dragon-attack.

Scorth’s angle shallowed until he streaked parallel to the road towards his target. He blasted fire directly at Murson the moment the sun priest came into range.

Murson swiveled in his saddle to face the dragon, gesturing with both hands. Sickly yellow power ballooned outwards. Scorth’s fire struck the expanding sphere and reflected back. The chaos magic arrowed in on the dragon in the wake of the flames.

Scorth swerved hard to avoid his own, now enhanced flames, dumping forward momentum in the process. He impacted the largest mansion on the street and, for a timeless moment, clung to the parapets. As the masonry crumbled away, he pushed off the wall with his hind legs.

Murson chanted in a guttural voice, his fingers clawed towards the dragon, rending the air before him. A bone-deep buzz sounded as the flies poured out of the rents and scythed towards Scorth. The dragon wheeled on a wingtip to avoid the flies. He plunged, talons outstretched to snatch the chaos priest.

Six identical chaos bolts shot up from Murson. Three harmlessly impacted the dragon’s armored belly. The other three passed the dragon, then reversed direction and hit his vulnerable back, where the wings joined the body. Scorth bellowed in pain and tumbled to the road. Cobblestones flew up in a cloud around him. 

Dragonfire blossomed out of the dust cloud as Scorth flamed, still defiant despite his crash. Murson deflected it and a manor’s garden went up in flames.

Fire alarms alternated with the fly alarms and dragon alarms as Murson tried to spur his horse past the dragon. Between fire, flies, and dragons, the horse rooted itself to the ground, eyes rolling and mouth foaming. Murson stripped the horse of its will and it lurched into an awkward gallop.

Scorth’s long black tail whipped around and slammed into the horse’s front legs. The horse was eerily silent as its forelegs collapsed and it crumpled to the ground. Murson shrieked in rage as he wrenched himself off the horse and turned to punish the dragon. In desperation, Scorth chucked a cobblestone at him, missing Murson’s head by a few feet. The dragon’s tail lashed through the remaining cobblestones, sending multiple missiles at the priest. 

A hastily summoned shield sent the cobblestones clattering to the street short of their target. With the nimbus of power still around him, the chaos priest sprinted for the palace gates. Too close to risk rebounding fire, Scorth lunged, jaws slamming shut inches from the trailing hem of his cloak. The katrami swirled about and renewed their attack on the grounded reptile. Scorth broke off his attack on Murson to flame them. 

Murson called to the palace guards outside, “We’re under attack! I must reach the king!”

The guards saw the dragon, the flames, and the flies, and let the sun priest inside. They sounded the internal alarms and began to close the gates.

Several long gusts of dragonfire set more gardens alight, but thousands of crisped insects pattered to the street. The palace guards cheered as the swarm was incinerated. The watch towers faltered in their alarm sequence at the sight. There was no dragon-incinerating-flies sequence. The guards in the closest tower entered a lively debate on how to convey that message.

Scorth told Rak, He got past me. And I need to practice throwing things more.

* * * *

Rak balanced in a low crouch over Vyld’s withers, wings partially spread for balance and angled to slice through the air without creating drag. Jisten imitated his jockey’s stance on Zala’s back beside him, sans wings. Vrema raced on Rak's other flank, riderless, but raring to fight nonetheless. Rak wanted to feed the avtappi power that they might run faster, but he dared not waste energy that he’d need to kill the chaos priest.

Avtappi were far faster than horses, and the various watchtower alarms had cleared the streets. Vyld, Vrema, and Zala raced at their full, unenhanced speed down an empty road towards the flies and fire ahead. Scorth flamed the flies before the two riders reached the swarm.

Crisped corpses rained down on them as Jisten focused on the closing gates and shouted, “Belay! Belay! Open the gates!” 

Kordri looked up and squinted. “It’s the Capt’n! Let him through!” The guards brought the massive gates to a halt, the gap just large enough for the racing equines to pass through. Jisten waved and shouted as Zala and Vyld shot through the gates, trailed closely by Vrema.

The avtappi charged up the shallow marble steps leading to the formal main entrance which usually stood open during the daylight hours. It was wide and tall enough for a horse to be ridden through. The brass-clad double doors were closed. Jisten leaned down, twisted the lever and pulled, but the door didn’t budge. 

“This is Captain Jisten! Let me in!” He pounded on the door until Rak hauled him back.

“It could be bespelled! Guard entrance!” Rak shouted. The palace had at least a dozen ways in that Rak knew of other than the front doors. Vyld and Zala spun about and leapt down the stairs. Vrema was already in the guard court, pawing the cobblestones impatiently. The guard entrance was too narrow for horses, so Rak and Jisten were forced to dismount, and Vyld and Zala joined Vrema's restless pacing, the blood of all three beasts up. Inside the palace, Jisten put his long legs to good use, setting a bruising pace that Rak was unable to match.

“Jethain is in his study this time of day,” Jisten said, the distance between him and Rak increasing. 

Rak had no doubt that Jisten would do something downright life-threatening. “Wait for me, and make sure you use the sabre I gave you. Remember the fight in Jethain’s room? Chaos magic cannot affect night-blessed steel.”

“I’ll buy you time to attack Murson.” 

“Ix, we must attack together.” Rak wished he could forbid Jisten to attack at all. Not only was the Valer still recovering from injuries and blood loss, Rak’s life was bound to his via the kironi magic. But Jisten was the captain of the guard, charged with protecting the prince. The prince of the prophecy was worth more than Rak and Jisten combined.

“Together, then,” agreed Jisten, slowing just enough that Rak could pace him.


Chapter Fourteen: Chaos Mage vs Dark Priest

Peas, in pod, 33 bushel, 2 peck. Peas, shelled, 12 bushel, 1 peck. 

How many pecks are in a bushel again? wondered the prince. He always forgot that.

Potatoes, baby, 8 barrel. Potatoes, red, 28 barrel. Potatoes, sweet, 14 barrel. Potatoes, yellow, 53 barrel.

Jethain stifled a yawn as he checked over the kitchen inventory report. If the common person knew how much sheer drudgery went with this position, he thought ruefully, they wouldn’t be nearly so envious.

For a fleeting instant when the door burst open and slammed into the wall, Jethain was grateful for the interruption. Then he dove under his desk, and the chaos bolt aimed for his head hit his bookcase instead. First the bookcase cracked, then the wood, and the books and scrolls on the shelves, aged to dust.

* * * *

Crook, a lean death hound named for his crooked tail, the one that Jethain adored, leaped over the desk. His flame pupiled eyes glowed as he attacked the chaos priest who threatened his master. Rak had given Jethain to Crook when he’d seen the attachment was mutual, namely after the hound had destroyed a dozen ruffled shirts on Jethain's behalf.

Murson waved a hand, but Crook could see magic. He phased into the spirit realm to evade the attack and then returned to the physical world, locked onto the taste of Murson’s soul. A tapestry fell to dust, aged to oblivion in lieu of the death hound, who dodged two more attacks before closing with the chaos mage. The large oaken desk cracked in several places and the accelerated aging process began.

Murson screamed in the guttural language of chaos. He grabbed Crook’s throat, holding the beast at arm’s length. He couldn’t stop the powerful war hound for more than a few moments, but that was all he needed. Crook couldn’t dodge the chaos magic that coursed through him from the direct contact of the mage’s hands. The hound convulsed several times before falling limp.

* * * *

Jethain took advantage of Murson’s distraction even as he mourned the death of his friend. He wrenched the door to his study open, slammed it behind him, dropped the bar, and ran straight through to his bedroom, treating that door the same way. Courage was useless in the face of chaos magic, and his brother had hammered home the fact that if he died, all would be lost. 

The prince sprinted through his bedroom and exited the building through a door few people even knew existed. He ran for the barracks. Jisten will summon Araken, he told himself, and my brother will kill the chaos priest.

* * * *

Two mastigi flew at Murson’s head from two different directions. Translucent wings beat at his face, whip-thin tails threatened his eyes, and sharp little teeth flashed. Murson waved his arms instinctively, trying to drive off the lizards. The lizards spat at him, aiming for his eyes. They missed, but the two globs burned his face, giving Murson warning of the real danger they represented.

With a roar, Murson cast power at the mastigi. The yellow lizard crumpled and fell from the air, but the purple one evaded the blast. The small lizard spat again, and this time it didn’t miss. Agony bloomed in Murson’s head as the venom struck his eye. He screamed and clapped a hand over the injured organ.

* * * *

Sedrael was leading ten heavily armed men into the palace through the guard entrance when Jethain pelted up. “Where’s Jisten?” the prince screamed. “There’s a chaos priest in my office!”

“He an’ th’ high priest are on th’ way ta rescue ya. We’re th’ backup.” Sedrael didn’t stop marching. Just because the prince was now safe didn’t mean that Jisten and Rak wouldn’t need help. Jethain fell into step with the guard, who surrounded him.

* * * *

Murson was ready for it when Jisten burst through Jethain’s shattered office door, a nightstone sabre in hand. He lunged for Murson without pause. The pain from the injured eye didn’t prevent Murson from casting a massive bolt of chaos power at Jisten. The sabre glowed with green light and black flames swirled along the edges. The sickly yellow blast sheeted around Jisten without touching him, impacting the now-bare walls, which cracked but didn’t age to dust.

The sabre impaled Murson a moment later. The chaos mage raised glowing hands and blasted Jisten at point blank range. The wound in the captain’s neck reopened, blood spurting, but that was nothing compared to the ruin of the man’s face. The captain crumpled to the floor, unconscious or dead. The sabre clattered down beside him. 

Rak leaped over Jisten’s falling form, wings spreading the moment he cleared the door frame. His twin short swords flashed down, only to impact Murson’s staff with a horrible screeching sound and two short blasts of black fire and sickly yellow power. 

Murson’s whip staff no longer had a golden patina on it, but appeared as a twisted, chaotically knobby length of blood red wood. The butt end was capped with grey spikes like the head of a mace, the lowest spike longer than the rest and sharpened like a spearhead. The cap end was still a whip, but no longer a single golden lash. Now it was the five-stranded, barbed whip of the Riverlands slave-masters.

“Kneel!” Murson snarled at Rak. When the Loftoni didn’t comply, he screeched, “Obey me!” and concentrated on the kironi bond to force the subhuman to submit. His rage doubled as he discovered the bond’s absence.

* * * *

Rak spat at him and attacked again, seeking Murson’s blood. The chaos priest called up more power than Rak had ever seen used by a single mage before. It crackled about him like a halo, the edges of it aging to oblivion every remaining piece of wood, cloth, or paper in the study, leaving only the bare stone walls, which were cracking even more. Even the captain’s clothing dissolved under the onslaught.

Power flared around Rak in green and black flames. It enabled him to stand against Murson, but even with all the power Rak could summon past the barrier of day, the chaos priest had him outmatched. Rak attacked anyway. He drove straight in, calling on every bit of his skill as a gladiator and sword master.

Power cracked and battled above them as sword met staff over and over. Green electricity chased and cleansed sickly yellow clouds. Lurid red blobs snuffed out black flames. Despite the apparent mismatch in power levels, the chaos made no headway over the dark fire. Murson’s defense grew desperate and he lashed Rak with the whip end. The barbs tore into cloth and skin, the lashes left burn welts, and Rak’s internal fires raged, but it wasn’t enough.

Rak ignored the pain and used the driving need of the slave fires to fuel his attacks. He summoned a ball of green electricity that surrounded the chaos mage. The magic holding the wound in Murson’s gut closed unraveled a bit. Murson’s defense slipped, just a little, and Rak ruthlessly exploited it, slashing across the chaos mage’s arm. Murson lifted the staff in time to block the cut aimed at his neck.

The other short sword slashed his other arm, for the block to the left caused Murson to be exposed to the right. Murson was forced back, step by step, and now every block left him vulnerable elsewhere. Cut by cut, Rak wore him down. The chaos power faded as the Goddess withdrew from her failed tool. Murson screamed a denial and tried one last time to cast a chaos bolt. Nothing happened. The power did not answer him.

Rak’s short swords swept in a pair of tightly mirrored arcs. Murson’s head went flying and blood fountained up to the ceiling and walls. The head impacted the floor and bounced. It rolled to a stop near the empty doorway.

Rak fell to his knees beside Jisten and touched his bare shoulder. He knew that the captain still lived, but how the man managed to cling to life was beyond him. Rak ripped off his cloak, wadded it up, and pressed it against the wound on Jisten’s neck. That was the most critical. He stared at the melted, burned ruin of his Valer’s face and prayed to the Gods for succor.

Golden light filled the doorway, but didn’t enter the room. Photas peeked in, throat apple bobbing. “Hello?”

Rak focused past his bondmate. “Photas, sweet night, please help him!”

The thin priest gestured and the doorway light drew into him. He stepped in and knelt by Jisten, surveying the damage. “Do you have another of those stasis potions?” 

“Ix, not here. There is not time to run to my suite and back. He will die before anyone could return.” Rak’s desperation leaked past his self-control. “If you can heal the worst of it, I can take him to the dhelion and complete the healing.”

Photas peeled back the black fabric and studied the reopened wound. “Unhealing…my, my…like the wound edges are poisoned…bad, bad.” Golden power flowed from the sun priest’s hand towards the wound. Chaos flared and died under the clean light over and over. “So much chaos.” Photas concentrated harder, as if by will alone he could affect the outcome. 

Perhaps he can, reasoned Rak. “Allow me to fight the chaos, cousin. You concentrate on healing him.” Careful not to touch the sun priest, he kept a hand on Jisten, focusing his own power to root out the remaining tendrils of chaos. The golden light followed in the wake of Rak’s dark flames and Jisten’s tissues healed.


Chapter Fifteen: Dragon Ambulance

Rak glanced up as Sedrael, Jethain, and the guards arrived and stopped dead, staring at the carnage. Sed recovered fastest. He turned to the most junior. “Blood control squad. Now.”

“Holy golden balls of Auranz,” said Jethain. He kicked Murson’s head away. It sailed through the room like a gruesome ball and hit the far wall with a wet thud.

Sed looked around the bare room. “Chaos magic do alla this? Even th’ walls are cracked.”

“The chaos destroyed everything organic,” said Rak absently. He used his cloak to cover Jisten’s nudity. At least the blood didn’t show on the black silk. The fabric merely appeared wet. It wasn’t until it was touched and the blood transferred that the type of stain was apparent.

Photas raised his hands from Jisten when the golden light faltered. “I can’t do any more for him.”

“Thank you, cousin. You have done enough. He will live.” Rak applied a proper bandage from Photas’s satchel even though the bleeding had stopped. The area was still weak enough that it could reopen.

“What about th’ cap’n?” Sed knelt beside Jisten. “Looks pale, real pale.”

Rak’s wings were all that saved him from hitting the floor when Jethain elbowed in for a look. “Jisten! What happened? Photas, heal him! I don’t want to hear you can’t do any more!” Jethain grabbed the sun priest and shoved his face at the fallen captain. The thin priest’s apple bobbed at an inhuman speed.

“Brother, let go of the sun priest. I will take Jisten to the dhelion. Together, we will finish the healing that Photas started. He bought us the time we need.” Rak hoisted Jisten over his shoulder. The captain’s long legs dangled, still on the floor. “Sometimes, I wish I were not so short.”

The sun priest backed off, rubbing his neck and looking at the prince as if he had grown antlers.

“Ya need help? Escort?” Sed’s voice was hoarse with suppressed emotion. “Lemme take him. Ya just fought a battle ‘n all.”

Jethain didn’t wait for an answer. He took Jisten from Rak’s arms. “You’re too short. You’ll hurt him. I’ll carry him. Let’s go. Now. Photas, don’t you have some kind of transportation spell? He needs help now.”

“It only works for one person.” Photas swallowed nervously. “I’m sorry. You’ll have to find some other way.” Jethain’s fierce scowl sent the thin man scuttling out.

“Poor kid,” Sed said. “C’mon, those ‘tappi of yers gonna give us ‘nother ride?”

“Scorth is waiting on the roof.” Rak tugged on Jethain’s sleeve. “Come.” 

“Scorth?” asked Jethain, expression confused. “How is he going to help?”

“Did I say Scorth? I meant my dragon.”

“Flying. Perfect.” The prince stalked towards the exit with his burden. 

Sedrael slipped through the doorway first and barked, “Clear th’ way ta th’ roof! No ambushes!” The guards marched out briskly, their boots echoing down the halls. Sed, sword still drawn, walked ahead of the priest and prince.

Rak caught up to Jethain and laid a hand on the cloak-wrapped Jisten. The contact made him feel better despite the blood that soaked his fingers. The prince didn’t glance at him, but said, “You said he would live. You said it.”

“He lost a lot of blood. Too much blood. Photas did what he could, and Jisten will live, for now. The rest…pray, brother.”

“You’re the high priest.” Jethain’s voice faltered. “Ask Zotien. Beg him. Please.”

“I am already doing so. I intend to do even more.” 

The soldiers reached the door to the roof. They opened it and rushed through with drawn swords. In the next instant, they ran back in, a dragon bellowing in their wake.

Rak shook his head at their antics. “I did mention the dragon. I know I mentioned the dragon.”

“Ya lumps! He said dragon!” Sed shouted. He held the door for Rak and Jethain, and followed them out. His gaze on Scorth was simply admiring. “Cap’n loves flyin’. Can’t stop talkin’ ‘bout it. Now my turn.”

“I love flying with Jisten, and hope to share many more flights with him.” Rak’s wings beat, propelling him up Scorth’s side. Once on the dragon’s back, he dropped the ropes and reached down for the captain. “Hand him up, then follow. You also, Sedrael.”

“Yeah!” Sed sheathed his sword.

Jethain handed up his friend with exquisite care. “Watch his neck!”

Rak accepted the burden with equal care. He bit back a tart response and settled Jisten on Scorth’s back, strapping him in.

Jethain rushed up the side of the dragon with startling speed. “Is he all right? Are those enough straps? They look thin. Do you have more? Did you jar his neck?”

“Scuse me, Sir Dragon, beggin’ yer pardon,” Sed addressed the black head. “Mays I climb aboard?” Scorth nodded only because Rak threatened mayhem otherwise. Sed hauled himself up with slow, deliberate motions.

“Hurry up!” Jethain snapped at the sergeant. “You’re killing Jisten!”

“Sit down,” said Rak patiently to the prince. He strapped his brother down and wondered if he could get away with using a strap for a gag, too. Sed sped the rest of the way up and Rak strapped him down, as well.

“So, go!” Jethain said and kicked Scorth’s sides as if the dragon were a recalcitrant horse. 

“Ready, Sergeant?” Rak didn’t need to ask if Jethain was ready, the man was bouncing with impatience, and Scorth’s temper flared higher with each bounce.

“Yessir!”

I really want to bite his sunny ass off, said Scorth.

“Uh, Prince,” Sed said, “Beggin’ yer pardon now, buts dragons supp’sed to be real smart like. Ev’n if ain’t, ain’t no horse. Real fierce like.”

Rak leaned close to Jethain’s ear. “Brother, please do not kick, hit, or bounce on the dragon. You cannot fulfill the prophecy if he eats you.”

Scorth flung himself off the roof. Not a straight up power launch, or the lazy falling launch, but a sideways leap and fly that was the fastest possible launch. Sedrael whooped and Rak grinned.

“What? Hold his head!” Jethain gasped. He clamped Jisten’s face between his hands. “Check the neck wound! Check it!”

Rak batted Jethain’s hands away. He was already holding Jisten’s head. “The wound is fine.” 

The dragon-flying alarm sounded. Rak laughed out loud like he always did. 

“Gots more’n one now,” Sed explained. “Dragon-attack, dragon-flying, dragon-palace, dragon-sun-temple.” 

“The first one I heard was dragon-flying,” said Rak. “Your city watch came up with that code within a few days of first seeing my dragon.”

“Cap’n met with city watch an’ talked wit’ ‘em. Didn’t want no confusion,” Sed said. “Weren’t real happy over dragon-attack, so gots ‘em to makes different ones.”

Rak stroked Jisten’s hair. “That sounds like him. He thinks of everything.” 

Scorth rumbled agreement.

“But you didn’t check his wound!” Jethain’s tone turned from commanding to lost and afraid, but his dogged persistence was unchanged.

“Brother, Jisten is not in any danger right now. I know this. Trust me. If anything changes, I will be the first to know, through the bond we share.”

“I don’t care about this supposed bond! You can’t love him like I do! He’s been my only friend for fifteen years! And now he’s dying!”

“Uh, sire,” Sedrael said quietly. “Ya ain’t never…like S’Rak…”

“If he dies, I will die,” said Rak after a moment contemplating and discarding a dozen other responses.

“Just because Araken had sex with…what did you say?” Jethain’s head snapped from looking back at Sedrael to forward at Rak.

Rak shook his head. Scorth landed neatly in Valer Square and the watchtower rang out dragon-on-ground and the location code. Jethain grabbed Jisten’s head again.

“Prince, ‘splain whats I can ta ya,” Sedreal said. “Leave th’ high priest ta healin’ the cap’n.”

Rak jumped off, landed, turned, and held up his arms for the captain. Jethain threw off the straps, but was fussy in handing down the captain. The Valer children, holding chickens, stared somberly at the sight of Jisten’s unconscious and bloody form being handed down the dragon. A whisper went up and Ritsa dashed out of her house. She ran to the dhelion’s house, where the door was already open and Elenna stood in the doorway.

“Prince, th’ Goddess Si’Yeni came right here,” Sedrael said. “Please don’t mess up th’ priest an’ priestess when they gots healin’ ta do.”

Rak held Jisten and waited for his assistants to dismount. Jethain rapidly slid down the sloped shoulder to land next to him, blue eyes fixated on the two men. With a rueful expression, Rak once more relinquished Jisten to the prince to carry. 

Sedrael took his time dismounting. The big man moved carefully, clearly not wanting to disturb the dragon. The moment the sergeant was on the ground, the dragon barked a word. A moment after that, a black skinned man stood where the dragon had been. Sed stared at him and then stammered, “Thank ye fer th’ ride.”

Scorth said, “For the captain. And you’re welcome.”

“What?” Jethain finally looked up from the captain. He gave Scorth a wild-eyed look, and didn't seem to notice the absence of the dragon. “Where are the healers? Hurry, Jisten is dying!” The somber crowd of light eyed Valers froze. Even the stupid chickens in the Valer boys’ hands stopped clucking. 

“This way.” Rak walked the short distance to Asfalea’s cottage. He stopped before Elenna. “I seek a healing.”

“Are you the healer?” Jethain dogged Rak’s steps. “Are you the best healer?” His voice was full of suspicion. 

Elenna looked from Rak to Jethain to Jisten. “Oh, high priest, bring him in. The Mai’eras started invoking Si’Yeni when your dragon was spotted. Such the goings on in the City! What happened?”

“Chaos mage,” said Rak. “We killed him, but it was not without cost to us both.”

Jethain only clipped Rak’s heels twice following him in. As it was, he was breathing in the shorter Loftoni’s ear. “What is this Mai’eras? Is she a healer? The best healer?” Jethain continued while Sedrael and Scorth brought up the rear.

There was a full sunset in the hearth altar when they walked in. The tiny woman stood in front of it, staff upheld as she sang.

“The dhelion is the high priestess of Si’Yeni. Set Jisten there, between the two altars.” Rak pointed, then pressed his hands to the Altar of Night and called on Zotien.

Jethain gently set down his burden in the indicated place. “Now heal him!” The prince knelt at Jisten’s side like a supplicant in contrast to his commanding tone.

“Loud as sire!” Asfalea glared at Jethain. “You. Shut up. Sit.” She pointed her staff at the couch.

A ball of black fire and lightning formed above the altar of night. Rak prayed, “My lord, I know I am Thezi, not Therrai, but the situation is desperate. Please aid us. Please save my Valer. I beg You for a full healing. I will petition the dhelion for Si’Yeni’s aid in this matter also, if such does not offend You. I will pay blood price.”

“I am willing, son of Arevenia.” Si’Yeni’s voice filled them all with loving comfort. “You are family to my Valer.”

“We all will pay blood price for our cousin,” Asfalea said.

“An’ me,” Sed said quietly.

“And me!” Jethain piped up from the couch.

“Agreed.” The God’s voice rang through Valer Square.


Chapter Sixteen: Blood Price

Rak took the sacred dagger and an ornate bowl off the altar. He sliced his hand and let blood pour into the bowl. He allowed more blood than he should have into that bowl. He was as pale as Jisten when he passed the dagger on. The more blood, the more power, and the more complete the healing. Even Ritsa held out her palm, biting her lip for courage. Rak saw her wince in pain, as did each of the willing participants, and it was meant to hurt, for the pain was part of the sacrifice. But it was over quickly, and there wasn’t even a scar left behind as nightflames healed each person.

The bowl was so full it was in danger of spilling by the time it made it back to the altar. Black flames roared up, consuming the blood, but then the power arched, flowing into Jisten. Rak said, “Now, Dhelion. Heal him now.”

Her song altered and she passed her staff over Jisten, starting at his head and going down to his feet. The sunset spilled from the hearth to envelop Jisten, ending in night where the power from Zotien’s altar touched Jisten. Zotien’s power swirled around Si’Yeni’s, freely interacting, feeding the sunset glow. 

The wound in the neck knit until not even a scar remained. Even more importantly, the ruin of Jisten’s face was simply undone, as if the chaos bolt had never struck. Rak knelt beside Jisten and peered into his restored face anxiously. Jisten’s eyes opened, unfocused.

Rak sighed in relief. “Thank you, my Lord. And I thank you also, my Lady.”

Sunset fingers caressed Rak’s wings briefly. “I am pleased that he did not fail you, favored of Zotien.”

“How could he? He is perfect for me.”

Si’Yeni laughed, and everyone heard the joyous laughter of their mother, even if they had never known her. “Your dear Lord and I have a bonding gift for you, dear Loftoni. You will recognize it, in time.”

Rak’s fingers curled around Jisten’s. “You have already given me the greatest of gifts. This Valer, and the transfer of the kironi magic.” Jisten’s eyes cleared as he watched Si’Yeni and his fingers tightened around Rak’s.

Rak looked at Zotien. “My Lord, the chaos priest is dead. May I come home now?”

“The lesser threat is ended, but the greater remains, and the prince’s life hangs in the balance yet.”

“My priestess’ visions are similar,” Si’Yeni confirmed.

Rak bowed his head. “I understand, Lord. I accept.” He smiled at Jisten. “You do not need to pack yet.” 

Jisten’s return smile was shy, but Sed and the prince looked dismayed.

“Yet?” Jethain blurted and then subsided into melancholy silence.

Jisten slid his gaze at the prince, then back to Rak.

Rak addressed Jethain firmly. “You heard my God. I will be here for a long time. Probably until you are secure on the throne.” 

“You won’t die alone, Jethain.” Jisten’s voice was hoarse, but steadfast. “I will stand with you when you ascend.” 

“He will not die at all,” replied Rak. “Except, perhaps, from old age.”

“And what do you mean, she gave you Jisten? He’s mine!” Jethain all but snarled. “And what’s this kironi magic you mentioned? Is it safe? Will it hurt him?”

“We are bonded. Did we not discuss this just last night?” The tired tone that crept into Rak’s voice only hinted at his true measure of exhaustion.

“Uhm, that didn’t sound right,” Jethain apologized. “But gifting Jisten to you and transferring magic to him sounds so…so…permanent.”

Rak stroked Jisten’s bare arm. “It is permanent.” 

Jisten smiled, looked at his arm, then almost convulsed when he noticed his nudity. He clutched the thin cloak covering him in a death grip.

“So, this magic, what does it mean?” Jethain was nothing if not dogged.

“It’s sacred,” Jisten said with pride. Elenna and Asfalea assented readily, smiles wide, but Rak muttered something under his breath. “Even if someone doesn’t think so.” Jisten was half teasing, half pleading.

“Kironi are Loftoni men who bear babies,” said Ritsa, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Very sacred.”

Jethain made a gagging noise, his blue eyes full of horror. “Kironi? Pregnant? A man? Pregnant? Uuuggghhh.”

“What I am is a freak.” 

“I’ll say!” Jethain agreed readily. “Jisten, please tell me you impregnated him magically, because that would be absolutely disgusting otherwise.” 

“Prince Jethain!” Jisten snapped, eyes flashing in anger.

“Jisten adopted the baby. When he did that, Si’Yeni transferred the magic that bound me to the sire over to him. That is the kironi bond.” Rak explained only the barest facts of the matter.

“Adopted? Someone else made you pregnant? Ugh! Who?”

Jisten struggled to sit up. “Prince. Jethain. Shut. Up.”

“Murson overpowered me. It was so fast. Once it was done, the freak kironi magic would not let me hurt him. Or stop him, until Si’Yeni transferred the blood bond to Jisten.”

“Oh, the chaos mage. Thank the highest heaven, it was magic.” Jethain sounded relieved. “Because a man impregnating another man…ugh, I just can’t imagine how utterly humiliating…Oww!” Jethain scooted back from Jisten, who had slammed his fist into the prince’s knee, the only place he could reach.

Rak closed his eyes and remembered the pleasure of watching Murson’s head bounce across Jethain’s office. Jisten succeeded in sitting up. Once he had the cloak tucked about him, he gathered Rak into his arms. 

“My poor Valer, bound to a freak.”

“Shhh.” Jisten laid his head on top of Rak’s. “Gift. Sacred. Permanent.”

“Sacred freak,” said Jethain helpfully. Jisten’s fist lashed out again, but the prince avoided it easily.

Asfalea brandished her staff. “Not freak! Sacred kironi! Big mouth! Just like Owain! Bah!”

“Jisten’s sacred freak.” Rak was not above teasing his lover. “It has a certain ring to it.”

“S’Rak!” Jisten’s tone was pained.

Rak stroked Jisten’s whole, unblemished face. “But freak or not, I am yours.”

“Pregnant sacred freak…Oww!”

Asfalea’s staff connected soundly to the prince’s head. “Royal oaf out!” 

Sedrael could no longer contain his guffaw. Rak could see that he had tried. “Sire, let’s you ‘n me take a walk.” 

“Royal pregnant sacred freak.” Jethain’s giggle had a hysterical note. Sed yanked the prince out of range of the staff’s arc and hustled him outside. Out in the square, Despina herded Jethain and Sed to her house for a snack, exclaiming all the while how skinny the solid prince and huge sergeant were.

Asfalea saw Rak’s expression. “Leave sacred kironi alone with Valer! Out! Out!”

Elenna returned with the spare uniform that Jisten always kept at his mom’s and he almost snatched it out of her hand. 

“I will help you dress.” Rak stood up and offered Jisten a hand.

Jisten clutched Rak’s cloak around his waist with one hand as he accepted Rak’s help with the other. Rak stroked a long leg once Jisten was upright, and said, “The spare room. Come, Jisten.” 

Jisten fumbled with the cloak some more, making sure his front and backside were both covered. Rak made sure Jisten didn’t see the saucy wink he delivered to Asfalea before he pushed his Valer into the spare room and shut the door. 

“I feel your fires.” Jisten studied Rak. “Why do you burn so badly, so soon? It’s early, and I’m not exactly attractive at the moment. Pale, weak…”

“The battle…I always burn, after. I can even channel the fires into battle rage. But then I pay for that edge.” Rak stroked Jisten’s bare thigh. “Are you up for this? That was a major healing.”

“I am always up for satisfying your fires. You never have to go elsewhere.” Jisten yanked Rak to him and kissed him deeply.

Rak’s wings flared open in surprise, but he melted against his Valer as he yielded to the kiss. Jisten fell backwards on the bed, still holding Rak. Rak kissed Jisten’s neck and upper chest, worry radiating off of him. The position implied Jisten wasn’t really up to the exertion.

“Just a little glide down,” Jisten grinned up at him. “You know how much I like flying.”

“Is there space?” asked Rak, with visions of himself hitting the low ceiling.

“Fine, we’ll just cuddle,” Jisten said loftily. He rolled Rak to his side and rubbed his flaccid cock against Rak’s opening. “Hmm, need a little help.”

Rak turned over, pushed Jisten onto his back, and slid down. His tongue wrapped around Jisten’s shaft a moment later. He slowly licked and kissed every fingerlength of the Valer’s package. His mate took a lot longer to stiffen than usual. 

When Rak had licked and kissed it all, his lips slid over the head of the cock and down the shaft. He sucked as he massaged the meat with his tongue. Jisten tugged on Rak’s arm when he reached full erection. “S’Rak, please.”

Rak pulled off his mate’s manhood and licked his way up Jisten’s body. He tongued both nipples, then straddled the man, smoothly pushing himself onto the upright pole.

Jisten lay back on the bed, much more passive than usual. He brought his knees up, angling his hips to increase his penetration, but otherwise, Rak controlled the rhythm. He worked himself with urgency up and down the massive member until he had taken it all in, and could feel Jisten’s coarse pubic hair grating against his sensitive skin. 

Rak paused to savor being full of Jisten. The stretchy pleasure-pain of penetration had given way to the far sweeter sensation of fullness. Each shift of the shaft impaling him so deeply sent a wave of intense tingly warmth through him. 

The pleasure fed back into Jisten through their bond, and Rak could sense Jisten’s enjoyment flowing into him as well. His internal muscles massaged the Valer’s cock, and he was rewarded with subtle rolls of Jisten’s hips.

He pumped himself, eyes closed to better concentrate on the feel of Jisten as the thick shaft slid in and out of his body. The more he raised up, the deeper the stroke, and the greater his pleasure. He clenched himself against the pole inside him that caused such marvelous sensations and gasped from the love that swelled in his heart. He did his best to show Jisten his love the way he knew best, through sex. Mere words were nothing compared to that. Words lied, men lied, but the deep sexual submission of his body, his willing submission, could not be mistaken.

He cried out in ecstasy as Jisten exploded inside him, causing his own orgasm. He felt the heat and rough calluses of Jisten’s hand as it stroked his cock and caught his seed. The hand fell away quickly, and Rak felt bereft and exposed by its absence, and then guilty that he’d demanded too much of his mate. He hung his head and took deep, even breaths. He still burned, and only the cock still impaling him kept the pain of it at bay. He knew it was the residual effects of the chaos he’d handled, feeding into and strengthening the potions.

He waited until Jisten had softened before he pulled off, grunting as the fires slammed back into him, but it was bearable. He could wait for Jisten to recover. His Valer was sleeping, breathing evenly and deeply, looking far more vulnerable than he did awake, and just as innocent. Rak lay between his legs and set his tongue to his manhood, enjoying the additional contact. Once Jisten’s package was licked clean of every trace of sweat and seed, Rak slipped out of bed and tucked the blankets around Jisten. His fires might be able to wait, but his rumbling belly was demanding to be filled. He dressed quickly and padded out in search of food.


Chapter Seventeen: Spinach

Rak slid off Vyld and gave the fanged beast a pat. He padded on silent feet back into the neat cottage. Jisten was sitting on the couch, drinking soup. Rak sat down beside Jisten and studied his Valer. “Are you feeling better?”

Jisten gave him a sheepish look. “Yes.”

Rak tucked a strand of hair back behind Jisten’s ear. “I need to braid your hair.” He could feel the waves of embarrassment washing off his Valer. He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow in silent inquiry.

“I should be able to stay conscious for that.” Jisten grimaced and ducked his head over his soup.

“I asked too much of you. I knew how badly you were hurt, how much strength was pulled out of you, and you are not even recovered from the other day. Please, forgive me for putting you at risk.”

“You didn’t ask anything unusual,” Jisten said stubbornly. “Just what you ought. I’m the weak one here.” He tilted the soup bowl up and drained it.

“You nearly died twice in three days, and you call yourself weak? If you actually die and are brought back, then will you go easy on yourself?”

“A Valer should be there for his Loftoni. And I didn’t die.”

“You would have. It required blood sacrifice to raise enough power to save you.”

“I was lying down!” Jisten blushed and Rak stroked his hands. “Thank you for the blood sacrifice.” Jisten raised Rak’s hands and kissed them.

“It was my pleasure. Everyone helped.”

“They did? Good, you shouldn’t be the one to give all the blood.” Without looking up at Rak, Jisten said, “Jethain told me that if I hadn’t come that time, you would have gone to Hasaviz for relief.” He kept his eyes cast downwards. “You didn’t go to Hasaviz, did you?”

“Ix.” Rak admired the long, black eyelashes. “I was not that desperate. You held on long enough to give me the relief I needed. After that, I went to find food.”

Jisten let out the breath that he had been holding. “Thank the sunset.”

Rak stroked his cheek with his free hand. “My Valer.”

“I am yours.”

“And I am yours. Aeohnis.” 

Jisten looked up, and Rak kissed him, gently. Jisten cupped Rak’s face and deepened the kiss.

Rak’s fingers tangled in Jisten’s loose hair. His fingers combed out the tangled strands. He broke off when he felt Jisten’s heart hammering and his Valer’s chest heaving for breath, but not from passion. He pulled a silver and bone comb from his pocket and started to work on the hair. Jisten lay on the couch and put his head in Rak's lap. Rak felt utterly content as he worked Jisten’s hair into a supple, shining mass without a single tangle. 

“Forael wants to hold a special conjoined rite to celebrate the defeat of chaos.”

Jisten brightened. “Excellent!”

“Tomorrow night,” specified Rak. “Tonight, we rest.”

“Time for sunset, eh?” Asfalea appeared at the doorway.

Rak glanced at the dhelion and asked, “Do you mind if we remain?”

She took in Jisten with an appraising eye. “No mind.”

Rak returned to the task at hand, now dividing and subdividing the mass of hair in preparation for the braiding. Jisten’s eyes fluttered closed and his breathing evened out. He was still pale. Rak braided the hair with a deft hand, using only nightstones and silver chains in the weave. Rak’s voice joined the sunset hymn at precisely the correct moment, even though he appeared to not be paying attention. At the sound of Rak’s voice, Jisten stirred and cuddled closer to Rak. His arm slid around Rak’s waist.

Rak paused between braids to brush his fingers along Jisten’s jaw. Jisten kissed the fingers. Rak continued to chant as he returned to the braiding, refusing to let Jisten distract him into something they would both regret.

By the time Rak finished Jisten’s braids, Despina arrived at the door and scratched on the lintel. She peeked in, expression anxious. She held a woven basket that emitted heavenly smells that couldn’t be masked by the black and tan patterned cloth on top.

Rak’s evening hymns had just ended, so perfect was Despina’s sense of timing. He smiled at her. “Rav-i-oh-li?”

“For you, but for Jisten, something Photas say.” She bustled in and unpacked the basket.

Jisten stretched and sat up with Rak’s unobtrusive support.

Despina set the ravioli before Rak, muttering about peasant food, then unpacked a pie plate. The pie was very green, but it smelled of cheese.

“Mooother,” Jisten eyed it with suspicion. “Why is your pie green?”

“Photas say spinach. I make. You eat spinach.” She set her hands on her hips.

“I hate spinach.”

Rak sniffed. “Smells like that salty goat cheese, and not like spinach at all.”

“I know! I make nice! You eat!” 

Jisten leaned forward and sniffed. Rak snuck his large bowl of ravioli off the table and onto his lap.

“You try,” Despina went from commanding to cajoling, worry writ large on her face. She cut a generous slice and set it on a plate. “Lotsa nice goat cheese. Here, I grate more. See?” Despina produced her wedge of precious hard cheese and blanketed the green slice of pie with snowy flakes.

Jisten looked at Rak for support.

“You need to eat that,” said Rak. “You need what is in the spinach to help make more blood. It is far superior to the yellow moss that grows on the red rocks.” Someone who had once been fed only what his master felt like giving him was the last person to appeal to on matters of food preferences.

Jisten laughed in surprise. “When you put it that way!” He dug his fork into the mass of cheese and spinach. His eyes opened in surprise as he chewed.

Despina smiled smugly.

Rak smiled and slid a slice of the pie onto his own plate. Despina quickly grated cheese on Rak’s slice.

“Thank you, matre,” said Rak. He dug in, and nodded in satisfaction with the first bite. “This is an Okyran dish also. With a flaky crust.”

“All those battles, must need to make blood,” she said sagely. “Mine as tasty?” Despina nibbled on the pie and murmured to herself.

“Very tasty. Better.”

Now her smile was relieved. She grated more cheese on Rak’s. Jisten faltered on eating his. Despina looked worried. “Gut hurt?”

Rak paused with a ravioli halfway to his mouth. The fork lowered back down. “Jisten?”

“It’s nothing,” Jisten said. He rubbed the side of his face that once had been a chaotic ruin. He smiled uncertainly at them.

Rak’s anxiety peaked. He touched that side of Jisten’s face and concentrated, searching for lingering chaos. Jisten closed his eyes and leaned into Rak’s hand. The touch turned into a caress and Rak chanted softly. He didn’t sense any chaos, but it wouldn’t hurt to try to drive it out, just in case there was some faint trace below the threshold of his ability to sense.

At the end of the song, Jisten sighed in relief, kissed Rak’s palm and said, “Thank you, love.”

“My duty, and my pleasure.” Rak’s hand dropped to Jisten’s to prevent further hand kissing.

Jisten picked up his fork and resumed eating. Rak returned to his ravioli, alternating with pie. He learned against Jisten, tucking himself against the larger man, who put his arm around him and continued to eat.

Eventually, Rak pushed his plate away. Jisten had long since finished and was dozing. Rak asked, quietly, so as not to disturb his mate, “Can we sleep here?”

Despina nodded eagerly, eyes anxious on her son.

“Thank you for dinner. It surpassed your usual superb standards.”

“For my sons,” she whispered. She dabbed her eyes. “Now I have two good boys.” 

Rak smiled at her and then eased Jisten’s long legs onto the couch. Jisten’s head lolled towards him, so he carefully repositioned Jisten’s torso. Jisten rather filled the couch. With a shrug, Rak settled on the floor. Jisten’s arm fell off the couch, hand searching for Rak. Rak caught the hand and held it to his cheek. Rak was content, eyes closed, and relaxing. Then Jisten fell off the couch, his free hand questing, as if looking for Rak's wings. 

Rak bit back a cry of pain as Jisten landed on him and extricated himself from the captain with difficulty.

“Sorry, S’Rak!” Jisten eased up on an elbow. “Bed?”

“Nothing to apologize for.” Rak refused to acknowledge pulled muscles. “And ai, since you are awake now.”

Jisten hauled himself up to his knees using the couch. Rak stood and helped Jisten up. He steered the Valer towards the spare room. Jisten leaned on him, too tired to try to hide it.

Vaguely, Rak wished they were at Despina’s rather than Asfalea’s, but that was too far for Jisten to walk. Rak always felt in the way in the dhelion’s cottage, even though he knew he wasn’t. He always had the suspicion that the priestesses were neglecting other duties, such as teaching their acolyte, Ritsa, in order to dance attendance on him. Although Zotien’s altar soothed him, Despina was family, and her home was now his home.

Rak got him into bed and curled up beside him. Jisten threw his arm over his Loftoni, sighed and fell asleep.


Chapter Eighteen: Rites and Wings

Forael was resplendent in cream robes encrusted with gold embroidery. The gaggle of sun priests behind him sorted themselves out into a choir section and a band that seemed comprised of only brass instruments. Photas was on the periphery while Dethrian was more central.

Asfalea had her junior priestesses with her, and no band, but the Valers were there to lend their voices. Rak stood alone, watching the sun priests with amusement.

The trumpeters raised their instruments and gave a mighty blast as one. The cymbals crashed. Forael raised his hands, expression serene.

Rak winced and reminded himself that this wouldn’t be that long. Even if Forael was inclined to be long-winded, sunset was nigh. The junior priestesses wore polite expressions, but Asfalea, with the permission that came with age, rolled her eyes.

The choir started to sing a hymn in time to the rhythm of the cymbals. Several sopranos screeched. Forael chanted over the top of this mess, almost bellowing in order for his voice to carry. His ability to project his voice at great volume was impressive. Several complicated horns added their tooting to the cacophony. Jethain listened to Forael, expression happy.

Rak stealthily inserted wax plugs in his ears, then watched with an expression of polite attentiveness. Asfalea made a motion with her staff and the screeching sopranos were silenced. She smiled. Rak told Scorth to remind him to reward Asfalea with an appropriate gift for knocking out the screechers.

Jisten leaned against him. “Some for me?” he whispered. 

Rak’s hand brushed against Jisten’s, transferring two small balls of softened beeswax. Jisten unobtrusively scratched one ear and plugged it. Then he tugged a braid on his other side and the other ear was plugged as well.

When the sun touched the horizon, Asfalea and the Valers launched into the first sunset hymn. The sun ritual was still going on.

The cymbals crashed in a crescendoing pattern. Forael brought his hands down and the cymbals crashed again, the trumpets blared, and the choir shouted. Then they were all silent.

“That’s how you know it ended,” Jethain told Rak.

Rak scratched his scar and removed one plug. “I see.” Rak didn’t mention that he’d heard sun rites every day for six months while owned by Xaethien. He preferred not to remember it. He turned his attention to the Valer chants, removing the other plug. Jisten surreptitiously removed his earplugs as well.

The sun priests and choir were watching the Valers with considerable interest. The chants were melodic, at times spritely, at times wistful, but always full of warmth and joy.

The last rim of sun vanished below the horizon and Rak smoothly chanted an a capella solo that harmonized perfectly with the last chant of the sunset rite.

The sun priests murmured among themselves. The choir leaned forward to hear better, except for the screeching sopranos, who’d left in a huff.

Rak’s volume swelled as the Valer chant concluded. The key was minor, the opposite of the daytime major scale. And as usual, nightflames came down to dance on the cobblestones.

Jisten smiled a small, secretive smile. Jethain looked at him in surprise, then elbowed him. Jisten crossly elbowed him back. The wing nearest Jisten spread, just a little. Nightflames played in the folds. Jisten stroked the wing and the nightflames jumped to him.

Nightflames merrily leapt every which way, and delicate traceries of green electricity shot here and there at random, but never near enough to a person to cause them concern. In the chapel, Rak kept the power confined, in deference to the restricted space. Here, he let the power flow as it willed.

Photas held out a hand to some nightflames, but they skittered away. He blinked owlishly. He pulled out a piece of parchment and scribbled on it.

Rak’s voice lifted in the final measures and a single bolt of lightning fell from the cloudless sky, transfixed Rak in a single blinding instant, then shot upwards in the form of an ethereal green dragon. Rak fell silent, then turned to Jethain, and said, “That is how you know that my rite is over.”

“Show off,” Jethain said with a smile.

“I rather liked it,” Forael said.

“I rarely get to do that,” said Rak. “I usually perform the rites indoors.”

Photas came up to Rak and said, “Cousin, the nightflames avoided me. Why is that? Well, I know we are opposites, but specifically why?” He held his marking stick poised.

“You are not my enemy. If you had touched them, they would have hurt you. Therefore, they prevented you from touching them. At least, that is the theory.”

Photas scribbled. “Thank you, thank you very much.”

“Any time you wish to experiment with them, let me know.”

“You’ll give that to Dethrian to add to the official notes, yes?” Forael told Photas.

“Oh, yes, Ylion. Yes, yes.”

Rak grinned at Forael. “That is quite the singing voice you have. I was amazed at your ability to maintain pitch while shouting at the top of your lungs.”

“One must develop it or be drowned out. Survival,” Forael said.

“You have my sympathy. Wine? Your throat must be parched.” Rak held up a bottle of Okyran red.

“Ah, your wine is never to be turned down. Photas, come with us,” Forael said. “Dethrian is in charge of the infirmary tonight and has other juniors with him.”

* * * *

Jisten stroked oil along Rak’s wingbones, starting from the shoulder joint, up the humeral bone to the elbow joint, down the cartilage spar and back up, along the radial bone to the wrist where the bony spars split off to give the wing both shape and structure. He started down the first spar, the leading edge of the wing, and Rak shifted on his lap, looking up at the Valer. Jisten smiled down at the beryl eyes as his hand found the tip of the second spar and started up it.

“Why do you oil the spars separate from the sails?” wondered Rak.

“Because I use a different oil for the spars,” said Jisten with a very serious expression. “This oil has vitamins to keep the bones strong and is a lot heavier than the moisturizing oil I use on the sails.”

Rak blinked at him, clearly wondering if he was being kidded. 

When Jisten’s fingers came back to the wrist joint as he finished oiling the fourth bone spar, Jisten corked the vial and set it aside. He took a second vial out of his pocket and opened it. Now the sandalwood scent wafted out. Jisten began to oil the sail membranes, starting at the point below the wrist where the spars split and widening his strokes as he worked down the triangular membrane.

Rak squirmed on his lap now, so Jisten gently gripped the wing’s elbow joint to stabilize it. 

“That feels good,” Rak told him. 

Jisten chuckled. His Loftoni told him that every time.

Rak squirmed more and more as Jisten continued, methodically oiling the wing sail by sail, from point to trailing edge. Jisten hid his smile as he delicately picked the flakes off the wingbases, resulting in Rak’s happy squirms and shudders. He gave the base a good scratching before he switched to the other wing and back to the heavier spar oil. 

“You tease,” moaned Rak. 

Jisten laughed out loud, but he didn’t give in and oiled along the bones of the left wing as thoroughly as he had the bones of the right one. Jisten switched oils again and started on the membranes. He loved the feel of Rak’s wings under his fingers. 

The Mai’eras had told him that the Loftoni’s wings would be very sensitive to touch, and his experience with Rak bore that out. Now that they were fully bonded, Jisten could feel Rak’s pleasure at the oiling, and the lust. Asfalea had also suggested what he was about to try.

The backs of Rak’s wings were oiled and the wingbases scratched, so Jisten turned Rak on his lap so the Loftoni was facing him. Rak pressed up against him immediately, kissing his collarbones, but Jisten refused to be distracted. 

He began to oil the underside of Rak’s wings. He oiled along the bones, a hand on each wing, enjoying how the joints worked in his favor now, the wingtips curving in towards him as Rak gasped in surprise. The lust surged sharply upwards in intensity. Asfalea had been right. The undersides of the wings were much more sensitive to touch than the backs. He wondered why he’d never thought to oil both sides of Rak’s wings before now, though he knew the membranes were thin enough that he only needed to oil one side.

Jisten started on the membranes, chortling now as Rak moaned and tried to evoke his interest. He could feel Rak’s arousal but was trying to suppress his own until the oiling was done. He reached the wingbases with his questing fingers, gently rubbing in small circles, and Rak went crazy in his lap, gasping with lust and pleasure. Rak squirmed so much Jisten feared to drop him, so he tossed the Loftoni onto the bed, sighing in bliss as the wings caught the air and beat twice before his mate settled on the mattress. 

Jisten pounced, jumping atop Rak before the smaller man could escape, his hands reaching under the wings to the extremely sensitive, erogenous zone that Asfalea had told him about. Rak squirmed, gasped, moaned, and cried out for relief, but Jisten could tell that he was in no danger. Rak’s arousal wasn’t controlled by the fires this time, but by Jisten, and he loved the difference. He kept at it, massaging the underside of the wingbases, until Rak climaxed.

Rak lay on the bed in utter relaxation, staring at Jisten with wide, surprised eyes. “That was incredible. Impossible. How did you--” 

Jisten silenced him with a kiss. “It’s a gift from Si’Yeni,” he admitted once they came up for air. “And while it was awful to have the Mai’eras teach me things of a, uh, sexual nature, I think it was worth it.”

Rak stretched under Jisten. “How did she know?” He looked bemused by the idea that that tiny, wizened priestess had been giving his Valer sexual tips.

“She was once married to a Lofton. When he was captured by slavers, she followed them. Can’t you see her, on a sturdy Valer pony, stubbornly following the slave train?

Rak’s eyes widened. “No dragon?”

Jisten shook his head. “Never came. Must have died, for they were in the Vales. Should have been able to find him.”

“That does happen,” agreed Rak, looking sorrowful. “Not all of them survive that first year after fledging, even with their parent’s help. Like teens, ai?”

Jisten grinned at Rak. “I think she enjoyed herself entirely too much reminiscing about what she and her husband used to do.”

Rak snickered. “Your poor ears. How red did they get?” He stroked the tops of Jisten’s ears.

“So red that they turned maroon, but I didn’t have the heart to stop her when I saw how happy she was. And I didn’t know if I’d ever have another learning opportunity like that. Did you know that she has seven hundred and forty-one cracks in the wood of her walls?”

Rak convulsed with laughter. “You are certain that there are only seven hundred and forty-one? Not seven hundred and forty-two? Nor seven hundred and forty? But precisely seven hundred and forty-one?”

“I checked myself. Three times.” Jisten attempted puppy eyes on Rak and received a warm smile for his efforts.

“Three times? How long did the dhelion go on for? Half the day?”

“She repeated herself. Often. Like I said, she was enjoying herself. Her husband had tri-color wings, but in a rare starburst pattern. She said that she replicated the pattern on her bed quilt, but she wouldn’t show it to me. I suspect that she used dyed wool rather than the natural black and tan and didn’t want the other Valers to know or envy it. We can no longer afford the dyes.” 

“Starburst?” Rak looked interested. “You know the patterns are familial. It is the colors that change.”

“I knew that your four colors were royal.”

“Yes, but the exact pattern of the diamonds can also tell you what branch of the royal family I am from. Tevia knew me for one of hers the first time she saw me.”

Jisten traced a languid finger along Rak’s wing. He looked mischievous. “Guess no one told ole Tyll about this technique? Perhaps it’s a Valer secret?” He couldn’t help but be intimidated and a little jealous of the man who had been married to Rak for over ten years, longer than he’d been a Captain.

Rak mmm’d softly. “It must be. Tyll has never…”

Jisten leaned down until his lips brushed Rak’s ears. “And you won’t tell him either.”

“Ix,” agreed Rak, turning his face to catch Jisten’s lips with his. After the kiss, he said, “Oiling my wings is your duty, not his. Did the dhelion manage to rescue her mate?” 

“She did. Knitting needle through the eye of his captor.” Jisten added with chagrin, “She had to tell me how she did a strip tease for the slaver, and give him oral sex to lull him into false security before killing him.”

“That was very clever of her,” Rak replied with a straight face, although his lips kept twitching.

“No wonder she had twelve children,” Jisten grumbled. 

Rak burst out laughing. Once he could speak again, he said, “But Jisten, oral sex will not get a woman…or even a kironi…pregnant.”

“S’Rak!” Jisten gasped. “All her children were from her husband!”

Rak traced Jisten’s abdominal muscles with a finger. “Of course they were, but I am sure oral sex was not the cause.”

“And she expects me to report back!” Jisten said, still aghast at the dhelion's randy boldness.

“Well, in that case,” purred Rak. He rolled Jisten over and started a Zothian, full service massage.

“I’ll tell her you liked it,” Jisten mumbled. “That it was…nice.” He would have his revenge on Asfalea by being extremely terse and bland.

“Oh, I think you should give her a full, complete report. Shall I dictate one?” Rak worked down the muscular back.

Jisten snorted. “Only if you read it to her!”

“The dhelion cannot read?” asked Rak, voice startled. “I am not the only servant of a deity deficient in that way? ”

“Her eyes are too old.” 

“Ritsa can read it to her,” teased Rak.

“S’Rak!” Jisten was scandalized.

Rak laughed. He kissed the back of Jisten’s neck. “I would never embarrass you by dictating a report like that!”

Jisten stretched under the kiss. “Feels good.” 

Rak sat on Jisten’s rear as he massaged the captain’s shoulders. He kneaded Jisten’s back into limp submission before he rolled Jisten over to work his way down the front. But the frontal massage was mostly by mouth, which got Jisten all tight again.

Rak couldn't possibly miss Jisten’s reaction and asked, “Did the dhelion gives you details about her oral skills? How do they compare to mine?” 

“I started humming at that point. It wasn’t about wings!”

Rak sniffed and fake-pouted. “How are you going to know how good a job I am doing if you do not listen to other’s techniques?”

“No one could ever be better than you,” Jisten said with utter and absolute loyalty and honesty.

“Good answer, my dear Valer.” Rak proceeded to give Jisten the world’s best oral service.

“Only because you aren’t burning,” Jisten murmured. Otherwise he wouldn’t let Rak bring him to climax that way. 

But Rak had already been relieved, so Jisten was free to truly enjoy the pleasures Rak shared with him. He stroked Rak's short hair as the Loftoni's skilled mouth worked over the length of his cock. “So good,” Jisten whispered. 

Rak hummed in response, the vibration of his throat against Jisten's shaft an exquisite sensation for Jisten. It was so intensely pleasurable that Jisten could not remain still. He thrashed and cried out and his seed exploded down Rak's throat. He watched Rak swallow his seed, then pulled the smaller man up in the bed, pressed him down to the mattress, and thrust his still-hard cock into Rak's body.

Jisten sank into Rak, grunting as the tight, velvety heat of Rak's tunnel parted before him, enveloping his invading spear in a tight embrace. He thrust again and again, met each time by the backswing of Rak's body, deepening his thrusts and increasing his pleasure. His balls slapped against Rak's body as his entire length seated itself within Rak's hot ass. 

Jisten paused, savoring the almost sacred moment of full penetration. He looked down, at the junction of his body and Rak's, where the base of his cock pressed hard against the stretched circle of Rak's opening. He pulled back, watching himself slide out of Rak, his cock glistening with Rak's fluids. He thrust back in hard and fast, his balls slapping Rak with a very satisfying sound. Rak cried out in pleasure, experiencing a wave of ecstasy that Jisten fully shared through the bond. He liked making Rak feel that heady rush of pleasure, over and over, with each of his powerful thrusts. 

He liked the way Rak's legs spread wide for him, the way Rak's ass came up to meet him, and the way Rak's hips rolled in synch with his. Even more did he like the tight velvet heat of Rak's tunnel surrounding him, but best of all was the way the tunnel rhythmically clenched against his cock, increasing his pleasure immeasurably. Jisten's hard thrusts were answered by equally hard pushes, accompanied by the satisfying slap of flesh on flesh, and followed by Rak's cries of pleasure, which grew in volume as the tension built.

Jisten's final thrust and accompanying orgasm was so powerful that Rak shrieked in response, their bodies vibrating together as the first ecstasy crashed into them, followed closely by the second as Rak climaxed in Jisten's wake, spilling his seed into Jisten's waiting hand. Jisten held Rak close as they weathered the storm of pleasure together, then they cuddled together in the aftermath, Jisten's softened cock still sheathed in Rak's body.

“Su’lax’aeohnis,” murmured Rak. And now Jisten knew what that meant—I will love you forever.

“Unto the Sunset Halls, and the Hall of Night, ” Jisten answered, and the two men, their bodies and souls still as one, fell asleep.
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