
        
            
                
            
        

    Dragons blasting down Sun Temples, sun priests invading the palace, nothing to report.

High priest S’Rak successfully prevented his brother’s assassination and discovered, to his delight, that Captain Jisten wasn’t under a vow of purity after all. But nothing is as simple as it should be, and the prince’s health continues to decline, and discovering the cause stirs up far worse trouble than anyone expected.

While Jisten might not be under a vow of purity, it stands to reason that a sun priest should be, but that doesn’t seem to bother S’Rak’s enemies. When the high priest appears powerless to stop the senior sun priest’s abuses, allowing himself to be victimized for the sake of the Victory Prophecy, the captain takes matters into his own hands.

He has a good crossbow, the help of a Goddess, and a dragon. What could possibly go wrong?
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 Chapter One: Morning Muster 
 Erday, the 37th of Evphormon Jisten stretched in the bed and immediately realized that he was naked. He snapped into a ball and patted the matress. No sleeping suit. Alarm chased away the vestiges of sleep and he clutched the blanket to himself as he looked for his clothes. His uniform was neatly folded on the side table, a black rose lying atop the fabric. He leaned over and snagged his clothing, not exposing himself even though he was alone.

He dressed with Goddess-given speed. “S’Rak?” he called out. He checked the bathroom and it was as empty as the bedroom. All that remained of Rak’s presence was that black rose, now fallen to the floor. He picked it up, inhaled the sweet fragrance, and carefully tucked it into his breast pocket. He prayed that he hadn’t offended the high priest, although the rose was a positive sign.

Jisten strode out into the corridor and through the secret passage into the tavern room, irritably shoving his hair into a ponytail. He looked particularly pitiful to the men eating breakfast as he anxiously searched the dining room.

Sedrael and Kal were feeding each other breakfast in a sickeningly sweet scene. The other couples there were enjoying each other’s company also, if not in such a sweet way. Sed looked at Jisten with pity in his eyes. “Th’ dark one left early. Not even midnight when he ran outta here like bein’ chased. Said t’was rites, but he na’ come back.”

Emotions chased through Jisten, anger, despair, worry, hurt, and he hoped that none of it was apparent on his face. Posture rigid, he nodded curtly. “Thank you, Sedrael. I expect everyone at morning muster.” He paused significantly. “On time.”
 “Yes, sir!” echoed around the room. Jisten strode to the stable, wondering if he would have to walk back to the palace, completing his humiliation, but Zala nickered a greeting at him and pranced out of her stall. Jisten scratched behind her ears. “Thanks, girl. I would hate to walk back.”

Zala sent a stream of images to Jisten, mainly of them riding and killing things. Jisten saddled her and put on the bitless bridle. “We’ll do that soon, girl. A hunt that the flies won’t ruin.”

Zala was content and blew smoke at Jisten lovingly. Jisten kissed her long muzzle and then swung into the saddle. “Back to the palace. I have to beat all the men there for morning muster.”

The grey avtappi trotted out smartly and Jisten’s chagrin eased at the joy of riding her.
 * * * * The guards assembled in time for the morning muster, though Jisten beat them all there, thanks to Zala, who was now lounging in the courtyard behind him. He stalked up and down the lines, inspecting. He wasn’t unfair, but his eye was more critical than usual.

The rumors were flying thick. Whenever his back turned, the whispers sprang up. “Is it true the Capt’n lost his virginity?”
 “What did you say?” Jisten whirled on a hapless guard. 
 “I said, fine morning, sir!” “I see.” Jisten remained suspicious, but he resumed his inspection. “Morning run. Three miles. Fall out.”

The men stifled their groans. They jogged the perimeter road, and Jisten effortlessly paced them. Zala trotted along beside them all, snorting smoke as she matched their cadence exactly, causing some chuckles and envious glances. Despite the avtappi’s antics, Jisten was still displeased by the end of the run, but to the men’s obvious relief, a messenger from the palace said that the prince was calling for him. He dismissed his men to their usual duties and entered the palace.
 * * * * “I am so tired of this bed! Forael healed me two days ago! When can I get up?” Jethain’s expression was peevish and his tone exasperated. He was sitting propped up on a mountain of pillows against the carved wooden headboard. The room was a royal mess with tables overturned and scattered knick-knacks lying in broken pieces across the wooden floorboards.

“When S’Rak says you can. What happened in here?” The lack of bloodstains or other overt signs of mayhem reassured Jisten that whatever happened, it hadn’t been serious. It appeared like the pages had staged a battle in here, using ornaments as artillery and tables as barricades.

“I don’t know,” said Jethain, scowling at the mess. “I must have slept through the party. Which is very unfair, you know. If there’s going to be a party in my room, I at least want to be awake for it!”

Frowning, Jisten sat on the bed next to the prince and took his pulse. “How do you feel?”

“Tired,” said Jethain. “Weak. But doesn’t lying in bed make one weaker? Let me up!”

“I would think that you would feel better by now. How does your gut feel?” Jisten put his hand on the prince’s forehead. The prince’s skin was cool and clammy. He looked around the room. “It looks a like a fight took place in here. Were you hurt? Do you remember anything at all?”

“Like I said, nothing happened that I remember, and I’m not injured any more than I already was, but I feel queasy,” admitted Jethain. “And I’m hungry, too, which is real misery, let me tell you! I’m starving and I dare not eat!”

“Dare not eat?” Jisten said. “You’re allowed soup. Has no one brought hot chicken soup? Or have you only been brought that awful cold stuff?”

“I’m nauseated, Jisten! I want one of Araken’s mint tonics,” whined the prince. “And tell him to let me out of bed!”

“I think that you should have a mint tonic, too. I’ll send a message to the archpriest and then fetch S’Rak. I pray he has some idea of what happened in here.” Jisten scribbled a note on the ever present parchment by Jethain’s bedside.
 “Thank you,” said Jethain, partially mollified. “I’ll ask my mother to send her soup,” Jisten said and scribbled another note. He rang for the page and handed him the messages. Gill glanced at the names jotted on the outside of the notes, nodded once, and shot off at a good pace. “I’ll return with S’Rak.” Jisten continued. “Is there anything else that I can do for you?”

Jethain shook his head. He gripped Jisten’s arm in a too-weak grasp. “Thank you, Jisten. I knew I could count on you.”

Jisten patted his hand, allowing his concern to show on his face. “Prince, prince, stay the course. All will be made right. We have an ally now. A powerful one.” He sincerely hoped that he hadn’t ruined it.
 Jethain smiled. “Yes. My brother. Please hurry?” 
 Jisten saluted, then strode out, his long legs eating the distance. 
 * * * * 
 Jisten knocked on the door to Rak’s suite. Tebber opened the door. 
 “Tebber, sorry to bother you, but I have urgent need of S’Rak.” “You’re always welcome here, sir, but S’Rak isn’t here. He came in for the midnight rite, told me he had something to take care of, and ran out. Haven’t seen him since. But it’s early yet.”

“Thank you, Tebber. I’ll check the stable, if he’s not here.” Jisten turned on his booted heel and strode just as quickly away.
 “Good idea, sir. S’Rak loves the stable,” Tebber told Jisten’s back. Jisten fretted as his boots echoed down the marble hallways. Suite, stable, tavern. If Rak wasn’t in any of those places, he was out of ideas.

Bharis met him at the entrance to the barn where S’Rak’s avtappi were kept. “He’s sleepin’ in Vyld’s stall. Beast won’t let us near him.”
 “Do you have any meat scraps?” Jisten asked. “Aye that. He wouldn’t take any from us, but maybe you’ll have better luck.” Bharis whistled, and in short order, Jisten had the bucket of scraps.

Zala nickered a greeting as Jisten walked down to the far end of the row. She let herself out of her stall and pranced up to the captain, neck arched and tail flagged. Vyld snorted from the confines of his own stall, making no effort to join the mare.

“Hello again, milady,” Jisten greeted Zala and offered her a handful of scraps, watching Vyld out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t see Rak, but he couldn’t see the entire stall from where he stood.

Zala daintily accepted the treats and then pushed Jisten in the small of his back, directing him closer to Vyld’s stall door. Jisten was glad for her push. He opened the door and offered a handful of meat to Vyld. “Here now, Vyld. I’ve come to say hello to you and S’Rak.”

Vyld snorted imperiously. Exiting the stall, he plucked the meat out of Jisten’s hand and shoved the Valer into the stall. Rak was curled up in the straw under the manger, completely covered by cats. Morth was being used as a pillow and was half covered with cats himself. There were even cats on Rak’s wings.
 “S’Rak? Are you okay?” Jisten knelt down and touched Rak lightly. Cats meowed in sleepy protest, but Rak stirred at his touch. “Mmm, Jisten… it is too early. Go back to bed.”

“But, don’t you want to be in bed? The stable floor might have straw, but it’s cold and hard.” Jisten massaged Rak’s shoulder.

“Stable? What?” Rak shifted, sitting up, dislodging a dozen protesting cats. They turned and wound about him, and he shushed them absently, stroking arching backs. He blinked several times in the manner of one not awake.

“You left me,” Jisten winced. He hated sounding like a farm girl. “And now you’re sleeping on the stable floor. There is evidence of a rucus in Jethain’s bedroom, but he’s unharmed and there’s no blood. Do you know anything about that?”

“I do not remember.” Rak yawned. “I left for the midnight rite, but I was planning to return to you. I do not know what happened between then and now. Are you okay? I did not mean to leave you.”

“It’s odd that you fell asleep and don’t remember anything. Jethain said the same thing, actually,” Jisten said dubiously. “You must be hurt. Let me check you.”

“Of course,” said Rak. “That is a good idea. I should not have fallen asleep.” He gracefully stood and stripped.
 “Oh!” Jisten positioned himself between Rak and the stall door. Vyld nickered in reassurance while Jisten felt Rak’s forehead and then his pulse. He resisted the urge to run his hands all over the lithe body and focused on finding new injuries. When Jisten slid his hand to the back of Rak’s head, he felt a thick mat of crusting. He gently explored the very large area and said, “S’Rak, there’s a lot dried blood here. Thank the sunset that the stable shields held, but they’re especially strong in the large foaling boxes like this one. Let me see how deep it is. Lie down again.”

Rak lay down with another yawn. “I have a headache. I need café.” He looked up at Jisten and his lips curved upwards in appreciation for the view.

There was a large lump and a long cut. Jisten probed to make sure it wasn’t a long, deep cut. He felt Rak’s pulse again in a fussy manner. Rak winced once or twice, but otherwise was remarkably calm about the injury and the blood. He seemed more interested in catching Jisten’s fingers to kiss.
 “Let’s return to your suite,” Jisten said. “For café and a bath, and to dress this wound.” Rak stretched, spreading his fuzzy wings, which brushed against the sides of the stall. He shooed the cats off his clothing. “I am sorry I did not come back last night. It was last night, ai?”
 “Yes,” Jisten said. “And now it’s second hour. Best to get dressed.” Rak’s wings tangled in the tunic. A muffled curse issued forth from the depths of the fabric.
 Jisten smoothed the wings through. “Cat hair, bah.” He swished some off. Rak got his head through the hole and smiled sheepishly. “Cats are strangely attracted to me, and their fur adheres to my wings no matter what I try.”

“All the more reason for a bath.” Jisten steered Rak out once the Loftoni was dressed. The cat hair bothered him more and more.
 Chapter Two: Hair of the Cat that Clung

Rak walked quickly to his suite, looking forward to what was to come. A bath? Wing-oiling? Sex was inevitable.

“Jethain is well settled with my best guards on him. Forael and my mother’s soup are on the way for him,” Jisten said. “Unless you’ve had another vision of more assassins.”
 “Not at the moment,” said Rak. “I will tell you if that changes.” As they walked, Jisten twitched cat hair off Rak’s wings. Rak shivered happily each time Jisten’s hand brushed against his sensitive wings. Jisten stopped when they entered the palace, but he kept shooting looks at Rak’s fur covered wings.

Rak sighed softly in disappointment and muttered, “Stupid Koilathan prejudices.”

“I agree,” Jisten said. “There would none of that in Valer Square. We must go there soon. I want you to meet my people. We would be…comfortable there.”

Rak nodded. “I would like that.” A lesser noble stepped out of a side corridor as they passed, so Rak said, “As an envoy, I should make an effort to learn more about the peoples who live in this land.”
 “As is proper, S’Rak,” Jisten said with equal formality. The noble cleared his throat. Rak glanced at him. “Do you need something?”
 Jisten stopped when Rak did, standing at attention, hand on his sword hilt. 
 “I just wondered if you realized that every cat in the palace is following you.” Rak and Jisten looked back at the feline procession. Jisten raised one eyebrow.

“They do that,” Rak told the noble, his expression and tone those of long-term suffering. “It is because I am Thezi. The cats at home do the same thing. If you can find a solution to this problem that does not involve killing or harming them, I would reward you richly.”

The noble laughed. He took a piece of sausage out of his pocket, knelt and held it out. Three cats proved interested. The rest did not. He shrugged and said, “It was worth a try. Good day, Prince Araken.”
 “Good day, and night’s blessing on you.” Rak watched him leave. “One of Prince Jethain’s supporters,” Jisten said. “Not that I needed to tell you that.”

Rak nodded. “I guessed as much.” He opened the door to the suite. “Polite, at least.”

Jisten waited for Rak to enter and followed him inside. Tebber presented Rak with a mug of café. Rak accepted it with a smile. “How did you know?” He took a long drink.
 “Tebber always knows,” Jisten intoned. “Indeed he does,” said Rak. He continued on towards the bathroom, still drinking the café. “Would you draw a bath for me, Tebber? I am covered with cat hair. And Captain Jisten is going to do something about the blood in my hair, he says.”
 “Blood?” Tebber looked suitably alarmed. “Dried. Small cut,” Jisten replied immediately and Tebber nodded, but his brow remained furrowed in concern.

“I have warded this suite against the flies,” reminded Rak. “In addition to the palace shields. And you have a fly amulet.”
 “Habit,” Tebber said. 
 “A good habit not to break until we leave for home,” said Rak. Tebber walked into Rak’s bedroom. Soon the sound of water being drawn was faintly heard.

“Please tell me that you remember the events of last night,” said Rak, almost plaintively. He had enjoyed Jisten’s love-making and was tired of him not remembering it.

Jisten rubbed the back of his neck. “What sort of events?” A blush started on his neck and traveled upwards.
 “The sort that make you blush,” said Rak with a wicked grin. 
 Jisten chuckled nervously. “You enjoyed it,” he offered. 
 “Very much. As did you, I pray.” Rak offered a hand. Jisten clasped it, then raised it to his lips and kissed each fingertip, gaze fixed on Rak. “More than you. I had the better partner.”

Rak’s smile, and happiness, deepened with each kiss. “I disagree with you there. You gave me everything I wanted.” They drifted towards the bathroom.
 “You gave me more than I ever dreamed,” Jisten countered. “Then we were both well satisfied.” Rak pulled Jisten’s head down and kissed him soundly.

“Then again,” Jisten said when he came up for air. “At the moment, I am deeply dissatisfied.”
 “How so?” asked Rak, startled. “Your wings are covered in cat hair,” Jisten said. “I cannot live another second with it so.”

“I guess you will just have to oil them then,” Rak said once he finished laughing.

“After the bath,” Jisten said. “Good bathing, heal that cut and anything else that is hurt, then oiling.”

Rak pulled Jisten into the bathroom, impatient now. He stripped on the way and was naked by the time he reached the tub. Jisten stripped off his jacket and shirt. He hung them on the towel rack.

Rak’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “You should remove the boots and pants next. Unless Valers bathe with their boots on?” He sidled closer. “Want help?”
 “I do,” Jisten said, expression mischevious. Rak undid Jisten’s belt and the buttons holding up the pants. He slid them down Jisten’s long legs, kneeling in the process. Then he tugged the boots off, one at a time, in order to finish pulling the pants down. “Hmm,” said Rak, and nuzzled Jisten’s package through the thin cotton. “I remember this.”

Jisten’s knees buckled a little. “Oooh, so do I.” He stepped out of his pants. Rak pulled the shorts down, too impatient to mess with the flap. He caressed Jisten’s balls with his tongue a moment later. “S’Rak, your bath,” Jisten said mildly.
 Rak kissed Jisten’s cock. “Are you saying you do not want me to do this?” “Uhmmm, how about we get in the tub? Your fuzzy wings are really bothering me.”

“Very well.” Rak gave Jisten’s cock a last languid lick before he stood up and slipped into the tub. “Now you sit here,” said Rak, patting the edge, “and dangle your legs in. You can wash my wings while I service you.”

“Service? Ah, wait.” Jisten pulled his shorts up. “We can’t just--what about the prince? What would Jethain think if he found out?”

“You are a free man,” said Rak with a shrug. “It is not Jethain’s place to say who you can or cannot sleep with.”

“I don’t think that he would take kindly to me…to his brother…” Jisten looked like he wanted to sink into the ground. “I hadn’t really thought this through before.” He knelt beside the tub. “I can’t risk it.”
 “Captain, leave that to me. I will deal with Jethain if need be.” “It’s not just that. I’ll not be the cause of someone being collared. I won’t risk doing that to you.”

“So I have no say in the matter? Your mind is made up and your heart is sealed against all intrusion?”

“It wouldn’t be fair,” Jisten said. “It wouldn’t be right.” He poured water over Rak’s wings and brushed cat hair off with his hands.

Rak moaned in desire as Jisten’s hands caressed his sensitive wings. The fires were surging now, growing with every beat of his heart. “I would risk it, to have you.”

“You don’t know, not really. All you see is this exterior. You don’t know what’s inside. What’s wrong with me.” Jisten sighed and sat on the edge of the tub, dangling his legs in the water as Rak had asked.

“There is nothing wrong with you,” said Rak. He pulled Jisten’s shorts down again and stroked the semi-erect cock, causing Jisten to gasp.

“Male couples take turns. I can’t give you that. I’m sorry. I’mwrong somehow.”

Rak flushed. “Oh, Jisten. Is that all that is keeping us apart?” He closed his eyes. “I cannot top. Physically, I cannot. It hurts when I try. You know about the slave potions, and you know I have been dosed. You are worried about something that will never be an issue between us.”

Jisten kissed Rak lightly, almost hesitantly. “You shouldn’t be ashamed, it isn’t your fault. It’s what was done to you. But me, I have no one to blame but myself. Is it cowardice? Sheer selfishness? Ugly domineering raising its evil head?”

“ Ix, it is none of that,” said Rak. “You are shy and inexperienced. That makes you understandably nervous about such things.”
 “Shy, inexperienced,” Jisten sighed. “Pure.” He twisted the last word into a spat-out curse. “I know all about hated nicknames,” Rak said. “One of my owners used to call me pet. His lethal little pet. I hated it.”

“A trained swords-master and gladiator, very lethal. But little pet?” Jisten shook his head. “Not in the least bit accurate.”

“I am short,” Rak pointed out. “All Loftoni are, and my owner delighted in reminding me of that, but still, many of my opponents made the error of underestimating me based on my size.” Jisten’s warm, calloused hands felt delightful as they stroked Rak’s slightly rustling wings smooth against his back. Rak leaned into those hands. “I want you,” he said.
 “Lucky me,” Jisten said. “But are you sure? Shy...inexperienced.” “I am sure,” said Rak firmly. He floated between Jisten’s legs and once again addressed the man’s delectable shaft with his tongue and mouth.

“What about Scorth?” Jisten asked suddenly. “It’s one thing to oil wings, to aide you, it’s quite another thing to ah… you know.”

Rak’s wings flared, splashing water everywhere. “Scorth likes you. He has been positively pestering me to screw you, as he learned to say.” He slid Jisten’s shaft into his mouth, massaging the underside with his tongue as he suckled. Jisten gasped softly as Rak moved from licking and caressing to full fellatio. Rak hummed softly, vibrating the shaft in his mouth and followed this up by deep throating it. His head bobbed as he pulled up to breathe, and then back down to the base of the enormous, thick pole. His hands gently cupped, rolled, and occasionally squeezed Jisten’s balls.

One of Jisten’s hands stroked Rak’s short hair, the other stroked the leading edges of his wings. No more protests or objections emanated from the captain, not with Rak fully engaged on his cock. The tension in Jisten’s body gave Rak warning, and he backed off so just the head of Jisten’s cock remained in his mouth. His tongue stroked and teased the head, and the slit, and his fingers massaged the still-damp shaft. Jisten gasped quietly as he climaxed, pumping his seed into Rak’s waiting mouth. Rak sucked gently, but firmly, swallowing everything Jisten had to give him. Only when the last dribble had passed did Rak pull off. He kissed the cock and the balls, then murmured, “Thank you.”
 “Why do you thank me when I received the most amazing gift of my life?” Rak’s mind scrabbled desperately for an answer that Jisten might accept. Finally, he was forced to settle for the truth. “It is a habit. Slaves are expected to thank their masters. I do not feel that you are my master, but I remember more than one whipping for failing to thank my user promptly enough.”

Jisten slid into the tub and gathered Rak in his arms. The Loftoni relaxed against him, head cradled on his shoulder. “What do you need?” Jisten ventured at last.

Rak sighed a little as Jisten stroked him. It felt good, but he needed so much more. “I need you, Captain. I need you in me.” He closed his eyes and waited for the explosion of objections. He didn’t want to get explicit or crude, and thereby risk offending his virginal lover, but he would do so if Jisten didn’t get the more subtle hints.
 “So, nothing more brutal, yes?” Jisten’s reluctance was obvious. “Only if you want to hurt me,” Rak snapped, momentarily losing patience. He took a deep, shaky breath, and smiled wanly. Then he whispered, “I do not need pain. But I must have relief, even if it does hurt, understand?”

“Uhm, maybe,” Jisten said. He kissed Rak. They didn’t come up for air for several long minutes.
 Chapter Three: Bath-time Play

Jisten’s hands traveled down Rak’s face, shoulders and onto his wings. He frowned.
 Rak stretched, arching his back. “Are my wings clean enough?” “No,” Jisten said immediately. “I only rinsed them and there’s still blood in your hair.”

Rak relaxed back against him and looked up at his face. “I am in your hands, my dear Valer.”

“I want to wash your hair, drain the bathwater, and start with fresh water. Your wings deserve fresh water for soaping and another rinsing.”

“Very well.” Rak handed him the soap. Jisten’s large fingers were gentle as they worked the suds into the matted hair over the cut on his scalp and the large bump on his head. Once the blood was washed out, Jisten massaged Rak’s scalp.
 Rak closed his eyes and enjoyed it. “I will need a haircut soon.” 
 “Why not grow it out? You’re free, and you’re not in the desert for a while.” “I prefer to keep it short. It is considered respectful for a priest to wear his hair short, to honor the God.”
 Jisten finished with Rak’s hair. “Water change time.” Rak pulled the stopper with his toes. “There is a lot of cat hair in this water,” he said as he watched it drain.

“There were a lot of cats on you,” Jisten replied, and chased the last of the soap suds with rinse water.

Jisten refilled the tub with warm water and Rak added a handful of foaming bath salts which emitted a lovely fragrance. “I love baths,” murmured Rak.

“Now that the cat hair is gone and I can focus, I see your other injuries, S’Rak. Please, call night flames and give them to me.” Jisten held out his hand and waited.

Rak cradled Jisten’s hand in his own, impishly kissed the open palm, and murmured a prayer with his lips still brushing against Jisten’s skin. Dark flames blossomed from Rak’s hands, and as the priest lifted his head, the flames poured over into Jisten’s hand as well.

“Will you allow me to heal you fully, or do I have to selectively heal the worst ones?” Jisten asked.

“Heal anything that would show through my clothing, and the worst of the rest. Leave some, to mollify the one who punished me.”

“I’ll mollify him one day,” Jisten growled, but he did as Rak bid. His large hands were gentle. He reached over the tub and pulled out a vial and he sudsed his hands with a soapy oil. He spread it over Rak’s wings in a sensual manner, pulling the Loftoni between his legs.
 “And I love that even more. You have all day to stop doing that.” 
 “I wish I had all day. I never loved bathing until you came along.” “Alas, duty requires that we not spend our entire waking period in warm, soapy water,” said Rak in a mournful tone.

“Such is the unfairness of life.” Jisten swept down Rak’s wings with oily hands.

Rak shivered in delight and tried to contain his horniness. He could feel Jisten’s hardness against his back. Rak rubbed himself against Jisten in subtle invitation.
 “Any part of me you want, you can have,” Jisten whispered into Rak’s ear. “I want you in me,” Rak moaned. “Please.” It seemed unnatural, almost dangerous, to tell his user what he wanted. Jisten wasn’t making him beg, and wasn’t taking control. Tyll never made him beg, but he was empath enough to know that Rak needed him to take charge in bed.

Jisten picked Rak up and carefully settled the Loftoni down on himself. Rak cried out in pleasure, and his back arched in such a way that his buttocks were pressed down, further impaling himself on the man’s shaft. Rak pumped his hips against Jisten. What he really wanted was for Jisten to throw him over the edge of the tub and pound him deeply, but he had no way of expressing that desire.

Jisten put his arms around Rak and assisted in the pumping, adding strength to the pounding. Rak rested the back of his head on Jisten’s shoulder and moaned deeply as his internal muscles went to work, clenching Jisten’s cock rhythmically in time to their action.

Reaching climax, Jisten nearly slammed Rak down and enveloped him in a bear hug. Rak cried out in ecstasy as Jisten’s climax triggered his own, and the dual orgasms swept through them both. They slumped down in the water, relaxing in the warmth.
 “I love the feel of you inside me,” murmured Rak. 
 “That amazes me. But you are amazing in many ways.” Rak’s muscles started contracting along Jisten’s length again. “Thank you, Jisten.”

Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. “We gave each other pleasure. Your past is talking again.”

Rak’s wings rustled under Jisten’s hands. “Feels good when you do that,” he said, changing the subject. His muscles continued to work on Jisten’s shaft.

“Feels good and is good for them,” Jisten said. “Now I’ll rinse them and I can oil them whenever we decide to get out.”
 Rak’s hips rolled against Jisten. “Very well.” 
 Jisten kissed Rak’s neck and shoulders, then rinsed his wings. Rak continued to work himself on the renewed erection. He loved Jisten’s vigor, so much greater than Tyll’s. He felt a little guilty about thinking that. Although, in all fairness, Tyll had once been as vigorous, if never quite so large. And thinking about Jisten’s size made Rak feel even more guilty. Hasaviz’s words about sex slaves and large cocks haunted him. The suggestion that other sex slaves would clamor for Jisten rang true.

By the time Jisten finished rinsing, he was sufficiently stimulated by the wings and Rak’s work to climax again.

Rak cried out yet again as his own orgasm followed Jisten’s and once more they shared the pleasure of both.
 “Love you,” Jisten murmured into Rak’s ear. “But I won’t leave Jethain. I suppose that’s good. You have two spouses and children at home. But we have here and now, and each other.”

“That will do, for now,” agreed Rak. “And I will be here until Jethain’s life is no longer in danger. That could be years.”
 Jisten hugged him. “It’s wrong to hope that. But I do.” 
 “Speaking of Jethain,” said Rak, “We should check on him soon.” Jisten kissed Rak’s neck and gently disengaged. They climbed out of the tub together. Rak shook out his wings, spraying down the bathroom. Jisten sputtered and wiped his face in his towel. Rak blushed. “Sorry. It appears to be a reflex.”

“I don’t mind, not really.” Jisten smiled at him. He shook his mass of wet hair and now it was Rak who was splattered. Jisten’s grin showed that he meant his mischief.

Rak laughed and attacked Jisten’s hair with a towel. He accepted it with good grace, even ducking his head so Rak could reach better. A moment later Rak had a comb in his hand and was picking out all the tangles.
 “Let’s sit on the bed and do this,” Jisten suggested. “You are full of sensible suggestions,” said Rak. He steered the naked man into the bedroom.

Jisten snagged his shorts on the way out. He hopped onto the bed, neatly pulled them on, and laid down. “Shall I put my head in your lap?”

“ Ai.” Rak combed out Jisten’s hair, sensuously running his fingers through the silky black strands. Then he braided it in the tightest, most elegant weave he knew, adding a single nightstone to the rear braid, hardly noticeable unless one was looking for it.

Jisten sat up and rolled Rak to his belly. He oiled Rak’s wings quickly, but thoroughly, and by hand. When they finally went to dress, Jisten raised an eyebrow when he glanced at the freshly laundered and pressed uniform laid out beside a set of Rak’s semi-formal robes.
 “Tebber,” said Rak with a wry grin. “He must approve of you.” “Tebber is a capable young man with a wide variety of talents. I can never repay you enough for freeing him,” Jisten said. “I’m glad he forgave me for bringing him to the palace all those years ago.”
 Chapter Four: The Purging Wine

With Jisten hovering at his elbow, Rak checked the prince. He didn’t like Jethain’s color or his heart rate. Rak prepared the mint tonic and handed it over, but he was deep in thought. Jisten sat on the bed next to the prince while he drank.

“I do not understand why you remain so ill,” said Rak, careful not to use the w ord weak to his brother. “The gut wound was healed. It is gone,” he added, palpating Jethain’s belly.

Jisten was frowning as he looked at Jethain’s arm. “S’Rak, here.” He pointed to a tiny wound and a small bruise on the inside of Jethain’s elbow. “My Prince, how did you get this? The edges are neat. This is a cut.”

Jethain looked at him with confused blue eyes. “Cut? I don’t remember a cut.”

“ Drak’åkryxi!” Rak cursed. “Why could we not send a Therrai? That would have made sense!”
 “Drak what?” asked Jethain. “What’d you say?” 
 “Drak’åkryxi . Dragon blast it,” translated Rak. “ Drak’åkryxi,” said Jethain, sounding it out. Rak helped him get it right, and the prince smiled in triumph as he mastered the word.

Jisten, meanwhile, had inspected Jethain’s other arm. “Here’s another, S’Rak. What do you remember, Jethain?”
 “What did you have for dinner last night?” asked Rak at the same time. 
 Jethain grinned. “I went from being alone to having two mother hens?” 
“Ai,” said Rak, but he grinned back. “I remember dinner, a tasty oxtail soup with actual meat in it, and then nothing until you came in this morning. I guess I fell asleep.” Jethain lifted his arm and examined it for himself.
 “Nothing? From dinner until this morning?” Jisten looked at Rak. “We need Forael,” said Rak. “This is beyond me. I am only an animal tender.” He found a bottle of wine on a side table and sniffed it to make sure it hadn’t turned to vinegar. It smelled okay, so he poured a goblet.

“You’re not  just an animal healer and I already sent a message to Forael, but there’s been no reply,” Jisten said. “Odd, for even if he is busy, he always sends back a message saying so.”

“Give him more time, it takes half an hour to get to the Sun Temple and back, and he has morning rites to perform.” Rak pressed the goblet of wine to Jethain’s lips. “Drink.”

Jethain drank gratefully, then gagged. “That’s the purging wine!” He promptly threw up on Rak’s bare feet.

“Purging? Blast it to the depths of the abyss!” Rak took a calming breath and peered at the bottle. “I wonder where it came from.” He ignored the vomit and strode into the bathroom. When he returned, his feet were clean and the bottle was empty. He sent Gill with a note asking Tebber for a bottle of Okyran wine.

“I didn’t know what it was until I tasted it, but I know beyond a doubt that the wine was used to purge me. I wish that I could remember the actual episodes. Then I could tell you who to kill.”

Rak used a damp towel to clean up the remainder of the vomit. Most of it had landed on his feet. The good wine arrived and Rak poured Jethain a goblet of his own stock of high quality wine. While Jethain drank with Jisten’s deft assistance, Rak rummaged through his kit. “I will assume blood loss.” He mixed something and turned to Jethain with another drink. “I cannot promise that this will taste good.”

Jethain took it with a wry face. “Thanks for the warning.” He swirled the potion once, then chugged it back. “Aaagh!” Once he finished grimacing, he said, “Another sun-scorched horse tonic!”

Rak burst out laughing. “The mint tonic is not, it is my grandmother’s recipe,” he said, once he’d recovered. “She swears by it for all manner of stomach ills.”

“That’s the only one that tastes good, I bet.” Jethain pointedly handed back the empty cup. “May I have another mint tonic?”

“Of course.” Rak accepted the cup and padded to the side table. He started mixing another tonic. “If you want, for the other medicines, I can put a tube down your throat to dose you.”

Jethain looked startled. “That’s what…no, a sun priest wouldn’t force a tube down my throat. Must have been a fever dream.”

“Tell me,” said Rak urgently, returning to the bedside with another mint tonic. He resisted sitting in Jisten’s lap, but sat so close that he might as well have been.

“A priest came in,” said Jethain. “He spoke something I didn’t understand. He forced a tube down my throat and poured something down it. Then, nothing.”

“Dreams have not been turning out to be dreams of late,” said Rak and smiled at Jisten, who smiled back. Rak stood up and paced. “But what to do. This cannot continue.”

“I’ll have a cot brought in here for myself,” Jisten said. “I’ll rotate only my core guards.”

Rak paused by the bed, pulled off his pendant, and put it on Jethain. “Two cots. I will stay here myself.” He resumed pacing.
 Jethain picked up the pendant and looked at it. “What is it?” “The sigil of the Lord of Night. And on the reverse, the symbol of my sect.” Rak smiled a little. “That particular one was a gift from my God. All His high priests have one like it.”
 “You gave me a high priest’s sigil? Doesn’t that curse me?” 
 “Ix, not at all,” said Rak. “I gave it to you. If you had taken it from me against my will, then you would be cursed.” “Does it offer protection?” Jisten asked. “That is my hope. At the very least, this sun priest will be in for a rude surprise when he touches the prince.” Pacing back to the bed, Rak pulled a grass green lizard from his pocket and put it on the headboard. It spread translucent wings and clicked.

Jisten grinned at the little lizard. “Hello, little wings.” The green lizard clicked at him and explored its new surroundings.
 “What about Forael?” Jethain asked, worry in his voice. “Will he be harmed? 
 “Warn Forael and remove it before he touches you,” said Rak. 
 “Where is he?” wondered the prince. “I don’t know,” Jisten said, “Perhaps we should send him another message.” It took him a few moments to write a note and set it on a lap desk for Jethain to sign.

Jethain lay back on his pillow and let a breath out. “When will I not be tired anymore?”

“Soon,” said Rak. He took the signed note, rolled it tightly, sealed it, and said, “Message.” He stroked the blue lizard that emerged from his hood. “To Forael, and no other, then back to me.” Trelo zoomed off with scroll clutched in his feet.
 Jisten watched the whirring little wings with amazement. 
 “Mastigi have many uses,” Rak told him. 
 * * * * * Too soon, an agitated Trelo zoomed back into the room, still clutching the message. He landed on Rak’s outstretched hand and clicked in distress.
 “Forael is deeply asleep,” Rak said. “Or ill.” Trelo clicked again. “You tried, you did well,” Rak crooned to the lizard and fed it bits of sausage.

“I’ve almost killed the archpriest,” Jethain said quietly. “Just like Father said.”

Jisten, still sitting on the bed next to Jethain, shook his head. “No, my prince.”
 “I doubt that, he has healed worse,” said Rak. He wrote another note. “Those patients were probably stronger,” Jethain said bitterly. “Not weak. Not fit for anything but an overdose of morphea.”
 “Jethain, don’t say that,” Jisten said and patted the prince’s hand. 
 “Actually, I was nearly dead.” 
 Both men snapped their attention to Rak. “You, brother?” 
 “Oh, S’Rak, when was this?” Jisten asked. “Go to Dethrian.” Rak sent Trelo whizzing back to the Sun Temple. “It was when Ylion Xaethien was archpriest over the Riverlands. Forael was a junior priest assigned to him.”
 “And you were an unfortunate slave,” Jisten added. “I was lucky compared to some. Nobody wastes morphea on a dying slave. Mercy doses are reserved for the wealthy.”

“I feel for those who were unlucky,” Jethain said. “But Forael was younger then. Now he is aged, and I’m draining him.”

“I would think that he is even more powerful now than he was then, and he is not that old. Xaethien drained twenty years of his life to feed himself.”
 “That Ylion again? He coulddo that? How?” 
 “Why hasn’t Forael ever mentioned it?” “An evil application of blood magic,” said Rak. He shook his head. “There are some who think the taint of such magic clings to the victim. It cannot, particularly in the case of a sun priest like Forael, but silence is the wisest course for him.”

There was a knock at the door and two servants with cots stood there. Rak and Jisten helped the servants bring the cots in. Once they were set up, Jisten checked on Jethain again. He pushed back damp strands of Jethain’s hair from his face. “I’m cold,” Jethain said.

“You feel clammy,” Jisten said, laying a hand on the prince’s forehead. “More blankets?”
 Jethain shook his head. “I have four on already.” Morth leapt onto the bed and curled up beside Jethain. Rak said, “I can ask Scorth to sleep with you. He is better than any blanket—his kind radiate heat continuously.”

Conflicting emotions chased across the prince’s face. “Yes, I’d like that. Would you miss him in your bed?”
 “I think I can manage,” said Rak soberly. 
 “Truly, my prince, you want Scorth in your bed?” Jisten sounded surprised. “Are you jealous? Are you offering?” Jethain asked, and there was no teasing in his voice.
 Rak stared at Jethain. “You want a man?” 
 “You make it sound wrong,” Jethain answered defensively. “I said I was cold.” “Sa’sa, Jethain,” soothed Rak, “there is nothing wrong with that, and Scorth is as hot as the desert sands.”

Jethain still clutched Jisten’s hand. “I’m hurt, and nauseous and hungry and —”
 “I’m sorry,” Jisten said. “Didn’t mean to jump to conclusions.” “It’s all right, Jisten. We’ve been friends forever,” Jethain smiled up at him.
 “Yes, we have, my prince. Soon you’ll be better,” Jisten said. “And all this will be behind you.” Chapter Five: Golden Questions The sense of Scorth’s nearness caused Rak to look up from the tome of herbal remedies he was perusing. Dethrian and Scorth walked in at the same time, eyeing each other. The sun priest alternated between glancing at Scorth and the little blue lizard riding his wrist. Trelo clicked at him with each glance, as if carrying on a conversation.

“Iatrion Dethrian, thank you for coming,” Jisten said. He made to stand up, but Jethain kept a death grip on his hand. Rak stood up instead, stretching briefly.

“Good morning, Captain Jisten,” said the sun priest, then turned his gaze on Rak, who motioned him aside. Rak spoke to Dethrian in a low voice, telling the priest what he’d discovered, and what he suspected. Dethrian looked at Jethain as he listened to Rak, nodding now and then.

Scorth grinned fangily as he approached the bed. “My services have been requested?”
 “The prince is cold,” Jisten said. “And blankets aren’t enough.” Scorth sat on the bed on the side away from Jisten, then slid under the blankets and snuggled up next to the prince. He radiated heat. Jethain finally let go of Jisten’s hand and pressed against Scorth. His color slowly improved.
 “Warmer, Prince Jethain?” Jisten asked. 
 “Much,” Jethain murmured sleepily. Dethrian did a quick exam and confirmed Rak’s fears. “Someone has been purging him, against our teachings. We haven’t used purgings in ten years.”
 “And these cuts, Iatrion,” Jisten said. He brushed the spots on Jethain’s arm. Dethrian scowled. “And bloodletting! No wonder the prince is so weak. He needs good food and much care.”
 Jethain snuggled against Scorth, eyes closed. “My mother can make excellent food to your orders, Iatrion. From bland to rich.”

The corner of Jethain’s mouth quirked, revealing that he was listening, even if he had closed his eyes.

“I had assumed his troubles were blood loss from the original wound and paralysis of the healed gut. But this is a completely different problem. He needs nutrient dense food, heavy in protein now.”

“Pastina,” Jisten declared. “Good quality protein that’s easily digested. It can start bland and be made richer and more flavorful as digestion permits.”

“Acceptable,” said Dethrian. “I will check on him tomorrow, but send for me if you have any questions. Do not let any further purgings or blood-lettings occur.”

“He’ll be guarded around the clock,” Jisten said. Jethain’s mouth quirked again into a grin.
 “We will do everything we can to keep the prince safe,” said Rak. “There is nothing more that I can do. But I will return every day to check on the prince, until our Ylion is back on his feet.” A worried look flitted across the senior healer’s face.
 “What is wrong with the Ylion?” asked Rak, concerned. “That is the question,” Dethrian said. “The golden question. Perhaps I should check him for purging and bloodletting.”

Trust sun priests to wonder about golden questions, thought Rak. “That is a good idea,” he said politely.

Dethrian gave Rak a curt nod. “Thank you, cousin, if I may be so bold as to call you that.”
 “You may, and please, cousin, keep me informed. Forael is an old friend.” “Perhaps if I had a beautiful little messenger lizard to send back to you?” The senior healer looked oddly wistful.

Rak’s eyebrows shot up. He pulled a plump red lizard out of his pocket and murmured to it, stroking its head. The red mastigi whizzed over to Dethrian and latched onto the man’s robes, clicking happily.

“They always stow away in my pockets,” said Rak with a rueful grin. “I pull them out, and they dart back in when my attention wavers. I found over a dozen of them hiding in my packs when I arrived.”

Dethrian offered the smile of a kind man who wished a pet, but was too busy in his profession. He stroked the little red head. “And what do you like to eat, little one?”

“They will eat anything,” Rak said. “But they like bugs. And sausage. And grapes. A mastigi eating a grape is always an amusing sight.”

“Bugs, sausage, and grapes,” Dethrian repeated. “We have those in abundance. Perhaps you will keep the herb garden free of pests? The insects target the rarest of herbs.” He practically cooed at the little lizard. When Jisten chuckled, Dethrian straightened. “Healing herbs of course. I have professional interest in them.” The egg-heavy lizard clicked some more. Rak suspected that the garden would soon be bug-free and mastigi-full. “I’m off to check the Ylion,” Dethrian said as he stroked the mastigi. “You’ll have a note soon. And, ah, you will send back this one, yes?”
 “Of course,” said Rak. “She is yours now.” 
 “Truly?” Dethrian’s smile creased his entire face. Why do sunnies always question whether something is true? If it wasn’t true, I wouldn’t have said it. “Truly,” said Rak. “They do not have room in their little heads for much, certainly two owners is beyond them, so I have imprinted you on her.” At home, people would routinely march in and demand that Rakunimprint a mastigi from them, their child, their pet…

Dethrian laughed. “We are suspicious souls, aren’t we, those of the sun. Quite used to lies. My thanks, cousin. I will take exquisite care of her. Sun’s blessing on you.” He walked out talking to the little lizard, who clicked back.
 Rak retained a straight face until the door closed, and then he chuckled. Jisten joined him. “I think that man needed a pet, and now he has a portable one.”
 “Not only portable, she is easy to take care of.” Jisten scribbled on a piece of parchment. “I’ll send a note to Mother. Tebber would be the best choice for messenger. Can you recall him?”
 Trelo clicked happily. Rak sent the blue lizard after Tebber. 
 “Such amazing little wings,” Jisten said. “There is not much difference between a mastigi and a dragon,” said Rak. Scorth opened his eyes and glared.
 “He said it!” Jisten pointed at Rak, grinning hugely. “Not me!” 
 Rak affected innocence. “What? It is merely a matter of scale!” 
 “Dragons are not winged geckos!” 
 Jisten laughed. “You’re right. The little lizards do look like geckos.” Since the issues involving the prince were settled for now, Rak stretched out on the cot. He was tired himself, and the sun was climbing high in the sky, far past his normal bedtime. He pulled his hood up to shade his eyes and fell asleep even faster than the prince.
 Chapter Six: Massage

Jethain woke up snuggled against the furnace that was Scorth. He rolled over and pushed his back against the black man. “You’re my brother’s bonded partner? How long have you been married?”

“We’ve been bonded for many years,” rumbled Scorth sleepily. “Not married. My kind doesn’t marry.”

Jethain pushed harder against Scorth. “Not marry? Why? Do you mate with others?”

“Of course I mate with others. None of my kind marries, that would be ridiculous. We mate and move on.”

“And Araken doesn’t mind? Doesn’t hold a grudge against those you mate with?” Jethain rubbed against Scorth.
 “Rak likes all my kind,” said Scorth. He snuggled closer to Jethain. “Thank you for coming in bed with me.” Jethain ran one wool sock covered foot up and down Scorth’s leg.
 “I don’t mind, I’m hotter than a basking stone at midday.” Jethain hummed agreement. “Want to do more? If you think Araken won’t mind.”
 “More what?” 
 “More in bed,” Jethain said. “I feel strange.” “I can read to you if you want to fall back asleep. Or how about a massage? Rak likes those.”
 “Massage? That sounds great. If you’re sure that Araken won’t mind.” “Why would he mind a massage?” asked Scorth, tone baffled. “He might be jealous, but upset? Hardly.”
 “Jealous? You can mate with others but he’d be jealous over a massage?” “I give really good massages. That’s what he’s tells me. His neck and back are always tense.”

“Oh, that kind of jealous,” Jethain breathed a sigh of relief. “My tension is lower in my back.”
 Scorth rolled Jethain over and massaged the man’s lower back. “Lower,” Jethain moaned. Scorth kneaded lower, just above the buttocks. “Lower,” Jethain begged.

Scorth moved to the man’s thighs. “You should have told me it was your legs that hurt.”
 “Not my legs,” Jethain said. “Between my back and legs. Please?” 
 “Your buttocks hurt?” Scorth sounded astonished. “Are you constipated?” 
 Jethain lifted up his head and looked at Scorth. “No!” 
 Scorth blinked at him. “Okay.” His hands kneaded Jethain’s butt. 
 Jethain laid his head on his arms. “That feels good.” 
 Scorth continued to knead his butt, but he never touched more private areas. 
 “Scorth, do you find me attractive?” This was a question humans had asked Scorth before. Usually young, uncertain ones. Carefully, he said, “You are a handsome human.”

Jethain looked at Scorth coyly over his back. “Handsome enough to mate with?”
 “For a human, you are handsome enough,” evaded Scorth. 
 “Do you not mate with humans?” Jethain asked. 
 “No, I do not.” 
 Jethain blew out an exasperated breath and laid his head down. Rak got up and blinked owlishly at them. Jethain wondered if the noise had awoken the priest or something else. He watched glumly as Rak padded over to the side of his bed with an expression of polite concern on his face.
 “Hello Araken,” Jethain said. “Xai, Jethain. Is there a problem?” “No,” Jethain said, trying and failing to stifle his surge of depsression. “Thank you, Scorth, for the massage.” He rolled over on his side, glad that he hadn’t pulled down his satin bedpants like his instincts had screamed for him to do.

Rak touched Jethain’s shoulder. “You do not sound as if nothing is amiss. What is wrong?”

“I just feel strange,” Jethain said. “Did you use any healing magic on me? Or anything like that?”

“ Ix, I have not. Strange, how?” Rak sat on the edge of the bed, his leg pressing into Jethain’s side. The contact felt good. Wrongfully, but delightfully, good.
 “Lonely,” Jethain said. Rak squeezed his shoulder. “I am sorry. Do you want me to stay with you?”

“No, I want Jisten,” Jethain said, in a moment of total honesty. Rak’s leg pressed against him felt good, and he imagined that Jisten’s would feel even better. “Oh, sorry, brother. That was rude.”

“I will get him,” said Rak. “He said that he needed to check on his men, so this might take some time.” He slipped off the bed.

Jethain straightened his bed clothes. After Rak walked out, Scorth said, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
 “You didn’t upset me,” Jethain said. “You were just honest.” “It’s not that I don’t like you,” said Scorth earnestly, “But we’re different species. We don’t fit together. You’re not in any condition for a mating flight even if we could.”
 “Mating flight? So your wings can fly?” 
 “Of course.” 
 “That doesn’t seem fair. You can fly while Araken can only glide?” “I’m a member of a superior race. Are we going back to sleep or not?” Scorth asked. “It’s the middle of the day. Should be sleeping like normal beings.”

“I want to wait for Jisten,” said Jethain stubbornly. “Your lover…hey! If you can’t mate with us humans, then you and Araken can’t be lovers!”

“It thinks!” Scorth smiled as if to take some of the sting from his words. Jethain debated telling the man that his fanged smile didn’t have the desired effect. Instead of being reassuring, it made the recipient feel like they were in danger of being eaten.

“But you’re soul-bonded!” wailed Jethain. “Araken told me so! All the ballads say that only lovers can soulbond!”

“All the ballads lie,” snorted Scorth. “And when was the last time you saw a soul have sex?”

Jethain was confused. “Then what is the nature of your relationship to my brother?”
 “Soul bonding without sex. Should I write that down for you?” 
 “How can you soul bond without sex? That’s the part I don’t get.” “Humans! Do you do nothing but screw and write?” Scorth asked. “And write bad ballads?”

“Only some of us write bad ballads,” said Jethain, starting to enjoy the demon’s odd humor.
 “While the rest screw and write books?” 
 “And compose bad poetry,” affirmed Jethain. “I assumed that the bad poets were writing the bad ballads. There are two populations of bad writers? Amazing!”

“They are often separate. The worst is when the bad poets and the bad balladeers get together. Then you end up with ridiculous songs about dragons stealing slaves.”

“The worst,” Scorth concluded. “I tore out the throat of the last person who sang it.” He licked his fangs for emphasis.

“I wonder what the dragon did with the slave,” mused Jethain. “Did he eat it? I can’t imagine the slave was a virgin…”
 “Humans taste terrible. I have it on good authority.” “I hope you aren’t speaking from personal experience!” Jethain hastily added, “Although ripping out the throats of bad minstrels is acceptable.”
 “No, I learn from the mistakes of others of my kind,” Scorth said. 
 “Ripping out throats?” Jisten asked from the doorway. 
 “Jisten! There you are! Did you know that Scorth isn’t Araken’s lover?” 
 “Why are you even discussing that?” Jisten asked cautiously. Jethain blushed and stammered, “The subject of uhm, compatibility came up somehow.”

Jisten eyed Jethain. “Somehow? And what else was said?” Jisten looked at Scorth next.
 Scorth grinned fangily. “Souls don’t have to have sex to bond.” “Ah, the soul-bonding came up,” Jisten sat in the chair next to the bed. “Hence the throat ripping of bad minstrels.”

“You humans, always mating. It’s amazing that you find the time to write bad songs. Or is that part of the mating ritual?” wondered Scorth. “Does singing bad songs help acquire mates?”

“I’m beginning to think Araken keeps you around for the comic relief,” said Jethain once he’d finished laughing.

“Only after a sufficient amount of alcohol has been consumed,” Jisten said. “Speaking of which, my prince?” Jisten gestured to the wine bottle.

“Please,” said Jethain warmly. Jisten poured two goblets and offered one to Scorth as well. Scorth declined with a shake of his head.

Jisten set the goblet on the bedside table. “Perhaps S’Rak will want some later. It’s his bottle, after all.”
 “Where did Araken go?” asked Jethain, because to not ask might seem odd since his brother had been sleeping in the room earlier. Now Jisten was present, and Rak was gone.
 “The stable, to check on—I almost forgot!” Jisten said. “Nielle foaled!” 
 “What?” Jethain sat bolt upright. “When? Is she okay? Was it a colt?” “A fine colt,” Jisten said. “Would have died with his dam if not for S’Rak.”

“What?” Jethain nearly screeched. “Tell me everything!” He’d been waiting a year to see that foal.
 “Lie down and I’ll tell you about it.” Jethain grumbled, but he complied, snuggling against the black furnace. 
 “The foal was breech,” Jisten said. “Bharis was at his wit’s end.” 
 Jethain winced, stomach in a knot. “Couldn’t turn it?” “He tried. Asked S’Rak to try. Even S’Rak couldn’t turn it.” Jisten smiled, drawing out the story.
 “What happened?!” Jethain squirmed. “It was the dam or the colt, for S’Rak wasn’t sure he could save both. The stable boys were arguing, but S’Rak made up his mind. He was forced to break the colt’s legs to save Nielle.”

Jethain flinched and moaned, and his heart felt broken, but he nodded. “Is Nielle okay?”

“The colt was born and S’Rak called down his power to heal the exhausted mare,” Jisten said. “The colt hung onto life while his mother was healed. When S’Rak finished, he found he did have enough left in him to save the foal.”

“He healed them both?” Jethain felt thunderstruck. “They’re both okay? Help me up! I want to go see them!”
 Jisten groaned. “Sun scorch it,no, my prince!” “Is he red like his sire, or black like his dam? Jisten, I’m sick and tired of this bed! I want to see Nielle’s colt!”
 “I will bring the colt here before I let you out of this bed!” Jisten challenged. 
 “Then bring him!” Jethain replied. “I’ve waited almost a year to see him!” 
 “As you wish, my prince.” Jisten stood up and saluted formally. “You are every bit the horseman I took you for the day we met,” said Rak from the doorway. He led Nielle into the room, the black colt with Saber’s white feet and blaze trotting at her side.
 Jisten sidled over to Rak. “Most impressive.” “I am sure the servants will be cursing my name for a week to come,” said Rak with a grin.

Jethain’s eyes were glued on the mare and foal. He carefully got out of bed and took the three steps to the mare. Then his hands did the inspecting.

Rak stood back and winked at Jisten. “The stable boys told me how much Jethain had been looking forward to this foal. So I thought, now that he is stronger, there was no reason to deprive Jethain of the pleasure of seeing them.”

Jisten nodded, a rare true smile on his face as he watched the prince and his horses.
 Chapter Seven: Council Meeting

“Son, I know you are the crown prince, but skipping council meetings is not one of your prerogatives,” Owain said as he laid a ringed hand on Rak’s shoulder.

“I was indisposed,” replied Rak, resisting the urge to thrust that hand off him. The king had cornered him on the way back from returning Nielle to the stables, and he hadn't been quick enough to think of a graceful dodge. “If you require my attendance, hold the meetings at night.”

“Hmm, that might discourage Lord Breavey,” Owain mused. “He arises when the sun does and goes to bed soon after dinner. He is a pain in my royal ass.”
 “And also, I am not the crown prince. Jethain is very much alive.” “Yes, you’ve kept your half-brother alive. Very dedicated of you,” Owain approved. “Strong, smart, powerful.”
 “That is my place. His is to sit on that gaudy chunk of metal.” Owain laughed. “You can reconfigure it. The queen did, and it looks worse for the wear, I think.”

Rak ran a hand through his hair, damp from sweat and high humidity. “I think it suits Jethain just fine. He will sit on the throne, and I shall dwell in the shadow he casts.”

“Son, son.” Owain shook his head. “That will never do. Jethain is too weak to hold the throne. We’ve been over and over this. Now, the council meeting. I’ve soothed Peneron and Maziel is on your side. Baorik is in love with your gold and silk. Kion is a lost cause. I don’t know why or how you’ve alienated Virien, but that must change. To that end, I will see to it personally that he attends the next council meeting.”

“Jethain is not too weak to hold the throne, for I am his brother and his ally and I will defend him, to the death if need be.”

Owain shook Rak slightly with that hand on his shoulder. “Bah, just take the throne, son. It’s yours by birth and by right. No death needed.”

“I cannot, Sire.” Rak gripped Owain’s shoulder in return. “Listen to me, please. I am a high priest of Zotien. That takes all of my time and attention. I would be a very, very bad king, even if my vows permitted it, which they do not.”
 “We’ll speak of this later,” Owain conceded. “If you insist,” said Rak, wishing his father would just concede defeat. “When is the next council meeting? I need to make certain Jethain and I attend.”

“Ah, it starts when we get there,” Owain said, his expression thoughtful. “Hmm, shall I change it to after dinner? Lord Breavey will be asleep.”

“I will send a message to Jethain,” said Rak. Trelo crawled out of his hook and clicked expectantly. Rak stroked the lizard, jotted a quick note, which the lizard took and flew off with.

“I do hope he’s in a reasonable mode,” Owain said. “He can go on and on at times.”
 “Let us speak with your council,” Rak then said. 
 Owain strode ahead, towards the council chamber. Rak straightened his stole and rewrapped his sash to buy himself time. Then he walked in and took his seat at the foot of the table. He wished Jethain would hurry, but as the councilors gathered, Rak began to think his note had been disregarded. He also wondered where the king had gone, because for all his talk of attending meetings, his seat stood empty.

“His Majesty asked me to stand in his stead for this meeting. He was called away on an urgent matter involving the newly arrived diplomatic party from Zoth.” As Virien finished speaking, his eyes rested on Rak. His smile was not a pleasant one. The meeting got under way, and Rak tried to stifle his boredom as the councilors droned on about tax revenues, the planting season, the demands on the guilds, the problems in the exchanges, and numerous other necessary topics.

Rak stood when it came his turn to speak, and announced, “As a gesture of goodwill, we have destroyed the hive of the katrami flies that so menace your people.”

“You’ve done no such thing,” Kion sneered. “And we have no way to check your lying tongue.”

“I do not lie,” replied Rak in an ice cold voice. “I have a witness. Your Captain of the Guard, Jisten, was there.”

“That half-breed Lythadi?” Kion’s laugh was nasty and several councilors shifted uneasily.
 “He’s a Valer,” Maziel said in a tired tone. “There’s a difference?” Kion sneered. Two men laughed, but one covered it with a cough.
 “You wouldn’t say that if Jethain were here,” Maziel said. 
 “Jethain would be here if his halfbreed Captain were half competent!” Rak stared at Kion for a long moment. Then he turned to Lord Peneron. “What incompetent moron permitted this vile excuse for a human onto the ruling council of Koilatha?”

Peneron smiled, and replied silkily, “That would be Chancellor Virien, I believe.”

Virien glared at Rak, but Kion erupted. “I claim insult!” Kion slammed his hand down. “My champion will disembowel you!”

“Your champion? You are too much of a coward to answer your own challenges?” Rak sniffed in disdain.
 “I am far too important,” Kion replied. “Your self-importance is only in your own head. I far outrank you, and I answer my own challenges. The real issue is that you are terrified to cross blades with me. You know it would be your death.”

“Lord Kion is wise to be terrified to cross blades with you,” Baorik said. “Now onto the trading!”
 “Indeed, we are not here for our own amusement and pride,” Maziel said. Rak stared at Baorik. “That man has called me a liar. I am insulted. He will either apologize to me and retract his foul-mouthed remarks, or he will meet me fairly in challenge.”

“Fair challenge in Koilatha  is using a champion, High Priest,” Maziel said in a conciliatory tone. “And you will be forever fighting if you rise to Kion’s bait. Now, on to your purpose for speaking here?”

“I have destroyed the hive of the katrami flies,” said Rak, coldly. “I expect that should be worth something to you, to your farmers. If alliance is what your kingdom desires of Okyro, you will have to outlaw slavery first.”
 Kion sneered, “You came crawling to us, demon.” “I came to you for a simple trade agreement. Grain for silk. But your list of demands grows.”

“You are the one making demands, demon,” Kion said. “You are a threat who will drain our fair land.”
 “Kion, please stop the name calling,” said Maziel. “It’s beneath you.” “Our kingdom has used slaves since the founding,” said Peneron. “Why should we change? The system works very well.”
 “And trade is good,” said Baorik. “Slavery is wrong,” said Rak, pressing the issue. “It is evil. How can you think that denying a man his free will is right?”

“That’s stupid,” Deviol said. “Yes, let’s allow everyone to exercise their free will. Murderers and thugs will abound.”
 “Most men prefer a free meal over free will,” Breavey said. “We have our free will. We do not murder or rob.” Maziel looked pained. “Please, S’Rak, can you move on?”

“That would lead to chaos,” Peneron observed. “Aren’t you dark priests against chaos?”

“They are all of the night, evil and chaos,” Kion said. “My son is learning the pure path of the light.”

“You devalue life, and the gifts of the gods, when you put someone else in a collar,” said Rak.

“We save the lives of the starving,” Baorik said. “And many haven’t the sense to use free will.”

“You destroy lives, and families, and think nothing of it. Men and women are not mere beasts, to be bought and sold and used. Can you not see how very evil that is?”

“We are wasting our time discussing evil with a servant of evil!” Kion pounded his fist on the table. “He seeks to destroy us by undermining our country’s stability.”

“Afraid for your profits?” asked Rak. “Or afraid that if you didn’t hold the power of life and death over your servants, they would rise up and kill you in retribution for your abuses?”
 “That thought hardly helps your cause, S’Rak,” observed Maziel. “See? He will rouse a slave revolt and we will be slaughtered in our beds!” Kion turned to Virien. “Do something!”

“Outlawing slavery is not an option on the table,” said Virien. “Drop it, dark one.”
 “Slaves can be freed, if they prove themselves worthy,” said Baorik. The door opened and Jethain entered with the careful walk of the ill. Captain Jisten was at his heels, hovering at the prince’s elbow rather than in his usual guard position a half pace back.

“Always good to see you, Prince Jethain,” said Maziel. “How are you feeling?”
 “I’m fine,” Jethain said. Rak waited for the prince to take his seat before he answered the head of the merchants. “It is the rare slave who earns his freedom. Most are thanked by force-wedding them and chaining them to a peasant hut to toil the fields until they die of exhausted age.”

“No wonder you need grain, high and mighty one,” Breavey said. “No one to till.”

“Prince Jethain, did you look over my paper protesting the new tariff on outkingdom goods?” asked Baorik.
 “Yes, I read it. We can discuss it after the envoy is done.” “We will never finish if he prattles on and on about slavery,” Baorik grumped and pushed his chair back.

“We might lack in grain, but we have many things that you do not.” Rak nodded to Jethain in greeting.
 “We didn’t come groveling to your country,” Kion said. “I do not grovel,” snapped Rak. “If you do not want silk, herbs, or gold, then you do not need to participate in the agreement.”

“We want to talk about those things,” Baorik took on a conciliatory tone. “Perhaps we can skip to it?”
 Rak inclined his head to Baorik. “We require a set rate of exchange.” “A set rate?” Baorik looked displeased. “We told you last time that was not feasible.”

“Our trade operates on supply and demand,” said Peneron. “Why isn’t that acceptable, dark one?”
 “A set rate protects both parties,” Rak replied. “From gouging.” 
 “Not if demand ceases, or supply fails,” Baorik pointed out. “Considering that we are offering a rate that is advantageous to you, what is the real issue? Is it really that impossible to not charge more for your grain every time we come?” Rak looked frustrated. “If supply is low, we buy less. We are not demanding a set amount of tons of grain. We are demanding a set value on a ton of grain.”

“The rate  is advantageous,” Maziel said. “I would be happy to harvest my fields for the price.”

“And the reason for hammering this out as a trade agreement is mere convenience,” Rak added. “We can order our buyers to approach individual nobles if we must. But the money offered would not be as good.”
 “You’ll break the exchanges!” Baorik whined. “The exchanges?” Rak was incredulous. “Who ever heard of buying and selling grain a year before it is even planted?”

“You would divide us, demon,” Kion said. “You can see his ill intent even now.”

Jethain gave Kion an annoyed look. “Your prejudice is well known to this council. There is no need to repeat yourself.”

“I cannot make a mule listen to me, but there is hope for the others,” Kion answered.

Jethain flicked a finger in a rude gesture. Then he said to Rak, “I understand that your people need the grain, but I can’t let you break our economy.”

“Do you know that a set rate would break your economy? It seems to me that it would enrich you, not break you.”
 Baorik looked unconvinced. Jethain ran fingers through his hair. “We should study the issue,” said Peneron. “Prince Jethain, why don’t you have your scholars research it?”
 “Always a good idea,” Breavey agreed. 
 “Concur,” said Baorik. “Very well,” said Jethain. “We will put the issue to the scholars and see what they think.”

Maziel said to Rak, “Perhaps the best you can do at this point, S’Rak.” The young noble looked sympathetic and he smiled gently.

“As long as they give it fair consideration,” Rak replied. The council turned to other matters, and he walked out.
 Chapter Eight: Dinner with Friends

Okthåra Atålio, Tålyssa Fångari 
 8th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon “Captain Jisten told me that his matre was cooking dinner for us. To prevent any interference or interruption, this dinner will be in my suite. Do you think you can walk that far?”
 “For Despina’s food? I can walk to

Okyro!” Jethain said. “I still remember her marinated ox, her cannoli, her pastina!”
 Rak chuckled and helped him to stand. “I will walk with you.” Jethain accepted a hand up. Morth shook himself and led the way. The death hound was effective at clearing hallways. They slowly walked to Rak’s suite. Slowly, but without incident. Whenever he felt the prince’s pulse pounding, Rak would pause and ask about a statue as a cover for letting Jethain rest.

Tebber was keeping an eye out for them and had the door open before they arrived. Rak steered Jethain deftly into the parlor and over to a comfortable chair. It would be more accuracte to say that the prince collaspsed into the chair than that he sat in it. As a result, Jisten walked over and checked the prince’s pulse.

“I’m not an old woman!” Jethain snapped at him. When Jisten retreated, the prince said, “I’m sorry, I had a visit from Father and I’m taking it out on you.”

Rak rested a hand on Jisten’s arm, looking up at the man. “He did not mean to snap.”
 “No need to apologize,” Jisten said. “I understand.” “Oh, and Araken is  son now while I am Jethain,” the prince said with great bitterness.
 Rak scowled at that, fiercely. “The man does not listen. I am not his heir.” 
 “He thinks you’re the one not listening,” Jethain replied. “And he wants me to call him father. Father! He may have sired me, but no more than that!” Rak could feel his wings rustling in agitation and could see Jisten’s gaze drawn to them.

“That is just as much for the nobles as for himself,” Jisten said. “He called for both the priestess of Evphora and Si’Yeni to declare you his son to pacify the nobles. Elenna came from Valer Square because Asfalea threatened to spit on Owain for marrying Jezaia.”

“We should eat before the food gets cold,” said Rak, breaking the tension, although the mental image of an old lady spitting on the king did cheer him. He presented a bottle of wine with a flourish, and then sniffed at the basket. “That smells divine. What is in there?”

“The pastina dish is for Jethain. There is marinated goat over seasoned grains, mushrooms sautéed in butter and wine, and cannoli for dessert.”
 “I can’t have the goat?” Jethain looked up at Rak. “You can try it,” Rak decided at the prince’s forlorn look. “We can use the pastina as a side dish.”

“Ah, but wait!” Jisten dug in the basket and pulled out a cheese grater and a wedge of hard white cheese. He grated it over Rak’s portion. The tangy smell of the cheese mingled with the scent of the dish.

“Stop teasing and let us eat,” said Rak. He served some of the pastina to all of them. Tebber took over the cheese grating. Jethain took a bite of the dish and closed his eyes in appreciation.

“Your mother makes me this every time I’m sick,” Tebber said. “And the first year I was here, every time I cried, too.”
 Jisten smiled. “She bought extra chickens that year.” Tebber served the goat dish next. With the food all plated out, Rak served the dinner wine, a simple Okyran red, better than most wine in Koilatha. Tebber sipped it with an expression of astonishment. Rak tried the goat. “This meat melts on the tongue and does not have the usual strong taste.”

“The secret is the long marination,” Jisten said. They amicably chatted about food over dinner.

Once his plate had been mopped clean with the delicious bread, Rak glanced at the basket. “So, what are these can-ohlis Tebber has been telling me about?”
 Jethain sat up. “Cannolis?!” Jethain’s smile was so happy that Rak had to grin back. Tebber moaned in happy anticipation. Jisten dug into the basket and produced a plate of golden brown tubes with cream overflowing the ends, teasing the three drooling men. He carefully, if far too slowly, delivered a pastry to each man’s dish.

Rak sampled his. His eyes closed in bliss. Then he retrieved a bottle of golden honey wine and served it. “The red is wrong for these. Try this.” It was a strong, but sweet, wine. The men ate and drank in utter silence.

When Jethain began to drowse from the food and wine, Rak and Tebber shared a glance. They got Jethain up and moving, but it was a long, slow walk back to the prince’s suite. Jisten checked each corridor, but everyone was off at the evening entertainment, so their transit was unobserved.

At long last, Rak tucked Jethain into bed after he removed the boots, but left the socks on at the prince’s request. Rak thought that strange, but let it pass. Perhaps his brother was prone to cold feet. Rak called his allies and three of the large thansymi materialized, then settled down around Jethain’s bed. The firemane appeared and sprawled on the hearth, gnawing a joint of beef it had found somewhere. Rak prayed the cat would stay all night, and not wander off as they were prone to do.

“I’ll stay here with the prince,” Jisten declared. He sat down on the cot and stretched.
 “I have rites,” said Rak. “Send the mastigi if you need anything.” 
 Chapter Nine: Midnight Turmoil Jethain opened his eyes when Murson and Avontos entered. This didn’t bother either priest, for they knew how to control him. Golden light flared from Murson’s hands and both Jisten and the death hounds slumped. The firemane was nowhere in sight, the joint of beef gnawed clean and abandoned.
 “Hey!” Jethain said and hauled himself to a sitting position in bed. “Those are my friends!” 
 “You have been reduced to calling monsters friend?” sneered Murson. Avontos strode over to Jethain and tried to touch his forehead. Darkness flared around Avontos’ fingers. He shrieked in pain and stumbled back.

“What are you doing?” Jethain scrambled further back on the bed. “Don’t touch me! Jisten!”

Murson tried to grab Jethain’s shoulder. Again the darkness flared, and the sun priest snatched his hand back as if it had been burned. “What is this? Why can’t I touch you? Tell me!”
 Jethain focused on the priest. “I’m not telling you! Leave here! Guards!” Murson raised both hands and golden light flared, arching towards Jethain. Darkness formed a shield that the golden light splashed off of. “Impossible!” roared Murson. “What has the evil one done to you, prince?”
 “It’s called protection,” Jethain said. “Protection from purging.” “ Yo u  must be purged,” declared Murson. “We must purge the evil out of your body so that you can bask in the glorious light.”

Avontos crooned, “Come back to the light, our prince. You want us. You do. Listen to your heart.” He stroked Jethain’s thigh through the covers.

“Stop that!” Jethain scooted away, horrified to feel attraction. His gaze fell on the captain. “Jisten!”

Murson casually glanced at the captain, knocked out on his cot. “If you want him to wake up, you will remove whatever the dark one gave you.”
 Jethain made sure that Jisten’s chest was rising and falling. “Araken!” “It’s midnight. Your pet priest will not answer you now. His devotions to that foul excretion he calls his God are more important than you.” Murson passed his hands over Jethain from head to toe without touching him. He paused over Jethain’s chest and smiled coldly. He fished a square of golden silk out of a pocket and used it to grab the pendant, snapping the chain as he yanked it off.

Bolts of green lighting cracked down upon Murson and Avontos as a roaring swirl of black fire covered the prince. The two sun priests were thrown against the wall by the power’s release. Avontos screamed in pain, but Murson grimly chanted, wrapping the pendant in layer after layer of golden silk. The lightning storm faded away until not even a whisper of the power remained.

On the other side of the palace, Rak’s chant faltered in mid-refrain, his head turning towards Jethain’s suite. Black fire roared up, accepting an offering only partially ready, releasing Rak from his duty.

Jethain lay limp, unconscious, and vulnerable. “Purging and blood-letting first this time,” ordered Murson. “We need to be done with that before the dark one arrives. I have a surprise planned for him.”

Avontos shoved the tube down Jethain’s throat and poured the purging wine in as Murson nicked Jethain’s arm vein and let the blood pour into the collection vessel.

The tube was extracted once the purging wine was in and Avontos positioned the basin skillfully as the prince upchucked the contents of his stomach. Murson let the collection vessel fill for a time, then pinched off the artery and held pressure. “Wipe him down and proceed with the purification. The prince needs our light more than ever.”

Avontos wiped the traces of vomit from Jethain’s face, positioned the prince’s legs, adjusted his clothing, and thrust in. “He’s tight, but he doesn’t feel as good as the dark one. And it’s not as fun once he’s unconscious.”

Murson stepped to an advantageous position by the doorway. “I know, it’s unavoidable this time, but I hope you’ll agree it was worth it in the end,” he said. He had a golden slip leash ready, the collar part extra-large for the moment. “I am going to collar the sex slave, so we’ll have him to pleasure us when we’re done with the prince. Now, be noisy with the prince, so the dark one’s attention is on you.”

“The slave trainer ordered him to obey you the same as he, and ordered him to allow me to purify his mouth whenever I wanted to.” Avontos thrust with extra vigor, reaching the place that made Jethain gasp and moan.

“Agreed, but I don’t know how long that order remains in place. Such things tend to fade with time.”
 “If he disobeys you, we can beat him again. I greatly enjoyed that.” “I’ll let you have first turn,” Murson promised. “Now calm yourself so you don’t climax too soon.”

Rak ran from his suite to Jethain’s, the path between the two memorized now. He stopped in shock at the sight of Avontos between Jethain’s legs, pumping vigorously. The prince had a blank expression on his face while Jisten and the death hounds were unmoving lumps. The firemane was nowhere to be seen. Rak called his staff and launched himself at Avontos.

Murson expertly tossed the golden lasso. Rak’s lunge was aborted as the noose snapped tight around his neck. The staff which had just appeared in his hands vanished again as his powers were cut off. He turned to attack his captor.
 “Kneel, slave,” Murson ordered. Rak’s eyes widened at the sight of Murson. He trembled with rage, but he did kneel, stiffly obeying Hasaviz’s control-spell reinforced commands.
 “Strip.” Rak began to undress, but several difficulties presented themselves. “May I stand?” he asked. “And will you release the leash?”
 Murson’s laugh was nasal. “You may stand but I will not release the leash.” Rak pulled off his boots, socks and pants and then got his robes off over his head. He pushed the fabric off himself and it settled heavily on the golden leash. Lastly, he removed his wrap and knelt once more. The robes slid back along the leash and rested against his torso, covering him down to his genitals. Murson carefully removed the robes from the leash.

Jethain cried out in pleasure at the same time as Avontos. The junior priest slid off the bed and walked over to Murson and Rak. “Can he clean me, sir?”

“Excellent idea, Avontos. Slave, clean the young lightness. He has been purifying your half-brother of your pollution.”

Rak’s face was an expressionless mask as he shuffled over to Avontos and licked the junior priest’s package clean.

“Avontos shall purify your mouth while I purify your brother.” Murson handed Avontos the leash.

Rak wasn’t happy about it, but Jethain’s pelvis lifted up towards Murson in clear desire, so he made no move to interfere. Murson adjusted his robes and thrust into the prince. Jethain cried out in pleasure, his back arching.

Avontos pushed himself into Rak’s mouth. “Pay attention to me, slave.” Rak’s attention snapped back to the young priest. Avontos grabbed his hair. “Do good job, too. Your brother is boring.”

Rak sucked on the skinny pole, first massaging it with his tongue, then he deep throated Avontos and reached out with his tongue to lap at the youth’s balls. When he pulled back to breathe, Avontos yanked on Rak’s hair. “Hey! I didn’t tell you to stop!” He pulled Rak forward.

Rak repeated the deep throating and tonguing, but stubbornly insisted on pulling back to breathe every twenty seconds or so. When he pulled back, his lips and tongue stimulated the sensitive skin of the cock. Then he’d slide forward once more.
 Avontos hummed a sun hymn off-key. 
 “You’re flat,” snapped Murson. 
 “You always say that,” Avontos sighed. 
 “You need to practice your key signatures some more.” 
 “You always say that, too.” Murson grunted as he climaxed. “May the sweet light of the sun purge the evil within you,” he intoned. He pulled out, then pushed the usual plug into the prince.
 “I want to climax too,” Avontos whined. “Oral service takes longer, and should be stretched out for proper appreciation,” said Murson. “Think of this way. It humbles him as he offers this service to you, and that is a good thing, as good as your actions in purifying him.”

Avontos smiled down at Rak, taking Murson’s words to heart. He watched Rak service him for several more minutes, savoring the sweet scene. The young acolyte mashed himself against Rak’s face when he finally orgasmed. Rak swallowed the young priest’s seed, trying not to choke on the shaft in his throat, and when Avontos finally backed out, he kissed the young priest’s cock and said, “Thank you, master.”

Murson took the leash back from Avontos. “Clean me, slave. Avontos, you may purify his other opening now.”

Rak’s tongue slid around Murson’s package. At the same time, he snuck a glance at the prince, who seemed no worse for wear, and then at the captain, who appeared to be breathing.

Murson followed his gaze and chuckled nastily. “When we are done purifying you, I shall permit you to offer oral service to those two. Why should they be denied the sweet pleasure of your cleansed slave mouth?”

Avontos gripped Rak’s hips and shoved in with his thin pole. “This is better than the prince, too,” he said as Rak pushed back into him with a moan stifled by the cock in his mouth.

Murson’s cock was too thick to permit Rak the tonguing trick he’d used on Avontos. The penis was shorter, but it filled Rak’s mouth. Every time he thrust in, Rak choked, so he sucked with a will and massaged only the shaft with his tongue and lips.

Avontos pumped away, grunting with the effort even though Rak was working his body in counterpoint. Rak’s internal muscles clenched rhythmically against him. It was a lot harder to work the slender tool, but at least the length was long enough to hit his special spot every time, for which Rak was profoundly grateful.

Avontos orgasmed vigorously, pumping a large load of seed deep into Rak, setting off his climax in turn. Murson pulled back so only the head of his manhood was in Rak’s mouth, then filled it with his seed. Rak swallowed every drop, licked Murson clean, and whispered, “Thank you, masters.”
 “Give the prince your oral service while I rest,” ordered Murson. 
 “Please do not make me do this.” Rak stared at Murson pleadingly. Murson covered himself. “You defiled him, you should clean him. Now, slave.”
 Rak hung his head, dropped to all fours, and crawled to the bed. 
 “Can I beat him?” Avontos asked, tucking himself away. 
 “Yes, he hesitated about obeying my command.” Avontos pulled out the flogger that Hasaviz had let him keep. He pounced on Rak, grabbed the collar, and lashed his buttocks. “How many, sir?”
 “Golden ten,” Murson said. “That was one,” Avontos told Rak. The next strike went between Rak’s legs, causing the slave to cry out. “Two.” Three went on Rak’s butt again, but four and five went between the legs and Rak climaxed from the pain. Avontos absorbed the energy and six went on Rak’s butt.
 “Good, good,” Murson said. “You aren’t wasting his pain.” Avontos pulled Rak into a kneeling position, almost displaying him for Jethain and seven and eight went on Rak’s lower belly and groin. Rak was erect again by the time the eighth blow landed.
 “Make sure he climaxes,” Murson said. “As you taught me, sir,” said Avontos. Nine and ten struck Rak’s package and inner thighs. There was no orgasm, so Avontos gave him one more, and this time, Rak’s seed spurted out of his reddened, welt-covered member.

“Now give the prince oral service like you were told, slave.” Murson crossed his arms and watched, expression sour but eyes glittering.

Rak crawled onto the bed between Jethain’s spread legs. He didn’t so much as peek up at the prince’s face as he reached the exposed target. His tongue caressed Jethain’s balls and the cock came erect. Rak licked that as well, then took it into his mouth.
 Avontos grinned. “Too bad my father can’t see this.” “I agree. Lord Kion must suffer the presence of the dark one at the council meetings. Perhaps we can arrange for the dark one to give him oral service as well.”

The prince moaned, his body pushing up into Rak’s mouth. He deep throated the royal cock, massaging the shaft with his tongue and lips. Jethain’s hips moved in time with Rak’s head bobbing action.

“His Highness is enjoying your purified mouth,” observed Murson. “Do not let him climax until I give you leave. I want him thoroughly cleaned.”

Avontos reached between Rak’s legs and squeezed his balls hard. When Rak moaned around his mouthful of Jethain, Avontos pushed a finger into the slave’s exposed opening. Rak pushed himself back into Avontos’ hand. The young priest squeezed Rak’s balls with his left hand and added more fingers to Rak’s hole with his right. He pumped his fingers in and out, grinning as Rak’s hips worked with his rhythm helplessly. Rak focused on the cock in his mouth and tried to ignore the incredibly pleasurable sensations Avontos was evoking in him.

Sensing that the prince was near, Rak pulled off the cock and suckled on the balls instead, slowly working them both into his mouth and massaging them with his tongue. Without stopping his steady pumping, Avontos giggled. “How does it feel, Your Highness? I love tea-bagging the slave.”

“Finish him, slave,” commanded Murson after Rak had spent a quarter hour with the prince’s sac in his mouth and Avontos in his ass. Rak switched back to Jethain’s cock with relief and did his best to bring him off quickly. Now the cool-off worked against him, and Rak was obliged to spend another quarter hour sucking and bobbing before the prince finally climaxed in his mouth.

Rak swallowed the seed and pulled off. “Thank you, master,” he whispered, almost choking on the words. But Avontos wasn’t done with him. Holding Rak’s balls in a vise-like grip, he inserted his entire hand into Rak’s rear and pumped it slowly. Rak cried out in mingled pain and pleasure, working himself on the invading fist. Avontos’ free hand slid up to Rak’s erect cock and he yanked on it until the slave orgasmed from the pain, his seed spattering across Jisten’s thighs.

Avontos absorbed the power and first released his grip, and then pulled his fist out with a soft popping sound. Rak moaned in anguish and tried to push himself onto Avontos’ fist even as it was withdrawn. The junior priest laughed and addressed his comment to the flaccid prince. “Your brother is nothing but a sex slave, and all he wants is to be used by strong men. Look at him, Your Highness. He wants my fist back in him, and he’ll do anything we ask to get a cock in there. Slave, you messed the prince’s legs. Clean them.”

Rak bent down and licked his spilled seed off Jethain’s bare thighs. The prince’s cock stirred when he did this, but Murson intervened before he was forced to pleasure the prince a second time.

Standing at the foot of the bed, Murson ordered, “On all fours before me, slave, and spread yourself.”

Remaining on the bed, Rak backed up to the sun priest and spread his legs. He was at the perfect height for Murson and Jethain had the perfect view. Murson sang a hymn to Auranz in his nasal tenor and circled Rak’s hole with his bony index finger, leaving blisters. Rak cried out in pain, his hips rolling in an instinctive effort to relieve the tension of his erection.

Murson pushed in, his thick, short cock tearing open the blisters. Rak cried out again and pushed back helplessly. Pleasure and pain glazed his eyes as he underwent a false climax, his seed spattering on Jethain’s bared feet. This time Murson absorbed the orgasmic energy and continued his hymn, his voice cracking on the highest notes. He pumped slowly and traced the phoenix on Rak’s back, leaving burn lines.

Rak’s body worked in counterpoint to Murson’s efforts even though the thick shaft wasn’t quite reaching the place Rak wished it would hit. Murson’s use of Rak was a constant reminder that he wasn’t there for his own pleasure, but his user’s. Murson climaxed and his molten seed shot into Rak.

Rak cried out, and his own orgasm fed back into Murson along with the power, and another load of seed spattered on Jethain’s feet.

Murson pulled out and ordered Rak to clean him. Rak turned and did so, licking every fingerwidth of Murson’s cock and balls. After the sun priest tucked himself away, he tied the leash to the bedpost. “Suck his toes clean,” he commanded Rak.

Rak complied, first licking his seed off, then sucking on the long toes. Murson and Avontos walked out, making no effort to hide their tracks this time. As a parting thought, Murson released his hold on Jethain. Jisten would wake on his own.
 Chapter Ten: Socks, Towels, and Salve
 “Stop!” Jethain screamed. Rak was only too happy to. He slid off the end of the bed and flinched as he realized he could go no further.
 Jethain moaned in disgust as he used the sheets to dry off his toes. Rak’s fingers slid along the leash oddly, unable to really grip it. “Untie me, please,” whispered Rak, glad that Jethain couldn’t see him.

“Untie you? Untie what?” Jethain continued to scrub his toes. He didn’t look up.

“I am leashed to your bed. Unless you want me to stay right here indefinitely…” Rak trailed off. Perhaps Jethain did wish that, in vengeance.

“Ewww, no! Oh, now I see it.” Jethain’s fingers nimbly untied the golden leash.

Rak tried to slide the slipknot along the leash, but again it refused to let him grip it. He leaned against the foot of the bed. “Please tell me that we will now both pretend that none of this ever happened?”
 Jethain scrubbed his toes harder. “Sun-cursed right.” 
 Rak handed up a pair of socks and a towel he found on the floor. Jethain snatched them. He isolated each toe with the towel and rubbed it circumferentially. “You didn’t have to do such a good job. You could have held back,” he grumbled.

“I did hold back,” Rak said quietly. He stood up and walked over to his clothes. He dressed slowly, wincing now and then as a bruise protested.
 “Scorch it.” Jethain scrubbed his toes harder. “Jisten’s a lucky, lucky man.” 
 Rak froze, his wings half flared. “What do you mean by that?” “Everyone knows you want Jisten, and he acts scorched strange around you.” Jethain started drying his other foot.

Rak ran his hands through his short hair. “I am not worthy of someone as pure as Jisten. He is a Valer, and because of that, he has a racial affixation on my wings. That is all he should be interested in where I am concerned. He is still the Captain of your Guard, and your friend. As I am, I hope, tonight’s events notwithstanding.”

“Araken, you’re my brother and still my friend,” Jethain ran the towel between each of his toes.

“I am relieved to hear that.” Rak glanced at Jisten frequently and Jethain not once. The captain was mercifully unconscious still.

“I know you were forced. Can I have another towel?” Jethain never looked at Rak. “Your saliva is strangely slippery, one isn’t enough.”

Rak fetched one from the bathroom and handed it over, all without making eye contact even for a split second. “If it is not too much to ask, can you remove this collar? It is spelled to prevent me from touching it. A simple slide leash, and I cannot remove it.”
 “Sure.” Jethain started over on his first foot, the big toe. “Where is it?” “Around my neck,” said Rak patiently. He wondered where Jethain thought it might be.

The prince finally looked up from his feet and peered at Rak’s neck. “Tiny sucker.” He hooked it with his index finger and pulled it over Rak’s head.

Rak breathed a sigh of relief as he sensed his power, and his connection to Zotien, flooding back into him.
 “I’ll give this to Forael.” Jethain placed the collar on his side table. “I will make you a mint tonic,” Rak announced once he finished tying his sash. “And a strengthening dose. They purged and bled you again.”
 Jethain slid on his socks. “Yeah, let’s say they did that. And just that.” “Of course,” agreed Rak. He stepped to the side table where an array of herbal medicines were laid out. He mixed the two potions and came back to the bed. “Nasty one first.” He handed Jethain the strengthening dose.

Jethain took it and chugged it. He still didn’t look at Rak, who handed him the mint tonic next. The prince leaned back in the bed with that one and sipped it, staring at Jisten. “Please check on my captain.”

Rak padded over to Jisten and knelt beside the cot. He placed two fingers on the Valer’s neck and watched his chest rise and fall. “His pulse is strong and steady, and his breathing is even.”
 “At least they left him alone.” “Thank the night for that mercy,” said Rak fervently. He brushed a strand of hair off Jisten’s cheek. “I treasure his purity.”
 “Do you?” Jethain asked testily. “It is interesting to speak with one so innocent of the cruelty of the world, and so different from me.” The regret in Rak’s heart spilled into his voice.

“He actively keeps cruelty at bay,” Jethain said and sipped. “At least, in the guard.”

“He is blessed with the ability to do so. A great deal of that is due to your support, I am sure.”

“It’s a privilege,” Jethain said. “Having him as my captain is a privilege, too. I think you can understand that, even if few in the palace do.”

“I do understand that.” Rak stood up. “He will wake soon. Do you want me to leave?” He would understand if Jethain never wanted to look at him ever again.

“Do you want to leave? I certainly would understand,” Jethain countered. He kept his eyes on Jisten, though.

“My duty is to protect you. I am sure you will understand when I say that I feel like a total failure.” Rak picked up the dead mastigi and whispered a prayer. White flames flared as the body was consumed.

“I’m alive,” Jethain said and sipped more tonic. “That’s better than if you weren’t here.”

Next Rak picked up his pendant and ran the broken chain through his fingers. “You might have been better served if I had not been here this night.”

Jethain downed the rest of the tonic. He pulled the bed sheets up to his chest. “I wouldn’t be here tonight if not for you. And you’d be home with your family if not for me.” He settled down in the bed. “I cause a lot of trouble. More trouble alive than dead. Just ask Father.”

Rak touched his shoulder. “It is not your fault. Do not take the blame that belongs to me.” He snatched his hand back a moment later. Jethain wouldn’t want him touching him.
 “I think those sun-cursed sun priests are to blame.” “I am sorry for what happened.” There was a hint of a plea in Rak’s voice. “I pray that you find it in yourself to forgive me. In some matters, I am weak, and the old magics from the Riverlands are easy to use against me.”
 “Riverlands magics?” Jethain looked at him at last. “Slave fires?” 
 “Ai,” said Rak shortly. 
 Jethain winced. “I’m sorry, brother.” “Not your fault,” replied Rak. A slight motion elsewhere in the room made Rak turn.

Without getting up, Jisten rubbed his head and asked, “Did I drink too much? Or did someone hit me?”

“You took a blast from a sun priest,” said Rak, grateful for the interruption. “I was not in time to prevent them from purging the prince.” He moved back to the side table and prepared a headache remedy.

“Jethain!” Jisten jumped to his feet, then bent over clutching his head. He straightened up and staggered towards the prince’s bed. “Are you all right, my prince?”
 As Jisten went by, Rak handed him the potion. The captain downed it and bent over Jethain. “My prince!” He felt the prince’s forehead and pulse.

“I’m tired, Jisten. I want your mother’s crepes for breakfast. With extra bacon.”
 “Yes, you can have them both,” Jisten promised. 
 Rak settled on the stool in the corner and tried to blend in with the shadows. 
 “Thank you,” said Jethain. He smiled and patted Jisten’s hand. 
 “The best thing you can do is rest,” Jisten said and tucked in the bed sheets. 
 “Mmmhmmm. Just keep my brother away from my feet.” “I promise,” Jisten said, sounding bewildered. “I’ll keep him busy.” He turned on Rak with determination on his features. “Now, for you.”
 “Is your head better?” asked Rak. “Do you want a mint tonic?” “Oh, no,” Jisten wagged his finger, “This isn’t about me. This is about you. If sun priests were in here, then you’re probably worse for wear. Come here.”
 Rak slid off the stool and cast a significant glance towards Jethain. “The prince needs us here for the moment,” Jisten said. “He’s going to sleep. Let me check you for injuries and oil your wings.” He took Rak’s hand, led him over to the cot, sat down, and patted his lap.

Rak sat down gingerly, trying to make it look natural. Jisten spread his legs a bit, so that Rak could sit where his sore parts would not touch anything. Rak rested his forehead against Jisten’s shoulder. “I am not worthy of your care,” he whispered.

“Those sun-cursed sun priests  were at you if you’re saying that.” Jisten’s growl vibrated through Rak. Without waiting for an answer, Jisten sang the healing chant. He felt in his pocket and unstoppered the oil vial that he found there. He smoothed the oil on Rak’s wings as he sang.

Jethain turned over in bed and watched. Rak’s wings spread under Jisten’s hands and the oil made them glow in the light, illuminating every welt and bruise, which faded before Jethain’s eyes, the illusion dissolving.
 “Your wings aren’t hurt,” Jisten said.

“They whipped him. Down there,” said Jethain from the bed, and Rak flushed with shame.

“Where do you keep your healing salve, S’Rak?” Jisten asked, a muscle jumping in his jaw from anger. His voice dropped to a whisper, “How does he know that?”
 “I am not badly injured,” countered Rak, not looking up. “The prince saw.” 
 “I didn’t askhow injured you were,” Jisten replied. “I’ll ask Scorth if I must.” “It is in my quarters,” admitted Rak. “I have not moved my entire kit in here yet.”

“Message,” Jisten said and Trelo emerged from Rak’s folded back hood. The blue lizard clicked happily as Jisten scribbled on a piece of parchment from a stack on the table by the cot. The mastigi whirred out with the completed note and Jisten said, “I’ll oil your wings while we wait.”
 “Didn’t youjust oil them?” asked Jethain, propping his head on his hand. 
 “Not very well,” Jisten said. “It takes two hours for a good oiling.”
 
 “Oh,” said Jethain, clearly taken aback. “Daily?” “I wish,” Jisten said. “Perhaps once upon a time when the Valers and Loftoni lived together as they were meant to be.”

“I would not mind it,” said Rak. He was utterly relaxed in Jisten’s lap now, his wings fully extended and draped over the cot. Jisten resumed oiling. The prince yawned and closed his eyes again.

Tebber walked in a short time later with Trelo on his head and a jar in his hand. The mastigi took wing, landed on Rak, and climbed back into his hood.

“Thank you, Tebber,” Jisten said. “Please tell Mother that the prince wants crepes and bacon for breakfast tomorrow.”
 “Yes, sir. For you and S’Rak, too?” 
 “S’Rak, what do you want for breakfast?” 
 “What are crepes?” asked Rak, curious. “Paper thin pancakes,” Jisten said. “Filled with sweet cream, for Jethain, that is. Some prefer berries in season. Others prefer them filled with eggs and ham.”
 “That sounds good. May I try them, too? Just like Jethain’s?” 
 “Crepes for all of us,” Jisten said. “Filled with sweet cream.” Tebber grinned. “See you in the morning, sirs.” He handed Jisten the jar before he walked out.
 “Ready for the healing salve, S’Rak?” Rak sighed and glanced at Jethain, who appeared to be sleeping. He stood up and dropped his pants and wrap. Jisten made an angry noise low in his throat but kept it soft so that the prince wouldn’t awaken. Rak studied the floor as Jisten spread cream on the welts. He was erect before Jisten was half finished.

“You’ll call in defenders so that we can, uhm, have some alone time when all the salve is applied, yes?” Jisten’s lips brushed Rak’s ear.

“Of course,” whispered Rak, grateful that Jisten was willing, even after…but of course, Jisten didn’t know. He took a deep breath and thanked Zotien that Murson hadn’t made him service Jisten too.

Jisten’s large hands were as gentle as ever with Rak. His fingers were oily and spread the salve around his hole. “Inside?” Jisten whispered.

Rak shook his head and turned so Jisten could see the many welts on his manhood. Jisten ran his finger along that instead. Rak shivered, biting back a moan of pleasure.
 “Call in your allies,” Jisten whispered. “A lot of them.” Half a dozen death hounds padded into the room, followed once more by the firemane. Two vranyxia translated in as well, snorting smoke and shaking their smoke manes. Mastigi swirled around them, then around Jethain.

“I cannot guarantee that the firemane will stay,” Rak warned. “They grow bored easily. But few things will take on a vranyxia. It is sheer luck that they were nearby. They usually shun cities.”

Jisten stood smoothly, carefully holding Rak so he didn’t touch anything painful. Rak’s wings swept gracefully downward and he balanced easily. The captain carried him into the small, unused servant’s room. He snuck in a few kisses and Rak tried to kiss back, squirming delightfully in Jisten’s hands. “I don’t want to drop you,” Jisten whispered urgently.

“You would never,” Rak murmured, displaying his trust, but he stilled himself, once more balancing perfectly.

Jisten toed open the door to the room. He sat on the bed first and lowered Rak carefully to his lap. Rak’s wings cupped about them as they indulged in a long, deep kiss. Jisten set the salve on the night stand. He opened it, again one handed, and scooped some up. He resumed applying it to Rak’s member.

Rak moaned in pleasure, pushing himself against Jisten’s hand. “I want you.”
 “Steady, let me finish,” Jisten replied. 
 Rak took another deep breath and did his best to remain still for Jisten. 
 “Did I miss anywhere?” Jisten asked when he had coated all the burns and welts that he could see. Rak shook his head. “Ix, and…thank you.” Jisten oiled his fingers again. “Then, for this.” He entered Rak with them. “Hurt?”

Rak pushed against Jisten’s fingers with a needy gasp. Jisten kissed him to stop the gasp. Rak broke off the kiss to whisper, “Take me, Captain. Please.”

Jisten picked Rak up and slid the Loftoni onto his erection after swabbing it quickly with oil. “Once for need, then a second time for love. Agreed?”

“ Ai.” Rak pushed himself onto Jisten’s shaft, groaning in ecstasy as the man’s cock stretched and filled him so utterly.

Jisten rolled onto his back, keeping Rak on him. Rak settled back onto Jisten’s shaft and used his knees and hips to work himself on it. Jisten gazed up at Rak’s wings, spread to their twelve foot span. Rak gazed at Jisten’s face, but never directly into his eyes. Jisten stroked what wings he could, pumping his hips in time to Rak’s rhythm.

Then the wings began to beat in time with their action, brushing against Jisten on the downstroke, nearly hitting the ceiling on the upbeat. Jisten didn’t last long, between the wing display and Rak’s need thrumming through the bond. Rak muffled his cry as his own orgasm hit, and for the first time, Jisten saw it. His large hand covered it a second later, fingers stroking the smaller man’s cock as he caught the seed in his hand.

Rak shivered and moaned softly as Jisten touched him there. Startled, his eyes met Jisten’s for a fleeting moment before he looked down. Jisten shifted carefully and caught Rak so that he could hold him against his chest. “Tell me what’s bothering you,” Jisten said.

Rak pressed against him, soaking in the warmth and the care. Jisten stroked Rak’s short hair and then stroked the rustling wings against his back. “I mourn when you exit me,” deflected Rak. It was still the truth.

Eventually, Jisten entered Rak again and this time it was slow and sweet, and even more satisfying than the first time. Jethain was still sleeping when the two men returned to their bedside duty. Rak dismissed the vranyxia. The firemane had departed while he was occupied with the captain.
 Chapter Eleven: Another Morning
 Muster 
 Rivday, the 38th of Evphormon The sun was well risen over the horizon when a servant entered with a food tray covered with a distinctive black and tan woven cloth. “Sire, I was told to deliver this to you.” Larin bowed low. “The old lady was very insistent.”
 “This must be the crepes.” Rak took

the tray from the servant and set it down. He passed his hand over the food, chanting softly. He recognized the napkin, but such things could be faked. With the Unmaker bent on Jethain’s death, he couldn’t trust anything. The Bitch Goddess was a mistress of deception, and he’d seen Jethain die from poison in his visions. Now that he knew his half-brother, the visions of his death unsettled Rak all the more. He didn’t find any poison so he set the tray before Jethain.

As Jethain took the cloth off and inhaled the heavenly aromas, the queen burst in and exclaimed, “My darling son, we must talk!”
 Jethain grimaced. “Mother. You’re up early.” She spied Rak at Jethain’s side, but her small, fixed smile didn’t change. “Evil soul-stealing demons aren’t welcome here. Go away so I can speak to my son without your vile influence.”

Rak tucked his hands into his sash and stared at her. “I do not wish to leave, and you cannot make me.”

The queen scowled at him, but then her eye fell on the tray before the prince. “What is this? What are you eating? This is commoner food! I forbade that!” The queen swept the tray off the table and the contents smashed to the ground.

Morth snarled as he ducked. Death hounds did not like it when people threw pottery at them, so Rak wasn’t surprised when the hound bristled and growled.

“And you have a  dog in here?” Jezaia’s voice climbed to a shriek as she pointed at Morth. “Get that foul, evil beast out of my palace!”

Morth bared his fangs, restrained only by Rak’s hand on his head. “Morth is here to make sure that there are no further unauthorized guests in the prince’s bed. He will not leave any more than I will.”

Jezaia gaped for a moment, the hatred she bore for Rak plain to see, then she masked it and turned to Jethain. “Son, please. Why must you always defy me? Don’t you love me? I’m your mother. Please send the dark one away so we can talk.”

“Mother, anything you need to say to me, you can say in front of your stepson.” Jethain kept his bland court face in place.

“He’s no son of mine,” said Jezaia. She stroked Jethain’s hand. “He’s nothing like you. You’re a good boy.”
 Rak decided that rising to her bait would be beneath him. He remained silent, though his glare did not waver. “He’s changed, Mother,” Jethain said. “He’s not the brat you remember. Please, see for yourself and speak politely to him.”

Her lips pursed. “I see he has you under his spell. I will ask Forael to exorcise you.”

“Mother!” Jethain snapped before he composed himself. “The Ylion calls him cousin. Please use your head. You don’t have to put on a show for me.”

Jezaia sighed at him, then shot Rak a glance. “He was always a willful brat, not like you, Jethain. You were such a tractable child. Where did I go wrong?”
 “I grew up and now think for myself,” Jethain said in a weary tone. Larin, thinking the danger was past, started cleaning up the mess on the floor. The queen, spying a target she did have power over, pointed to the servant. “Take that slave to Hasaviz for training!” One of her personal guards, Gadel, moved forward and Larin began to cry. Jethain shot to his feet and immediately doubled over, gasping for breath.

Rak pushed Jethain down and shoved Larin behind him. He turned to face the queen and pointed at the door. “Exo! Get out!” he thundered. The uproar brought Jethain’s guards into the room. Orste and Fentri took up positions to protect the prince.

“I’m the  Queen! You’re a guest. You have no right to order me around in my palace, my kingdom. Guards! Arrest him!”

“I am a high priest and this is my patient.” Rak roared back. “That supersedes rank and protocol. Do not touch me!” Green lightning crackled about him in response to his rage.

“Arrest the King’s  son?” The Queen’s guards exchanged looks with the Prince’s men. “We must hear that from the King’s lips, Your Majesty.”
 “Then take that slave! That is my order!” Jezaia shrieked. The guards shifted foot to foot, torn between obeying the queen and facing the green lightning about Rak.

Rak’s wings spread to their impressive twelve foot span, green lighting tracing along the spars and black fire dancing on the sails. The snarling death hound stood before Rak, guarding both his master and the slave his master shielded.
 “You will not touch him, either,” said Rak. “Leave, now, before I lose my temper.” “My money’s on the high priest crackling with power, if you catch my meaning,” said Fentri as he gripped Gadel’s shoulder. The guard nodded agreement and stepped back.
 “Mother, go,” Jethain gasped from his curled position. “How could you abandon me? Don’t you love me?” Jezaia sobbed at Jethain. Morth growled, lowered his head, and stepped towards her. She gasped at the hound, turned, and fled. Her guards filed out in her wake as quickly as was humanly possible.
 “Good riddance,” muttered Rak.

“By your leave, high priest, may we return to our posts?” Orste was very, very respectful. Fentri, a solid old war horse, wasn’t the least bit perturbed.
 “You may. Keep her out of here.” “I’ll answer to Father should she cause trouble. I’ll not see you disciplined and you know Captain Jisten answers to me,” Jethain added.

“Yes, Your Eminence, and yes, Your Highness.” Orste and Fentri saluted before they resumed their post in the hallway.

“Araken, fetch a manumission form from my bedside, please?” Jethain was still curled on the chair. “The palace is no longer safe for Larin.”
 Larin kissed Jethain’s hand. Rak’s wings vanished back beneath his cloak again as he walked to the bedside, found the right form and bought it back, along with pen and ink. Then he set everything aside in order to check Jethain’s pulse. “You stood up too fast. Really, brother, you must learn to trust me.”

“I’ve never had anyone but Jisten to trust,” Jethain said quietly. He uncurled enough to scrawl on the papers. He was used to writing on them from odd positions. The scribes cursed every time they had to make heads or tails of his writing, although there was a running joke as to what position the prince was in when he had made out this particular document.

“Here, go quickly, before the queen regains her courage and goes to Hasaviz,” Jethain warned and handed the papers to Larin, who bowed and kissed more hands, including Rak’s, to the priest’s annoyance. Larin had a bounce to his step as he walked out.

“Are you nauseated?” asked Rak. He hadn’t missed Jethain’s hand position, and although the gut wounds were healed now, the re-injuries, purgings and bloodlettings had taken a toll on the prince’s health.

Jethain shook his head, his mournful gaze on the ruins of the breakfast tray. Rak put a hand on his shoulder. “Brother, I am sorry I was not faster, I did not expect—”

“I hear you’ve ruffled my Queen’s feathers this morning,” said the king as he strode in unannounced, a harried looking Jisten at his elbow. The captain saw the mess on the floor and sidestepped to order someone to clean it up.

“No wonder you always look tired,” muttered Rak. “Your bedroom is a muster point for half the palace!”

“Jethain will get plenty of rest now that you’re my heir,” said Owain. “Jethain can command the army full time, he’ll make a fine Lord Marshal for you.” Owain glanced at Jethain and added, “But he’ll have to move out of this suite, since it’s for the crown prince. The packing sevants should be here any minute.”

“I am not your heir!” Rak protested yet again. “Your Majesty, stop this at once!”

“You don’t want these quarters?” “I did not even agree to become your heir if Jethain died, and he is not dead. My brother, your heir, is very much alive and will remain that way.” Rak took a deep breath. “And ix, I do not want his rooms!”

“You are eldest and thus Crown Prince. Your God returned you to us. Do you want my quarters?” Owain had a happy, dreamy look on his face. Rak would have bet an entire Okyran gem mine that he was thinking of moving farther away from the queen’s quarters.

“I am happy with the rooms I have,” Rak shouted. “I am not your heir, and I will never be your heir. I am a high priest of Zotien.”

“All this fussing accomplishes nothing. Your God has made no objection. On the contrary, He sent you back to us. You will strengthen Koilatha!”

“It is  not done,” Rak retorted. “You cannot declare me your heir against my will. No matter how many council votes you hold.”

“The Gods decided that you would be born my eldest. Your God in particular sent you back. Think, Araken, why? He could have sent an envoy with training and we would have treated with him. But no, He chose to reveal your past and reunite us.”

“Jethain is your heir. He is the Crown Prince,” said Rak, his voice low and hard. “I am here for him, to forge an alliance with him. That is why I was sent here, to be reunited with, and support, my brother’s bid for the throne and the end of slavery in this land.”

“If you are so sure of that, why didn’t your God tell you before He sent you here? Araken, Araken, you always were a stubborn boy. Lord Zotien knows this. He sent you here to shock you back to your senses.”

Rak glared at Owain. “Your Majesty, you and I both know that the Koilathan people will never accept a dark servant who is a pervert as their King.”
 Jethain choked back a laugh.
 “Oh, yes, you have to give up the pervert part. You understand, son.” 
“Ix, I do not understand! I will not ever give up my love of handsome men.” 
 Jisten gripped Jethain’s shoulder so hard that the prince winced. “Oh, you think that’s love?” Owain looked distressed. “I hate to break this to you, son, but that isn’t.”
 “I can’t feel my arm,” Jethain whispered to Jisten. “It is more akin to love than what you share with that creature you call your Queen,” retorted Rak.

“That’s an unfair gut shot, son,” Owain reproved, but didn’t contradict him.

“Now that this ridiculous issue is settled, you can send those packers away.” Rak glared at a servant putting a knickknack in a box.

“Jisten, my hand is  blue,” Jethain whispered urgently. Jisten’s hand fell away but his grey gaze never left the king and Rak.

“Off with you. Go make the guest quarters into the crown prince’s suite.” Owain waved a royal, ringed hand at the servant.

Rak groaned, and then brightened. “Please paint the walls a dark green and recover the furniture with grey and black upholstery.”
 “Paint a royal crest every two feet,” Owain said. 
 “And then paint Zotien’s sigil over it and the Thezi symbol as well.” 
 The servant whimpered and looked at the king. “Just have the walls painted without embellishment,” said Rak. “I will paint the sigils.”

“Have the royal painter put all the crests up, and the crown prince will paint the sigils,” Owain told the servant.

Rak sighed and gave up. He leaned over and whispered to Jethain, “If I have to publically disqualify myself from the throne, I will. Brother, you are still the crown prince. I promise you, I will not take your crown, or allow anyone else to take it and force it upon me.”

“What’s the difference?” Jethain said in defeat. “Neither of us can hold the throne. Let Father have his dreams.”

Rak put a hand on Jethain’s sore shoulder. “You will hold the throne, brother, and I will help you keep it.” Night flames flared, healing the bruises.

“So, it’s agreed then,” Owain pronounced. “Good of you not to make a fuss, Jethain.”

“Ai, we are agreed that Jethain is your heir,” snapped Rak. “You can keep him around. He’s a decent sort. Won’t assassinate you for the throne, and he’d make an excellent Lord Marshal,” repeated Owain, as if he hadn’t heard a word Rak had been saying.

Rak grabbed Jisten and kissed him deeply, full tongue. When he finally let go, he asked Owain, “Shall I do that in the Throne Room? The Great Hall? The plaza before the Sun Temple? I amnot your heir!”

Jisten gazed at Rak in utter astonishment, but there was no anger or protest in the captain’s demeanor.

“Son,” protested Owain, wincing. Then his expression grew calculating. “Oh, just do that in private. And really, don’t pick on Jisten the Pure, son. That’s not fair. When you ascend, you can have all sorts of slave boys sent to your quarters. It’s good to be the king.”

“My God considers slavery to be a crime of the greatest order. Slavers are under a death sentence in Okyro.”
 “That could pose a problem, son. Better soften that stance.” “I will not soften on that one. If you thought I would be easier for your slaveowning nobles to handle, you were gravely mistaken. I will be far, far worse than Jethain. I will do more than outlaw slavery. I will hunt slavers and slave-owners down with great vigor.”

“Well, there goes the nobility,” Owain said. “You’ll rule by love of the populace?”

“I. Will. Not. Rule!” Rak was ready to stamp his feet. He’d lost his patience and his temper.

“There, there, son. It will be fine,” Owain soothed. “I do so love these family chats, but I must go now. Jethain, do brief Araken on what he needs to know. At least the Captaincy won’t change.” The king looked at the stunned captain.

Rak’s wings flared again. “ Ai, please go, I am sure you have much important things to do.” What he wanted to say w a s please go before I run you through.

Owain walked out regally. “Why hasn’t Zotien done anything? Such as when the council voted?” Jethain asked. “Father does have a point about that.”

“ I have not violated any of my Lord’s laws,” Rak said. “They cannot force me to violate my vows—their proclamations mean nothing.” He offered the two men a cryptic smile. “And now that the morning crises are over, it is time for me to sleep. Try not to hurt yourself for a few hours, please.” Jisten chuckled when Jethain stuck his tongue out at Rak. The dark priest chose not to notice as he turned and left the two to their own devices.
 Chapter Twelve: Summoned to Play

Rak obeyed the summoning silently, slipping out of bed without disturbing Scorth. He paused to change into the slave tunic that Hasaviz had given him and commanded him to wear, covered it with a cloak, and slipped out of the suite without alerting Tebber. He walked directly to Hasaviz’s office via the servants’ network of narrow passageways that lay between the main corridors traversed by the nobles. He removed the cloak and set it in a hidden alcove formed by a loose stone, then entered directly into the training room and knelt at Hasaviz’s feet.

“He wears a slave tunic now?” asked Virien, coming off the padded couch to inspect Rak as Hasaviz locked the collar on.

“Stand,” commanded Hasaviz with the inflection that meant for inspection, so Rak stood, clasped his hands behind his head and spread his legs shoulder width apart. Hasaviz tucked the front and back panels of the tunic up into the yellow binding belt, completely exposing Rak from the waist down. “His training is coming along nicely, as you can see, sir.”

Virien tugged on Rak’s cock, which came erect in his hand. “Even more impressive than last time,” he said, eyes bright with desire. He hooked the scrotal ring with his little finger and tugged sharply, using it to lead Rak over to the padded couch. Virien lounged on the leather seat. “Kneel,” he commanded, releasing the ring.

Virien rested his feet on Rak’s thighs. Then he opened his pants and brought his package through the flap in his shorts. “Oral service, slave.”

Rak bent forward, and kissed Virien’s cock and both balls. Then he proceeded to lick Virien’s balls and firming shaft.

“The Riverlands has fully trained sex slaves, given the potions at puberty and carefully trained. Not just some poor slob of a slave dosed whenever,” Hasaviz lectured. “You can feel the difference.”

“This  is wonderful, even better than last time.” Virien stroked Rak’s hair as the slave sucked on his scrotum. “I’ve always wanted my own sex slave.”

“He is yours whenever you wish. As you see, I have full control,” Hasaviz said.

“We need to consider dosing our palace staff. It would be easy to just slip the potion into the medicines we give the children when we buy them.”

“That is only half the solution,” Hasaviz said. “Training is the other half. Do you think that comes naturally? Of course not! It’s all training!”

“Can you train to this level?” asked Virien. He sighed in bliss as Rak’s tongue wrapped around his cock. The shaft swiftly came to full erection and Rak’s mouth slid onto it.

“I can,” Hasaviz said, “but not hampered as I am now by prudish rules and regulations.”

“If you can train more slaves to do this, you can have a free hand,” said Virien, hips pumping in time with the slave’s bobbing head.
 “I shall sift through the pubertal age children at once.” “I will find a way to hide the cost of the potions,” purred Virien. “Army expenses, perhaps.” He gripped Rak’s head and pounded the slave’s throat vigorously. He paused, still holding Rak’s head hard against his groin, and pumped a load of seed down Rak’s throat. Once he was certain that he was finished he pushed Rak away.

The slave coughed and gasped for air, and some of Virien’s seed escaped to trickle out of the corners of his mouth, but he still managed to say, “Thank you, master.”

Virien patted Rak on the head. “You’re welcome, slave.” He turned his gaze to Hasaviz. “I am impressed with the slave’s demeanor. That couldn’t have been easy. How do you control him? Can you show me how?”

“I can,” said Hasaviz simply. He touched Rak’s forehead. “Sleep,” he commanded.

* * * * Virien felt his eyes widening as the slave slumped to the floor, asleep. “Amazing,” he breathed.

“The spell is both elemental and blood magic,” explained Hasaviz. “More than one person can be keyed into the spell, a convenience for training the slave. The best part is, you don’t have to be a mage to invoke the spell. You just have to have a strong will. But he has to be asleep for this, to prevent him from learning the details of the spell. We don’t want him to figure out how to break it.”
 “Let’s get on with this,” Virien said, growing impatient. Hasaviz calmly walked Virien through the spell step by step. Virien used the small golden dagger to nick his fingers, hissing in displeasure at the pain, but it was worth it as he abruptly sensed the slave, and knew, at a bone-deep level, that he could control the beast. He stroked the sleeping body possessively, and not only could he feel the slave responding to him, he could feel every bit of the pleasure he was causing the slave’s body.

“Wake up, slave,” said Hasaviz, touching Rak’s head again. The trainer backed off when the slave’s yellowgreen eyes opened.

Virien focused his attention on making the slave obey him. “Kneel,” he snapped, and was rewarded by prompt compliance. “Lick my feet,” he tried next. The slave bent forward and Virien shivered with pleasure as the slave’s tongue stroked along his toes. He sagged down onto the pleasure couch, and the slave followed him, still licking his master’s feet as he’d been bidden. Virien lifted his feet to give the slave access to the bottoms as well. The long, agile tongue felt exquisite as it caressed his feet. “Good slave,” he murmured, allowing his eyes to close as he relaxed, enjoying the slave’s ministrations.
 After a while, Hasaviz suggested, “You need to work on controlling him through more difficult commands.” “You can stop now, slave. Kneel.” Rak straightened up and positioned himself submissively before Virien once more. Virien fondled the slave’s erection with a foot. “It’s hard to tell if he’s obeying because of the control spell, or your training. How does he behave when he’s really under pressure? Say, during a flogging?

Hasaviz snorted. “The slave  likes pain. Flogging is useful, though, for the pain and pleasure trains him better than words and sex alone ever could.” He positioned Rak for a whipping with a few gestures and touches, then handed Virien a heavy leather flogger. Each of the twenty tails was no wider than a single fingerwidth, and each had at least two wooden beads attached.

Virien was liberal with the flogger, chuckling at Rak’s cries of pain. He aimed his strikes at Rak’s calves, thighs, buttocks, and groin. Virien knew he was causing the slave to feel pain, but somehow, that pain was transmitted to Virien as pleasure. His first lash across Rak’s package caused the slave to orgasm. Virien groaned as the slave’s ecstasy flashed through him as if it had been his own orgasm. With a delighted laugh, he sheathed himself in Rak’s body. He used Rak with savage thrusts, pulling all the way out each time, then ramming back in with great force.

Each time, Rak cried out in pleasure, his internal muscles clenching on Virien. The flogger struck Rak’s back and belly over and over, and he orgasmed from the pain once more. Virien enjoyed the slave’s pleasure, but that didn’t cause him to stop, but rather to redouble his efforts. By the time Virien was satisfied, there was blood trickling down Rak’s thighs, and the slave was liberally coated with bruises and welts.
 “Gah! Blood!” Virien exclaimed. He fumbled for a blood amulet. 
 “In Zoth, that would be taken as a sign of total mastery over the slave,” Hasaviz told him. “Clean me, slave,” snapped Virien. Rak dropped to his knees and licked Virien’s blood-streaked cock. “Make sure you get it all, slave.”

Cleaning the blood off had an inevitable result, and Virien thrust into Rak’s mouth yet again. He stepped on Rak’s cock and mashed it to the floor as he pistoned his pole in and out of the slave’s throat.

As his seed exploded down Rak’s throat, Virien said, “I haven’t climaxed this many times since Owain and I received that gift of slave girls. Too bad they were so fragile. That was before you took over.”
 “The slave’s skill makes a difference. He is motivated to please.” 
 “The potions?” “That is correct. The magic forces him to seek relief, and will kill him if he doesn’t get it. That ensures a properly motivated attitude. The only pleasure he gets is what his user gives him. If you don’t climax within him, he gets no relief. When a slave like this begs, he means it.”

Hasaviz led Rak over to the pleasure rack and strapped him down. “It is amusing to set a sex slave burning and then deny them relief. It’s used as a training tool, and to break unruly slaves like he was.”

Under Hasaviz’s tutelage, Virien brought Rak to a fever pitch, using fingers and the careful application of pain. Already broken once, Rak didn’t take long to break a second time. As the fires became unbearable, he moaned and lifted his hips towards Virien. “What do you want, slave?” purred the chancellor.

“Please master, take your pleasure in my humble body, I yearn to be dominated by your superior maleness and filled with your strength.”

With a smirk, Virien thrust into him at last, and Rak sang with the pleasure of it.

“Well,  Prince Araken or whatever your filthy dark servant name is, you have certainly improved relations between our countries,” Virien chuckled at his own pun. “I imagine our trade will be stimulated, but not with Okyro.”

He fell silent, pumped a few last times, and climaxed, spilling his seed into Rak’s body yet again. Rak thanked him, then cleaned him, but this time, Virien’s cock didn’t rise up for more. “Hasaviz, how long to train a sex slave?” asked Virien. “If our king had a trained one to experience, it would be easier for both of us.”

“Years, to do it right,” said Hasaviz with regret. “But perhaps we can purchase a female sex slave for him.”

“Yes, we’ll bring in a female one for my unadventurous brother. Start the process,” Virien ordered as he tucked himself away and readjusted his clothing. “Even that will take some time.”
 Hasaviz bowed. “Yes, my lord.” Virien patted Rak’s head. “Thank you for giving me the correct view of sex slaves. You’ll tell no one of anything that was said in here.” He fished his fancy shoes out from under the couch, put them on, and walked out with a jaunty step.
 Chapter Thirteen: Hunting and Healing

“I think we should already be in flight when Murson leaves, rather than you launching from the palace. What do you think?” Jisten sat on Scorth’s back. They had planned this very carefully, and Jisten secretly thought that Scorth had enjoyed their talks as much as himself.

Scorth launched from the palace roof. I think that’s a good idea. A speck in the sky is less obvious than a dragon leaving in his wake.

Jisten easily compensated for Scorth’s massive haunches contracting. Scorth powered straight up, until they were as high as he could fly. The air was cold and thin up here.

Jisten breathed in the cold air gladly. “If I migrated with my people, this wouldn’t bother me.” He checked his heavy crossbow as Scorth settled into level flight, circling the city. “He never varies his routine.”

Now we wait, Scorth told him. 
 “Will you hear the noontime call-toworship carillon? It’s a beautiful melody.” No, but I will see him , replied Scorth. We are much too high to hear a carillon. Jisten craned his neck this way and that, enjoying the view, even if he had no hope of seeing the sun priest. Scorth broadened their link and let Jisten see through his eyes. I am a sight hunter.
 Jisten’s hands tightened on the harness as he adjusted. “Thank you, Scorth.” 
You’re welcome, Jisten. There’s less shifting of mass this way.
It wasn’t long before the cream and gold clad figure emerged. Scorth focused on Murson immediately. He dropped a hundred feet. Jisten readied the crossbow. “Si’Yeni, bless my aim but not my bolt.”

Murson’s tiny figure mounted his miniature horse and the chestnut beast headed for the palace gates. Scorth turned on a wingtip to change their trajectory so that they were behind the priest. Scorth set his wings into a shallow dive. By the time they were close enough to shoot, they would be low enough. Jisten gained an appreciation for how far away an aerial hunter could spot movement. They were miles out, and as a result, Murson had plenty of warning. Scorth was far from silent. He was no owl, and the wind whistled over his wings, almost a howling sound, and hair-raising in timbre. He was also black, which made him startlingly obvious in the daytime sky, which was a fact that neither Scorth nor Jisten had given a moment’s thought to.

The sun priest’s golden blast of energy was almost as large as Scorth himself. A golden gryphon rose from the Sun Temple and screeched a challenge as it arrowed up towards Scorth. Undeterred, Jisten fired his crossbow at Murson.

The bolt burst into golden flames and was gone. Scorth dove to the right, losing altitude to gain speed. They shot past the gryphon, who screeched angrily. Jisten flattened himself against Scorth’s back as he reloaded the crossbow.

Murson sent another blast at Scorth and the dragon returned the favor. Golden fire met dragonfire. The explosion flattened everyone in the street for a distance of a hundred paces, and shattered shards of glass rained to the street from every windowframe in the blast radius.

The gryphon stooped on Scorth, sinking long talons into the dragon’s flank. Jisten twisted around and shot it. Scorth’s jaws snapped shut on one of the gryphon’s wings. He ripped the smaller beast off and flung it to the street, aiming at Murson. The sun priest chanted and the beast dissolved before it hit him.

Scorth sent a second blast of fire at the priest. A shield sprang up in time. Jisten cursed as he reloaded his crossbow.

We can’t win this fight, said Scorth glumly. Rak was screaming at him to retreat.

Jisten could hear Rak. “Do as he says.” He stripped off his simple black and tan Valer jacket and threw it at Murson in hopes that Rak wouldn’t be blamed. Scorth powered back into the sky, quickly turning away from the city. He flew to the ice lake, where Rak would meet them.

Scorth landed beside the lake, rather than in it, and nearly collapsed when his right rear leg buckled. Jisten slid off Scorth and ran to that leg. Scorth turned his head to survey the damage. It looks like I ripped a gryphon off of it. Deep, bloody furrows attested to the length of the foe’s talons.
 “Because you did?” Jisten asked. 
Rak will heal me, added Scorth. 
 “It would have been worth it if it had worked,” Jisten said. It didn’t occur to me that he’d be ready for us. Do you think someone tipped him off?

“Or maybe a big black dragon dropping out of a daytime sky was a bit obvious,” Jisten sighed. “He had a lot of warning.”

I hadn’t thought of that.
“Neither did I,” Jisten said. “I thought we would be a bit closer. But it’s my fault. I’ll have to kill him myself.”

The thunder of hooves alerted them to Rak’s arrival. Vyld, Zala, and Vrema pulled up with much snorting of smoke and tossing of manes. Rak just about flew off Vyld’s back, wings spread in agitation. “There will be no more attempts on that sun priest! Twice you have tried, and twice you have failed! Next time, one or both of you might be killed!”

Jisten backpedaled into Scorth’s side. Rak followed him until they were chest to chest and then touched his cheek. “I love that you want to defend me, and avenge me, but please, stop. He will not hesitate to kill you.”

Jisten turned his face to Rak’s hand and kissed it. “I can’t just stand by and let him abuse you.” He put his arms around Rak. “What sort of man would I be?”

“I understand,” said Rak. “But I would be devastated if you died, and so would Scorth.”
 “Do you really want a coward who stands aside while you are raped?” “You have proven that you are not a coward,” said Rak after a moment. “Now stop trying to kill him.”

Jisten held Rak close to him, so that his baritone chuckle rumbled through the smaller man. “You are so very persuasive. But how can I stop, when the abuse has not stopped?”
 Rak looked up with a wry smile on his lips. “That is not an agreement.” Jisten smiled back. “Very perceptive, High Priest.” He kissed him to stop the conversation. Which also was not an agreement.
 Scorth heaved a sigh and prodded Rak. Heal me. It hurts.
Jisten once more heard Rak as he retorted mentally, That is what you get for ripping a gryphon off your haunch. But he broke off the kiss and turned to survey the damaged leg.

“For that, I am very sorry,” Jisten said, wondering why he was now able to hear Rak as easily as he did Scorth. He’d been tested for magical talents at puberty, like all adolescents were, but the priests hadn’t found anything. So he had no idea why he could hear the dragon and his rider, but he appreciated the gift of that ability, wherever it had come from. “I won’t involve Scorth in any further attempts.”

“He chose to assist you,” said Rak. “His injuries are his own fault, not yours.” Rak laid hands on the wounds and chanted, calling his power. He was slumped with exhaustion by the time he was done. Scorth’s wound healed, he laid his head down and closed his eyes.

Jisten let his hands wander down Rak’s wings, just to make sure that Rak was distracted from his former train of thought. Rak’s hands worked their way under Jisten’s patched tunic. “I have never seen you dressed in anything but your uniform,” said Rak in a husky voice.

Encouraged, Jisten let his hands caress the leading edges of the wings, from shoulder-joint to elbow-joint to wrist-joint. Rak unbuckled Jisten’s belt and slid his hands down Jisten’s legs, under the pants.
 “Take them off,” Jisten whispered into Rak’s ear. Rak eased the pants down, kneeling to pull them off over Jisten’s feet. He had to remove Jisten’s boots and socks first, a process which he prolonged by massaging each newly bared foot with strong fingers. Jisten enjoyed the foot massage until Rak kissed them.

“S’Rak, don’t kiss my feet,” Jisten said, feeling pained, “You’re my superior.”

Rak chuckled softly but he didn’t argue. He straightened up, pulled Jisten’s shorts down, and nuzzled Jisten’s sex. “May I kiss this instead?”

When Jisten moaned an agreement, Rak kissed his cock thoroughly. Then he added tongue. Jisten stroked Rak’s wings, enjoying the way they pressed into his hands as he swept down the first finger-spar as far as his arms could reach. He skipped inward to the second spar and stroked upwards, then to the third spar and down, then up the fourth. Rak shuddered in pleasure beneath his hands, and sucked Jisten’s shaft into his mouth. Now Jisten shuddered and his long sweeps became small massaging circles on the armature of the wings.

Rak moaned around his mouthful, but his equisite stimulation didn’t let up for a moment. Jisten felt his knees trembling as the blowjob progressed, and it was all he could do to remain upright. He massaged Rak’s wings with a gentle touch, trying to return even a small amount of the incredible pleasure Rak was giving him. Jisten climaxed, and Rak swallowed every drop, and then kissed his way up Jisten’s torso.

Jisten continued his wing stimulation. Once Rak reached his mouth, he kissed back and whispered, “I want to bring you off, love.”
 Rak pressed against him. “Then enter me,” he replied. Jisten turned him around and pressed him against his dragon, massaging his firm buttocks. Rak eagerly pushed himself back into Jisten’s hands.

Jisten loosened Rak’s opening with a finger before he pushed in, well lubricated from the blowjob. Rak moaned and pushed himself more fully onto Jisten’s massive shaft. Between the two of them, Jisten was fully in Rak after only a few thrusts. Jisten kissed Rak’s neck and shoulders as he thrust in and out, setting a strong rhythm. Rak worked in counterpoint, internal muscles busy also, and his wings stroked Jisten’s sides with each thrust.
 “How long do you want me to hold back?” Jisten whispered. “Nnnggg,” replied Rak, and Jisten realized that his partner was so ready he was thrumming with the tension of his need for release.

Jisten squeezed Rak close and he exploded deep within the Loftoni. Rak’s exclamation at the combined releases echoed. Even Scorth thrummed and Jisten blushed as they vibrated with it. Rak relaxed against Jisten, still holding the Valer inside him. Jisten sank to the ground and cuddled him. Scorth’s tail coiled about them, so that they lay in the protected circle of the dragon.

When Jisten thought Rak was asleep, he whispered, “I won’t leave you at the mercy of the rapists, like I did as a raw recruit. Never again.”
 Rak’s eyes opened. “Jisten, please be careful.” Jisten groaned. “You’re a very light sleeper. I’ve learned much since I was a raw recruit.” He kissed Rak and a brief tongue wrestle occurred.

“I will not try to extract a promise from you, but I will ask that you use caution and try not to get caught, or worse, killed.”

Jisten ran his hands through Rak’s short hair. “I agree. I’ve been thwarted twice. And Scorth’s been hurt. I’ll be more careful. Teach me about sun priests. And magic.”
 Rak stretched against Jisten’s length. “What? Right now?” Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. “Why not? I can oil your wings and you can teach me.”
 “That calls for getting up,” said Rak. 
 “I can oil lying down.” 
 “Hmm,” said Rak. His eyes twinkled with interest. Jisten felt in his tunic pocket and drew out a vial of oil. He unstoppered it with one hand and tipped it onto his fingers. He lazily oiled the topmost wing. “I don’t think I can stick a dagger in him,” Jisten said conversationally. “I don’t have Kal’s skills. But he’s bound to be prepared against crossbows, too.”

“He will be guarded against any physical attack now,” said Rak. “Two attempts, so close together, he will be wary, very wary. I suggest you wait.”

Jisten swept down Rak’s spars with a flourish. “That has merit. So long as I can try again later. Yes?”
 “Much, much later. He will ask his friends for help at this point.” Jisten chuckled. “The man doesn’t know what a friend is. Photas says the other sun priests loathe him.” He switched oils and started on sail membranes. “He hates bugs. Can you talk to bugs and make them infest the sun chapel?”
 “Easily.”

Jisten rubbed the edge of Rak’s wing between his thumb and forefinger in a sensuous circle. Rak mmm’d and grew distracted.
 * * * * See if he can orgasm four hundred times like in the dream, Scorth sent privately. Better yet, have that dream again. I liked his silver and black wings. Scorth utterly ignored that Rak couldn’t control his dreams. But leave out the harness. Disgraceful.

Jisten was kissing Rak, blissfully unaware of the mental conversation. Rak broke off the kiss and said, “Excuse me. I need to kill my dragon now.”

Jisten looked at Scorth with confusion. “Why? He’s lying perfectly still.”

He’s so mean to me, Scorth mourned. And I was hurt. Rak threw a stick at Scorth’s head. It bounced off at an angle, and Scorth incinerated it once it was safe to do so.

Jisten rubbed the big black tail coiled around them. “S’Rak, be nice,” he teased. “He was hurt trying to defend you.”

Rak gave Jisten his best pity-me look, the one that his grandmother always said made him look like a mournful puppy. “Now you are taking his side? Ah, I yield. I am outnumbered.”

Jisten cupped Rak’s face and kissed him deeply, with lots of tongue. “Now pay attention to me,” he said once they came up for air.

Four hundred tiiiiiiimmmesssss. 
 “It was only one hundred and three,” said Rak, out loud. 
 “One hundred and three?” Jisten asked. “It was a dream, a very silly dream, and Scorth will not let me forget about it. And he keeps upping the number, too.”

I am merely giving Rak a new goal, Scorth said with dignity. “Lucky for you two, I don’t mind being left out of the joke,” Jisten said. He stroked Rak’s wings. “And I’ll make you think of something else.”
 Rak ran light fingers down Jisten’s chest. “I accept that challenge.” “I’ve never asked, but is there something you would like me to do other than your wings?”
 “Me,” said Rak immediately. 
 “Before your wings?” Jisten scratched his jaw in surprise. “My wings are perfectly oiled already. The rest of me yearns to feel you inside me again.”

Shrugging as if he couldn’t comprehend Rak, Jisten oiled himself. “Well, I did ask.” He gently turned Rak onto his stomach and massaged his butt some more. Once Jisten shifted into position, Rak pushed himself onto the cock without waiting. Jisten lay along Rak, to maximize contact. “How about slow?” he asked. “We’ve indulged several times.”

But not four hundred, Scorth sent. 
 “Uhm, no, not four hundred.” Jisten sounded embarrassed. 
 “Slow is fine,” muttered Rak, ignoring Scorth. “So, was I good every time for one hundred and three times?” Jisten asked, ears turning red.

“I did say it was a silly dream,” replied Rak, blushing himself. “We were flying together.”

And you had silver and black wings!
“That doesn’t sound silly. It sounds nice. I would love to have silver and black wings and fly.”

Rak slowly rolled against Jisten. “It was very nice. But it was not four hundred times. It was not even one hundred and three times. It was thirty times, at the most.”
 “Is exaggeration a draconic trait?” Jisten moved easily with Rak. 
 “It can be,” said Rak. 
 “So he shares your dreams?” Sometimes, Scorth sent. “ Ix, not generally. But occasionally, my dreams are so emotionally charged that they intrude into his sleep. He always teases me in that event, after he wakes me up, usually in the rudest way imaginable. I suspect Scorth’s main goal in life is keeping me humble.”

Only when necessary, Scorth sent, sounding shocked. 
 Rak rolled his eyes at the dragon. Jisten kissed Rak’s neck and nibbled his ears. “Enough of that. Pay attention to me.”

Rak pushed back against Jisten. “Mmmm.” His internal muscles went to work.

“I am not going for four hundred or even thirty,” Jisten breathed in Rak’s ear. “But I do want you utterly loved and satisfied.”

“Good,” Rak breathed back. “But I do wish we could fly.” He pictured the memory of the dream for Scorth, especially the harness. Scorth snorted in indignation and several bushes were denuded. After a pair of very satisfactory climaxes, the two men resumed cuddling.
 Rak sighed. “I must go.” “Why?” asked Jisten, startled. Rak was already up and dressing. 
 “I have been summoned.” “Oh, yes, let us  both answer this summoning. I have a surprise for the summoner involving the sharp end of my sword.”

An excellent idea, Scorth cheered mentally. “ Ix, I forbid it. I swore a vow to this man in order to protect my past. Killing him solves nothing. Leave it be.”

“Killing him solves many things, including protecting your past,” Jisten replied. “And I swore to protect you. That’s what a Valer does. Protect his Loftoni in ways he cannot protect himself.”

“Not this time, Captain.” Rak flashed a smile. “I love that you want to protect me, but this one I must face alone.
 Jisten ran his hand down Rak’s cheek. “Except that you only submit.” “And at times that is what I need to do.” Rak turned his head and kissed Jisten’s palm.

“Because of the prophecy? Fine, you do what you must and I’ll do what I must.”

Rak had a feeling that Jisten was going to ignore his command to not get involved. It was a good feeling, but also left a pit of fear in his gut. He swung up on Vyld and told the stallion to run before Jisten could get himself organized enough to pursue.

As soon as Rak left, Jisten told Scorth, “We need to talk. We share information now.”
 Chapter Fourteen: Summoned Again

Rak hurried to Hasaviz’s office, the summons now an implacable pull that didn’t even allow him to stop by his suite to change into his slave tunic. The ride from the lake had taken far too much time and Rak fretted that he would be punished for the delay.

He pulled on the bell rope and waited. Hasaviz pulled open the door and studied him with a cold expression. “Took you long enough, slave. Kneel and crawl into the training room. Now.”

Rak dropped to his knees, then bent forward and kissed Hasaviz’s boots before he crawled between the man’s legs and into the office. He went directly to the training room with Hasaviz following. Once he was naked, Hasaviz locked the collar on his neck and strapped him to the rack.

Fury in cream and gold robes sprang off the couch and strode over. Murson looked down at Rak with such hatred that the Loftoni was thrust into a memory of Xaethien. If Rak hadn’t been tied down, he’d have bolted, prophecy or no, deal or no, control spell or no.

Murson slapped Rak’s face several times in succession, leaving red marks. “How dare you try to kill me, filth!” He thrust his hand into Rak’s rectum, hard and deep. Hasaviz supervised, his lips pressed together, silent.

Straining against the straps, Rak screamed in agony even as he orgasmed. “Please forgive me,” he begged. The first inside him pumped, and each motion set off a new wave of pain, of pleasure, and of slave fires. The fires surged through him, building with each wave despite a series of false climaxes that sullied his belly and fed energy to his tormentor.

Murson pumped his fist in and out, watching with cruel satisfaction on his face as Rak’s body moved in counterpoint. The reaction was no more under Rak’s control than his erection was. He moaned in mixed pain and pleasure, and begged when he wasn’t moaning. When Murson was sufficiently satisfied, he withdrew his bloody hand and adjusted his robes.

Rak’s bottom lifted towards him. “Please use me, master, I beg you.” He was shaking with need.
 Murson thrust in and used Rak’s wings as hand holds. Rak cried out in pleasure and in pain, flashing back to sessions with Xaethien. “Thank you, master.”

Murson pulled out and came on Rak’s face. Rak writhed in an agony of need. “Please, master, please use me.”

“Bring me close,” he ordered and thrust himself into Rak’s mouth. “And I may reward you with the seed of light that does fulfill.”

Rak sucked with a will, his body aching with the need for completion. His heart hammered in his chest, the pain of the fires almost unbearable, even for him, even after years of controlling them. At length, Murson thrust into Rak again.

“Thank you, master,” moaned Rak at the penetration. That made Murson smile, but he twisted Rak’s balls as he came. Rak screamed again, but he still climaxed in Murson’s wake, adding to the mess already on his belly.
 * * * * 
 “I want that control spell.” Murson rounded on Hasaviz. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you the spell. I’m not allowed,” said Hasaviz. He’d been afraid of this, but had a plausible lie ready. “Only family, related by blood to His Mightiness, are permitted.”

Murson glowed with power and indignation. He looked ready to blast the slave trainer and Hasaviz felt a flash of real fear. “There are other secrets I can reveal about the slave,” Hasaviz said quickly. “There is another way that you can use to control him.”
 The power and anger drained off the priest. “How so?” “The slave is a bi-gendered freak. The term in the books is kironi. If you put him with child, the kironi magic will bind him to you for the duration of the pregnancy.”
 “Why would that interest me? I hardly want a mewling brat to interfere.” “Think of this way, Senior. This is humiliation and degradation of the highest order for one such as he. It is the ultimate revenge for you. He will be forced to bear your child, he will be forced to obey you, unable to harm you or to let you be harmed…at the peril of his own life. And once the kironi magic is well entrenched, his body will force him to seek relief only from you. No other will be able to relieve his fires.”
 “Interesting. Show me.” Hasaviz showed him Narvain’s breeding book. Murson stroked Rak’s bound body with a possessive hand as he held the book in the other and read through it. Rak shuddered and closed his eyes.

“His Mightiness, King Narvain, will allow his slave to be bred.” Hasaviz tapped pedigree documents into alignment. It was a subtle reminder to the supercilious sun priest who was really in charge. He didn’t think it prudent to openly admit that Narvain had just about commanded him to have Murson breed the slave. “He cares not who sires the get since all babies born this way will be winged, and hence, slaves.”

Rak was struggling against his bonds, both physical and magical. Even with the collar, green lightning was crackling in his wings. He hissed a curse from between clenched teeth and Murson slapped him. “Manners, slave!”

Hasaviz dipped his pen in the inkwell, watching the slave closely. The renewed control spell was getting a real trial now, and so far, it was holding. But Hasaviz suspected that if any of the three bindings on the slave slipped, Rak would break free of all of it, so great was his fear of sun priests and his loathing of what was about to happen. And Hasaviz knew that Rak hated his gender. Narvain had shared that fact with him.

Avontos, who had silently watched everything with wide eyes from the safety of the couch, now plucked up enough courage to ask, “The dark one’s a woman?” He looked confused.
 “The filth is also a freak,” Murson said. “There’s no end to its depravity.” “Loftoni are often bi-gendered,” said Hasaviz mildly. “Personally, I find the female ones who can impregnate each other to be far more freakish.”
 Murson and Avontos shuddered together. “He lactates, too,” said Hasaviz, without looking up from his paperwork. “His milk is sweet and delicious. His Mightiness used to enjoy it over shaved ice.”
 The two shuddered in unison again. “Prudes,” muttered Hasaviz under his breath. He put down the pen, for he realized he would have to show Murson how to go about the impregnation. He walked over to Rak and stroked the slave’s bared belly. “The female opening hides itself well.” He massaged the abdomen until the umbilical opening gaped pink. “Once the slave is pregnant, you will need to strengthen the baby daily, by providing more seed through this entrance. Each time you do that, you not only humiliate the slave, you increase his desire for you, and his obedience to your will. Before long, only you will be able to satisfy the slave’s fires, and he will not want other men to touch him.”

Murson was already erect again, probably from observing the freakishness of Rak’s body. “It’s so wonderful that the dark one will bear a child of light,” said Avontos. “Perhaps this will help purify him?”

“It can but help,” Murson said. “I must study this. Hasaviz, have you any other materials on this? Perhaps the great Xaethien wrote on it.”

“Xaethien was a great researcher into anatomy,” said Hasaviz, “but he did not specialize in Loftoni. His Mightiness, King Narvain, built upon Xaethien’s work as far as this subhuman race is concerned. I will give you a copy of his writings on Loftoni anatomy and breeding.”

“I should very much like to read it. Then I shall delve into the theology of it as well,” Murson said as he pushed into Rak.

“Of course,” said Hasaviz. He watched Murson with clinical interest. Rak cried out and tried to pull away from Murson. The sun priest pulled out his golden flogger. He chanted and the lashes glowed with power, spitting sparks.
 “Can I breed him next time?” asked Avontos. “Is there a breeding queue, Hasaviz?” Murson asked as he whipped Rak’s chest, paying particular attention to the ringed nipples.

“There is not,” said Hasaviz. “It will take him three months to grow this child, then he must have at least a month to rest before he can be bred again.”

Rak shuddered under Murson’s lash and orgasmed in due course. Murson dropped the whip, started pumping in and out of the slave’s female opening, and gasped in surprise. “This is most pleasurable.”
 “It’s said to be more pleasurable than any other form of sex.” “I. Must. Agree,” Murson gasped out. He grabbed one of the bars of the rack for support. Rak was stiff and unmoving beneath him, tears streaming from the corners of his eyes.

Murson cried out in ecstasy when he orgasmed. Rak visibly shuddered in reaction, climaxing in turn, but the look in his eyes was one of self-loathing and despair. “I so want a turn at that,” Avontos said, wide eyed.

“In four or five months,” Hasaviz assured him. “King Narvain will want his slave bred on a regular basis. Not over-bred, but kept full.” He sat back down at his desk, retrieved his pen and wrote on the document. He made four copies. One he presented to Murson. “His Mightiness will pay handsomely for the babe. I’m sure you don’t want to be saddled with the raising of it. And if you refuse, you will not want to face the consequences. After all, King Narvain owns the dam. All babes bred this way will be male, winged, and bi-gendered, just like the slave, but His Mightiness pays a premium for such.”

Murson backed away and fell heavily onto the couch. “Of course. After I examine it and document it, you may take it away. Subhumans belong in a collar.”
 Hasaviz released Rak from the rack and said, “Clean him.” Rak crawled over to Murson and licked the man clean. Murson sat with a dazed but happy look on his face. Rak’s tongue felt even more exquisite than usual. Murson could feel the kironi bond tying Rak to him, giving him power over the Loftoni. He was so pleased that he stroked the animal’s head, running the short hair through his fingers.
 “Does that mean no more anal sex?” Avontos whined. 
 “Of course not,” said Hasaviz. “Go ahead and use him.” Avontos stood behind Rak and opened his robes. The younger priest was quick to position himself behind Rak and plunge in. Rak sucked on Murson while Avontos used him but the old man was too wiped out for more. The old sun priest fell asleep on the couch with a contented look on his face and Rak’s mouth on his cock.

Avontos climaxed with a happy grunt. “I’ll be next,” he promised Rak and slapped his butt.

Rak pulled off Murson to say, “Thank you, master.” Murson awoke with a start as cool air struck his exposed, wet package. He looked down upon Rak. “And now, slave, you will be punished for trying to kill me.”

“That wasn’t punishment?” asked Avontos. He pulled Rak’s head around and pushed himself at the slave’s mouth. “Clean me.” He sighed happily when Rak complied.

“He has tried to kill me twice. My efforts, and Hasaviz’s efforts, have not been effective. Fortunately, there is a solution at hand. Chancellor Virien was kind enough to loan me a pair of his personal guards who have a great deal of expertise in punishing slaves.”

Murson looked at Hasaviz, who nodded wearily and commanded, “Slave, you will obey Hueltar and Thaxor as you would me until the sun sets. They are waiting for you outside. Go now.”
 Chapter Fifteen: Sacrilege is Deadly Scorth landed on the roof. Jisten slid down his shoulder and the moment the Valer was down, the dragon transformed. They both ran into the palace. Scorth’s expression was fixed but his yellow eyes were white-rimmed and flicking wildly. He radiated worry and fear to the Valer.
 “Where was the last place you sensed
 him?” Jisten asked. “I think he’s in the suite,” said Scorth, a little calmer with the Valer taking charge. He tried to keep up as the captain broke into a run.

Jisten threw open the door to Rak’s suite, then raced through the empty reception chamber and into the parlor.

Hueltar’s pants were open but not down, his hands gripping the hips of his hapless victim, a very bruised, battered, and bound Rak. Hips still pumping, he looked over his shoulder and sneered, “Wait yer turn, virgin, and we’ll show you how a real man uses a sex slave!”

Thaxor laughed from Rak’s head, where he was pumping in and out of Rak’s mouth vigorously. “A prime mare like this would be wasted on the virgin. Gods, I’ve never had a better screw or suck.”

“Ya got a point,” agreed Hueltar, just before he stiffened and grunted in climax.

Rak’s dependent orgasm spattered to the floor as Jisten ran Hueltar through. He used so much force that he slammed up against the man, and snarled in the dying man’s ear, “Never use the high priest so. Sacrilege can be deadly.” He twisted his sword. “Si’Yeni, I beseech thee to take this rapist’s soul.” The formal words in the Valer language flowed easily and a sunset flared in the room. It sent sharpened fingers into Hueltar and drew out his soul, twisting and screaming. Both the soul and the sunset disappeared.

Thaxor scrambled back as the slumping Hueltar’s blood sprayed the room. His enormous cock glistened with Rak’s saliva. “Murderer!” he roared. “You’ll pay for this!”

Jisten had to tug his sword out of the corpse, giving Thaxor plenty of time to draw his heavy double-handed broadsword. Thaxor’s broadsword smashed down. Jisten deflected the strokes because his slender saber hadn’t the strength to stop them.

Thaxor advanced like a tornado with a sword. Jisten was hard pressed to even deflect the blows and took several deep cuts. Scorth kicked Hueltar’s corpse into Thaxor’s path. Thaxor stumbled on the body and Jisten darted around to continue his attack.

Thaxor evaded Jisten’s attack, abruptly snatched up Hueltar’s body, and sprinted out the door.

Jisten held off pursuit in order to gather the limp Loftoni into his arms. “Are you okay?”
 Rak stirred at the sound of Jisten’s voice. “J-Jisten?” he whispered. “I’m here,” Jisten told him as he untied Rak’s wrists. “Where are you hurt worst?”

Scorth brought Rak’s healing kit and mixed some morphea into the wine. He handed the goblet to Jisten, who pressed it to Rak’s lips. The priest swallowed convulsively and tried to open swollen, purpling eyes. “Did I please them? Is my punishment for trying to kill Murson over?”

“Let’s just check your injuries first. Just a precaution.” Jisten masked his rage as his large hands carefully explored Rak’s body, looking for serious wounds. “I don’t feel any sword or knife wounds. I prescribe a bath, a wing oiling, and food.”

Tebber ran in the door. “What happened?” he asked. He came closer and got a better look at Rak’s condition. He made a small noise in his throat, then he hung blood amulets everywhere, including on the captain.
 Scorth patted Tebber’s shoulder. “Get the bath ready, lad.” 
 “I ache,” whispered Rak. “Then into the bath with you,” Jisten said. “Healing oils added to it.” He picked Rak up and rose to his feet without effort.

“Daxi,” Rak said softly, his shock and confusion plain to see. Tebber was drawing the bath when they entered.
 “Thank you, Tebber. Would you lay out S’Rak’s sleeping robe now?” 
 “Of course, sir. I’ve put the oil by the massage bench.” “Thank you,” Jisten said. He added some oils to the bath after he’d eased Rak into the hot water. “Do you want me to wash you?”

“Please,” whispered Rak. He kept his head bowed, his eyes nearly swollen shut.

With gentle hands Jisten washed off the blood and probed for deeper injuries. He was relieved not to find anything. Rak was battered, yes, but it wasn’t anything night flames couldn’t deal with once the priest was able to call them. His sensitive fingers found the bruises on Rak’s wings and he scowled fiercely. “I’ll kill them all,” he promised. “No more abuse.”

“ Pol’åvhra, ix,” said Rak. “Please, no.” When Jisten gave him a questioning look, he whispered, “Whatever you try, he will take out on me.”

Jisten rinsed Rak with warm water because the Loftoni was shivering. “Now for the wings,” he said and helped Rak out of the bath. Rak’s wings immediately flapped, spraying water droplets everywhere. Jisten ignored the splatter as he swathed Rak in a pile of soft towels and tenderly patted him dry. “Are you able to call night flames yet?”

Rak’s face held a bemused expression as he called the flames. They responded, covering him from head to toe. Some of the excess leapt to Jisten, but they struggled and drowned in the blood of the deep cuts. The flames died down on Rak, leaving his skin whole and unblemished.
 Rak suddenly turned and flung himself at Jisten. “Hold me.” Jisten wrapped his arms around the lapful of naked Loftoni and tried not to react. When the slender body finally stopped shaking, he murmured, “Let me oil your wings.”

“Daxi,” Rak whispered, and allowed Jisten to guide him to the massage bench. He lay down and Jisten draped a towel over him.

Jisten looked at the oil Tebber had laid out and shook his head. He pulled a vial from his pocket.

Rak spread his wings invitingly. Jisten turned his attention to the task. He missed no spot, and the oil was perfectly applied. Rak sighed softly in contentment when Jisten touched him, and he squirmed in pleasure when Jisten gently scratched the flakes from his wingbases.

Once the oiling was done, Rak stood up and walked carefully into the bedroom, Jisten at his elbow. The captain frowned at Rak’s careful motions, as if he was still hurt. Rak slipped into the simple sleeping robe and Jisten smoothed the wings through the slits without being asked. The priest smiled at him for his efforts until he saw the still gaping sword slices.

Rak pulled his kit off the table where Tebber had left it and dug out the suture case. “Sit,” he commanded.
 “Yes, sir!” Jisten knew better than to argue. Blood needed to be stopped. Rak mixed morphea into a goblet of wine, handed it over, then threaded the first needle. Jisten raised the goblet to Rak with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “We know what this means.”
 “That you have pain?” But Rak’s eyes were twinkling. 
 “That you’ll have a better partner.” Jisten drained the goblet quickly. Rak snorted. “You are always the better partner, sober or not.” He made short work of stitching the cuts, not really giving the drugged wine a chance to kick in before starting. When he finished the cuts he could see, he asked, “Are there more?”

Jisten obediently showed him. When Rak came close, Jisten kissed him. “Do we have time to take advantage of my condition?”

Rak nearly stabbed him with a curved needle, but managed to pull it away in time. “After I finish.” He doggedly finished suturing the last cut, but Jisten could see that he was in bad shape. His pale hands were trembling, there were dark circles under his eyes, and it seemed that will alone kept him on his feet.
 “I take that back, S’Rak,” Jisten said. “You need food, and sleep.” 
 “I would not mind it,” said Rak softly. “You have needs, too.” Jisten traced Rak’s facial scar. “They are only wants, not needs. And right now, I want you to rest.”

“Sirs,” said Tebber’s head, peeking in the doorway, “I have laid out food in the parlor.”

“Excellent,” said Jisten. “He needs to eat, then sleep.” He had heard somewhere that even magical, Godgranted power took a priest’s own energy to call and direct.

Rak didn’t look so sure, but he walked into the parlor, sat down, and let Tebber fussily arrange the table and the contents to his liking. When the servant bowed, Rak said, “Thank you. Please, take the rest of the evening off.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll be in my room if you need anything. Scorth gave me a book to read, and I’m not sure he was joking about the quizzes.” The servant walked out and left Rak and Jisten alone.

Rak pushed the food around on the plate, not eating. He stared at the congealing juices of the roast as if the secrets of existence could be found in their swirls.

“You must be hungry,” Jisten tried, but Rak gestured negation and shifted his weight again. The captain’s sharp eyes saw the growing stain on the seat cushion. “You’re bleeding!”

Rak followed his gaze, blanched, then doubled over, shoving the unwanted meal away to crash on the floor.
 Jisten stroked Rak’s back and wings. “What did the night flames miss?” “Flames,” gasped Rak, “only heal the surface.” He swayed, threatening collapse for all that he was sitting down.

“Let’s get you back into the bathroom,” Jisten decided. “We can wash the blood off and see where the wound is.” Rak moaned something that sounded like an agreement, so Jisten scooped him up and barged into the bedroom that lay between the parlor and the room he wanted.

Scorth held open the door to the bathroom, followed them in, and helped Jisten remove Rak’s robe. They placed Rak on the tiled floor so that they could reach him easily. Jisten filled a bowl with warm water, dipped a clean rag in it, and started washing the blood off of Rak’s legs.

Rak whimpered and tried to move away from Jisten’s touch, but Scorth’s large hands held him fast. The dragon’s presence calmed Rak and made Jisten’s job easier.

“I can’t find the wound,” said Jisten. “But there’s lots of fresh blood undoing my work.”
 Scorth cocked his head. “The wound is inside, Captain.” “Inside? Inside what? There is a lot of inside of a person!” Jisten said, concern making him terse with the dragon.
 “They used him, Captain. That inside. Do I need to draw you a picture?” Jisten let lose an impressive steam of invectives that ended with, “We need Forael.”

“I will retrieve him,” said Scorth, his expression solemn, but Jisten swore he saw a gleam in those yellow eyes. The black man swooshed out of the room before the Valer could think it through. Chapter Sixteen: Forael Retrieved

Forael made a note and signed the report before setting it aside and picking up the next sheet from the stack. He was eternally behind in his paperwork, and wondered if his cousin S’Rak had similar troubles. A shadow crossed over the sun. The window exploded inwards, and Forael used the parchment as a shield, covering his head as the glass shards rained down.

There was a black, carnivorous snout inside his office and the sense of something much larger and attached to the reptilian, fanged maw lurking just outside. “I taste terrible!” Forael shouted at the dragon.

In the nave of the temple, the Temple Guardian flared into golden, glorious awakening. The Ylion was in danger. It rushed towards Forael’s office, the fiery feathers of its enormous wings setting the wooden pews ablaze. Soon, the junior priests would be practicing their magic under the direction of those more senior to extinguish the flames.

Scorth withdrew his snout as the Temple Guardian attacked the wall separating Forael’s office from the rest of the temple. Scorth reached into the office with his forefoot as the golden beak shattered the office door. He grabbed Forael in a gentle grip and extracted him through the window before the gryphon was in the office. Its shrieks of rage only grew with the Ylion’s abduction, so Scorth launched for the sky.

Below, the sun priests were running around like ants whose anthill had been kicked over. “I’m fine! Really!” Forael called out uselessly. He waved in what he thought was a reassuring manner.

“He’s being tortured to death! Look at him waving in agony!” Nithios screamed.

“No! Really! I’m fine! Shoo! Go back to the temple!” Forael called out. Arrows rained onto the dragon from the guards below, mainly bouncing off the hard, armored black scales. One nearly hit Forael.

The gryphon was in the air now, powering after the fleeing dragon. It was smaller and more agile, but the dragon had the altitude advantage for the moment. The gryphon had divine will to speed its wings, its Ylion imperiled and the enemy in sight.
 Another arrow floated by them with almost no energy remaining. “Fascinating.” Forael watched the arrow fall back towards the ground. Then they were too high for arrows, and he was mesmerized by the miniature look of the city spread out below. They seemed to be close to the palace. The dragon pointed his nose at the ground, folded his wings, and plummeted. Forael told himself that if the dragon wanted him to help S’Rak, it wasn’t about to kill him. That thought helped, a little. Then the dragon spread his wings and they stopped. It was like hitting a brick wall and Forael was certain that his stomach had shot out of his body and kept going.

Forael noticed that they were in the stable yard. The dragon gently uncurled his toes from around the Ylion before launching skyward in a tornado of grit and leaves. Forael covered his face against the gale, but he could hear the angry screech of the Temple Guardian, still on the hunt. Forael raised his hands and chanted the prayer that would send the Guardian back into dormancy.

The gryphon was on the dragon before the black beast could gain enough altitude to maneuver. The dragon twisted to bite the gryphon that was latched onto his side and trying its best to remove large chunks of his flesh. Forael reached the end of his chant and the gryphon dissolved in a shower of golden sparks that hissed and scorched the dragon’s scales.
 * * * * Rak would be displeased over the amount of work Scorth’s hide would require. Scorth thought about making Jisten help. All he had to do was wave his wings and the man was his.

The Sun Temple emptied out to the least novice and lowliest guard to rescue the Ylion from the clutches of the evil dragon. The evil dragon landed in the plaza and began to groom his claws. He radiated a satisfied aura of having recently eaten that the sun priests were sure to misinterpret.
 * * * * “Do tell the onslaught of panicked sun priests and sun guards that will arrive in about thirty minutes that I’m fine,” Forael told the guards. He knew where the guest suite was so he hiked up his robes and ran there. The door to the suite was open, so he went right in. The reception hall was empty, as was the parlor. Forael entered the bedroom, and then followed the noise into the bathroom. Tebber and Jisten were holding Rak down as they tried to keep the blood under control. There were at least a half dozen blood amulets hung on various fixtures.
 “The bleeding won’t stop, Ylion,” a white-faced Jisten told Forael. “Unfortunately, I am not a mystic or a seer. I need to examine a patient to determine their wounds. And examining my cousin would have disastrous consequences,” Forael said bitterly.
 “Scorth said the injury was inside,” said Jisten, blushing. “Inside what, son?” Forael asked patiently. When Jisten’s blush covered his entire face and neck in a deep purple, Forael could guess. “No, surely not.”

Jisten stopped holding Rak down and simply held him close. Rak clung to him and neither would meet Forael’s gaze.
 “You have to do something,” wailed Tebber. “It’s not stopping! Heal him!” “That would be unwise, if you wish this building to remain standing,” Forael said. At Tebber’s blank look, he added gently, “The day does not heal the night. The sun scalds the moons, and the moons fight back. Captain, please get my healing kit from the throne room. I keep spares all over the palace.”

“There’s a full kit in the parlor,” said Tebber. He dashed off to get the kit, returning in a short time with the black leather satchel marked with a teal glyph.

“Excellent. Do you have morphea?” Forael asked. At Tebber’s affirmative, he said, “Mix ten drops into some wine, and get S’Rak to drink it, please. Jisten and I will rinse off our patient, I want a clear view.”

Tebber took the morphea bottle from the satchel and returned with a goblet of the doctored wine while Forael and Jisten rinsed the blood off Rak by dumping a basin of water over him.

Jisten took the goblet from Tebber and boldly stroked Rak’s cheek. “For the pain. Drink.” Rak opened his eyes and looked at Jisten for a moment before he drained the goblet.

“I have to check him,” said Forael, worried. “This is a lot of blood. Foolish if I miss an external injury. But how to touch him?” The Ylion fretted over the limitations imposed on them.

“There has to be  something that we can do,” Jisten said. Inspiration struck. “Tell me what to do. I’ll be your hands, at least for the exam?”

Under Forael’s direction, Jisten ran his hands over Rak’s legs, feeling, probing, for any source of the bleeding. Jisten made his way up to the thighs. Rak moaned, whimpered, sobbed, and squirmed.
 “I’m sorry,” said Jisten, but he didn’t stop. 
 “Please do not,” Rak gasped out, over and over. “Please do not.” “We must find all the sources of bleeding,” Forael told Rak, trying to gain some of his attention. Jisten reached Rak’s blood covered buttocks but Rak twisted away. Tebber clung to the Loftoni, forcing him to endure the captain’s gentle touch. The panic in Rak’s eyes could only have one source and Forael grew angrier with every whimper.

Jisten sang a soft hymn to Si’Yeni, perhaps in hopes of soothing Rak. He began to glow red-gold. First his feet turned gold, and then it moderated to reddish gold on his calves, like a sunset on a summer’s night in the desert.
 “Keep singing, son,” Forael said. The hymn washed over Rak and calmed him. He stopped struggling and fell silent, clearly listening to Jisten’s hymn. He relaxed so much that Tebber was able to let go.

“A plea for healing to Si’Yeni,” Forael observed. “And She is answering.” He touched Jisten, curious. The sunset colors swept over his arm. He observed calmly as the sunset colors flowed down his arm and into his torso. He waited for it to flow into his other arm and hand. “Cousin, look at the captain’s hair.”
 “I see stars in it.” “I think your lord has agreed to this. I am going to touch you now, cousin,” Forael said. He touched Rak. A light touch, to the shoulder. Nothing happened. “Hold him tight, Tebber. I need to see how extensive the tear is and if I’ll need sutures or just packing.”

Tebber took a deep breath and tightened his grip. Jisten stroked Rak’s wings as he sang, keeping the Loftoni calm.

“Easy cousin, this is for healing, not for hurting,” soothed Forael as his fingers drew near. “You must know that. Do not fight me like a frightened horse.”

Rak shuddered. “ Com’do oper’non,” he gasped. His unreasoning terror had caused him to lapse into Zafirin slave cant.

“Know that I am here to help you, just as you help your frightened animals,” Forael said and then he probed.

Rak screamed, thrashed, and part of him reacted. Forael hated to see those beautiful wings flailing, even as they tried to bash him away. Jisten bravely refolded them to Rak’s back and held them there. Forael silently cursed the way of the world that destroyed those men who stood for what was right, whether they be House of Night or House of Day.

“I’ll need to suture.” Forael ran his hand along Rak’s backside so as not to startle him with the needle. Rak hissed. Forael murmured, “Sorry cousin, but you will feel a little pinch.”

Rak started to whimper again. “Do not, oper’non…” he pleaded, losing himself in the fear once more.

Forael set his heart in stone, firmly grasped around the tear, and drove in the needle. Rak howled. Tebber was nearly thrown to the ceiling by Rak’s kick. Jisten was forced to abandon the wings to add his body weight to Rak’s legs. Forael stitched quickly, ducking beneath the renewed attack of the wings. In… out…knot. In…out…knot. Jisten and Tebber were being pummeled, but they held Rak down. Everyone studiously ignored Rak’s other reaction. After the third suture, Rak went limp, mercifully unconscious.

Forael deftly tied the fifth and last knot, cut the suture and sagged back against the bathroom wall, drained. Tebber had a nice bruise purpling up on his cheek where Rak’s kick had smashed him into the rim of the tub.

“Cover him and keep him warm. Blood loss makes one cold,” Forael advised.

“Yes, Ylion,” said Tebber. He went into the bedroom to turn down the bed. Jisten wrapped a towel around Rak’s groin, picked him up and took him to the bedroom. He laid Rak in the bed and gently arranged the wings to his liking. He tucked the blankets in around the drowsing priest while Tebber stoked the fire in the fireplace. The room would be toasty in no time.

When Forael came out of the bathroom, cleaned of all evidence, Tebber bowed. “Allow me to escort you home, Ylion.”

Forael smiled and agreed. They walked out of the palace just in time to intercept the rescue party from the Sun Temple. But he did escape before the king arrived in Rak’s suite demanding to know what was going on.
 Chapter Seventeen: The Mai’eras

“Dragons blasting down Sun Temples, sun priests invading the palace, Captain, please do tell me what is going on?” Owain looked at his Captain of the Guard with an air of expectation.
 Jisten snapped off a salute. “Nothing out of the ordinary, Your Majesty!” 
 Owain stared at Jisten with great suspicion. “You consider this sort of thing ordinary?” “Yes, Your Majesty! No one was hurt. Your son’s dragon displayed not only his power, but his affection for Ylion Forael. Both work for your benefit, Sire.”

“Yes,” mused Owain. “I am growing fond of that dragon. Do you think Araken will give me a ride sometime?”
 “Best to ask his dragon, sire. It is quite sentient,” Jisten advised. “The odds of Zotien and the Bitch making up their differences are higher,” muttered Scorth as he walked into the bedroom to check on Rak.
 “Ask the dragon?” Owain snorted. “Very funny, Captain.” “Your Majesty, perhaps you should let your son, the high priest, rest some more?” Jisten offered. Small chance of that, but he had to try.
 “He has duties, just like his brother. I expect both my sons at dinner tonight.” 
 “You can’t make him attend dinner,” snapped Scorth. 
 “Scorth,” Jisten whispered urgently, “He’s the king!” 
 Owain gave Scorth a withering look. “Araken will be at dinner. Or else.” He nodded once and strode out. 
 “Or else what?” growled Scorth. But the king was gone. 
 “Please, Scorth,” Jisten whispermoaned. Scorth looked at Jisten. “The only way Rak will be attending dinner is if you get him up and dressed.”

Jisten sat next to the sleeping Loftoni and his resolve failed him. “Let him sleep. I’ll tell the king something, anything, and take the punishment. He looks so tired.”
 “Dinner isn’t for another two hours,” said Scorth. 
 “Good,” Jisten said, gaze glued on the sleeping form. Rak opened an eye and looked at him. “Cold,” he murmured, despite the heaped blankets and blazing fire in the hearth. Rak’s eye closed again. Jisten crawled under the covers and spooned with him.

After a while, having noticed that Rak wasn't warming up like he should, Jisten felt Rak’s pulse then scooped the smaller man out from under the covers. He carried Rak into the parlor, and the better lighting enabled him to see the Loftoni’s paleness. Scorth looked up from his book.

“I must take him to Clan Grandmother’s, the Mai’eras.” Jisten included the terms from both Koilathan and Valer for the dragon.

Scorth shot to his feet and opened the door for them. The black man looked worried. “I can barely hear him. I thought it was the morphea.”

“Come, Scorth. The Mai’eras has her own powers,” Jisten said. “And the best knowledge of Loftoni in Karpos City. Forael is too tired to heal him even through my sunset bridge. I don’t know if a lesser priest can utilize it.”
 “The roof?” asked Scorth.

“Yes, best place. No guards there.” Jisten smoothed Rak’s wings. “Can you ask Morth to clear the hallways ahead of us?”

The death hound wuffed from Jisten’s side and trotted on ahead. Muffled shrieks were heard ahead, but the path was clear when they arrived. Scorth chuckled as he opened the staircase door and gestured Jisten through.

They looked around as they emerged on the roof to make certain they were alone. Once they determined that nobody else was present, Scorth immediately transformed. The leather harness was still on his draconic body.

Jisten set down Rak gently and clambored on Scorth. Sure enough, the rope was there. He let it down, and then slid down Scorth’s side. He hefted Rak over his shoulder, murmuring apologies, and then climbed up Scorth’s side again, this time using the rope. Scorth helped as much as he could.

On Scorth’s back, Jisten cradled Rak, almost frantic that the high priest hadn’t wakened, protested, or even moved during the jarring journey up the side of the dragon. Scorth caught his worry and powered straight up at his best speed. Jisten hung on to both Rak and the harness. It would have been a short flight under normal circumstances, and as it was, Scorth went straight up, tipped over, and went straight down onto the target he plucked from Jisten’s mind.

The Valers showed no fear of the dragon, though their shouts and pointing fingers proved they’d seen him. Young boys were chasing chickens and goats out of the open square that was the heart of the Valer barrio. The dragon stooped on Valer square, pulling up at the last moment, landing heavily right before the door Jisten was focused on.

Jisten slid down, high priest in his arms. The Valers ooohed at that. Then boys began offering goats and chickens to the dragon. Scorth watched Jisten anxiously. Do I need to transform? Do I need to come in? He ate a few whole chickens to appease the boys who chased them right under his snout.

“Stay in draconic form,” Jisten advised. “Safer from attack. The Valers can’t fend off guards or sun priests.”

Scorth shook out his wings and coiled his tail around his legs and proceeded to look fierce, which didn’t stop the goat and chicken offerings. You can count on me, Scorth told Jisten as he ate a goat.

The Mai’eras opened her door. Her bright eyes looked at Scorth, then at Jisten, and then at Rak.

“Mai’eras, I bring S’Rak, High Priest of the Thezi sect under Lord Zotien. He was injured. Ylion Forael sutured him using me as a sunset bridge, but now he’s in shock and I didn’t know where else to go. The Ylion is exhausted.” Jisten gazed at her with trust and hope.

“No want blast in Sun Temple, eh? Only highest sun priest manage sunset bridge.” Asfalea waved her carved walking stick at Jisten. “Inside! Inside!”

Jisten carried the injured man into the lopsided cottage. The old lady pointed to a couch. Jisten sat on it and kept Rak on his lap. Asfalea nodded in approval, set down her walking stick, and stood over the two. As she was extremely short, she could reach Rak easily. Her gnarled hands were gentle as she ran them over the high priest. She stopped over Rak’s belly, made noise, and then moved on.

“What? What is it, Mai’eras? Why did you make that noise?” Jisten asked, rapid fire. Rak stiffened and buried his face against Jisten’s tunic. “You know what it is? What is it then? Will he be all right? Can you help him?” Jisten continued, half asking Rak and half asking the old lady.
 “No know?” Asfalea asked, her bright button eyes fastening on Jisten. 
 Rak’s fingers gripped Jisten’s uniform jacket, knuckles white. “Know what? Do I have to tell you what happened?” Jisten blushed. “Do you need details?”

“You dare give child to sacred kironi?” She whacked him on the head with the staff.
 “Ow! Child? What?” Jisten cringed and held his bruised head. 
 “You shame your clan!” 
 Jisten’s face blanched. “I have. I didn’t protect S’Rak.” “Go to hearth,” Asfalea told Jisten. She chanted something low, deep, and threatening.
 Rak focused as she chanted. “Stop!” 
 Asfalea stopped obediently. “Yes, High Priest? You wish revenge?” “My Valer did not hurt me. Only helped me. Jisten did not do this.” Rak touched his belly, flushing.
 “Jisten no make baby, who then?” Asfalea asked. 
 “Baby?” Jisten asked in a small voice. He tightened his grip on Rak. Asfalea whacked Jisten again, but lightly. “No know sacred kironi! Bah!” She muttered darkly about lost knowledge in the present generation.

Rak froze again and made a small noise deep in his throat. “I…I remember fire and pain and light, but not that. Not that,” he whispered.

“I tell, if want,” Asfalea said. “Si’Yeni always tell sire. But heal first. Then talk.” She continued her exam from the belly onwards.

She clucked when she reached Rak’s groin. She slid her hands around back to his buttocks. She cursed in Valer.

“Can you help him, Mai’eras?” Jisten looked up at her, trying to impress his own sense of urgency on her.

“Need power,” the old woman muttered. She shuffled away, toward the hearth.

From a back room, a middle aged woman shooed out a young apprentice with wide green eyes. “I will help, Mai’eras,” Elenna said. She had wide matronly hips, with the pleasant plumpness of a mother and the calmness of the same.

“Grain, wine,” Asfalea ordered. “Not bad enough for greater summoning. Lesser enough.” She threw something into the fire on the hearth. A sunset flared up inside the stone hearth and she sang to it, crooning in her old lady voice. Elenna bustled back with the items in her hand.

“Grain, for family,” Asfalea said and threw the grain into the sunset on the hearth “Wine, for joy in night,” she said and poured the wine into the fire. The offering was consumed and glowing power visibly infused into her tiny frame. “Now can heal.” Asfalea stood over Rak and laid her now flawless hands on him. She began to sing a lullaby.

* * * * Healing warmth flowed from Asfalea’s hands. They were the loving hands of Drespel, of Tyll, of Ave, of his children. The hands stroked him and healed his hurts, and Rak’s eyes opened and he focused on the priestess. He remained still until her healing was done.

Asfalea staggered back and Elenna guided her to the intricately carved chair with the black and tan embroidered seat.
 “Who is guarding Jethain?” asked Rak as he stabilized. 
 “Sedrael and Orste. They’re good men.” Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. “They can stop Murson?” “Senior sun priest Murson?” Jisten asked. “They’ll let him right in!” He reflexively clasped Rak to him as he sat straight up in alarm.
 Rak tried to sit up himself. “He will kill Jethain. We must go and stop him.” 
 “There is no we about this,” Jisten said. 
 Rak yawned. “Okay, you stay here and I will go. Where did I leave my boots?” “At the palace,” said Jisten. “I didn’t stop to change you out of your sleeping robe before I carried you here. I have to warn Sedrael and Orste.” His voice was heavy with regret as he slid Rak off his lap.

“Send a mastigi,” said Rak. “Message.” Trelo crawled out of Rak’s hood and clicked. Once the message was winging towards the palace, Asfalea cleared her throat, drawing their attention.

“Baby sire also named Murson,” Asfalea said and frowned. “Same Murson sun priest?”
 Rak blanched. “Thatvlakas! Kåratånio! Blast him to the abyss!” “Rapist is  viaotys,” Asfalea said, proving that she knew some of the ancient tongue. “Si’Yeni’s deepest hell for rapists.”
 “But why?” asked Rak. “Why would he do this to me?” The old lady chewed her lip. “High Priest know. Murson not what look like. Monster wear sun robes.”
 Rak focused on her again. “What do you mean? Evil can wear any color.” 
 “Sun priest no touch high priest of night, eh?” 
 Rak hissed out a breath. “Ix. Sun priests cannot touch me.” Asfalea nodded and Jisten looked between the two. “How can he be an imposter? He works with Forael!” Jisten said. “He has to have some kind of power.”

“Chaos mage,” whispered Rak, remembering what he’d been forced to forget. “They excel at mimicry.”

“Chaos?! But…” Jisten fell silent. “There’s been too much of that lately. How long until you can kill him?”

“Three of your months,” said Rak. “Until then, Forael cannot know. He would be forced to act if he knew.”

Jisten took in a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, then slowly blew it out. “I think he deserves a discreet warning, with the reason why he can’t kill Murson. He would delay revenge for your life, S’Rak. In the meantime, hecan take measures to limit Murson’s involvement in the Sun Temple. And… scorch it! Murson’s the Senior sun priest assigned to the palace!”

“You are right. I would do my cousin a disservice by keeping the truth from him. We will have to work harder to protect the prince from him. Thus far, we have not done very well.”

“High Priest, perform Zotien rites here, please after sunset rites? We honor you, Zotien, you feel better?” Asfalea asked and Rak found three sets of light eyes watching anxiously for his response.

“I would be honored,” said Rak, suddenly happy. He was delighted to find people here who actually wanted his rites.

“Ritsa help you!” Asfalea pointed her stick at her young apprentice still peeking in the window. “Get whatever high priest want.”

Rak sat up, looking around a little. “Where will I set the altar, Dhelion?” he asked politely.

“Across from hearth,” Asfalea said. “Unless cheeky enough to put next to!” Her eyes twinkled.

“Zotien does not stand opposite the Lady of Sunset,” Rak replied solemnly. “And there is just enough room beside that hearth.”
 Asfalea smiled as he passed her test. “Yes, you true high priest.” Elenna held out a flask of oil to Jisten. The captain uncapped the oil and the warm, reassuring scent of amber wafted over. Rak looked at the oil, and then at Jisten.

“May I?” Jisten asked humbly. “Wings?” Rak nodded and Jisten tipped the oil into his palm. He pocketed the vial and then warmed the oil with both hands. His palms touched Rak’s wingbases and spread outward.

Rak relaxed into Jisten bonelessly, submitting to the wing oiling with a deep feeling and a sigh of contentment. The warmth and adoration rolling off the captain into him was unreal, but Rak so desperately needed it that he didn’t question it.

Asfalea leaned against the back of her chair and closed her eyes. She was asleep in seconds. Rak was also feeling the drain of the healing but fighting it.

“Please, High Priest, you need rest,” Elenna said. “Jisten, put him in the guest room.” Jisten stood and carried Rak into the small room. He placed Rak in the bed by lying down with him, still stroking those marvelous wings. Elenna covered them with a black and tan quilt.

Rak stroked the quilt. “Beautiful,” he murmured. He was completely distracted by the geometric pattern and the feel of Jisten’s hands on his wings.

“It’s yours, High Priest. Sleep well and dream the best dreams of the Lord of Night,” she said, gave Jisten a significant glance, and slipped out, closing the door.

Rak whispered, “Hold me, please.” Jisten gathered Rak into his arms and the high priest fell asleep. Once Trelo returned with the confirmatory message from Sedrael in his distinctive scrawl, Jisten joined Rak in sleep.
 Chapter Eighteen: Valer Square

Rumor flew faster than a scalded dragon. Within an hour, Despina learned that her Jisten had been claimed by the high priest Loftoni. Rumor said that the Loftoni was at Asfalea’s, and that the Loftoni had been horribly hurt somehow, but not by Jisten.

Despina made the chicken soup that had restorative properties and the pastina in its blandest form. She retrieved the precious hard cheese from the cheese cellar to increase flavor, if S’Rak could tolerate it. She whispered the proper prayers over both dishes, mentioning that the victim was Loftoni.
 * * * * As fas as Asflaea knew, Rak still slept in the small guest bedroom, curled beneath a black and tan patterned quilt. Elenna was teaching Ritsa weaving on the hand held apprentice loom, to keep the house quiet. When she'd gone outside to harvest herbs from her garden, she'd seen that the black dragon had relocated to the roof of her cottage to enjoy the late afternoon sun. Splayed out, with his wings spread, he made a very odd sight.

Visible from her kitchen window, a black equine lounged in her yard, pretending to be nothing but a horse and failing utterly. Two giggling Valer boys released a chicken into the yard. “Offering!” one said, and then they began pushing each other and laughing harder.

Vyld’s head lashed out. There was an explosion of feathers and a loud squawk. When the cloud settled, the avtappi could be seen holding the ex-chicken in his jaws. The boys made appreciative sounds and stared, stock still.

Vyld gracefully lowered his head and set the chicken on the ground. A forehoof pinned the corpse, the climbing claws hooking in. Then Vyld began to eat it rather messily. The boys began pushing each other again, and then ran off to fetch more friends and another chicken. Vyld was the greatest entertainment ever. Ten Valer boys gathered with the next chicken offering.

Asfalea chuckled to herself as she made bread. The house would be filled with the scent of baking bread when the Loftoni awoke. She prepared batter for both the dark sweet pumpernickel and the heavy rye that filled the belly and satisfied the soul. She kneaded the dough and formed the loaves, then waved a hand. The bread slowly rose. She smiled.

Despina came in and set out the soup and pastina. Elenna expertly finished off Ritsa’s weaving and held up the napkin.
 “Good job,” Asfalea approved. “Ritsa has deft touch with patterns.” 
 “A set for the Loftoni that claimed Jisten, then?” Elenna asked. 
 Ritsa looked over in astonishment. “My napkins?” 
 “Yes, yes! He like, I know.” Despina patted Ritsa. “You taste pastina.” Asfalea leaned over to Despina, “Wait until see. Royal Loftoni. Four color wings. And he choose your Jisten. Good boy.”
 * * * * The heavenly scent of baking bread woke Rak out of a pleasant dream of running around on a mountainside with Jisten, chasing goats. When he opened his eyes, there were four sets of light eyes that were not Jisten’s looking at him with concern. Rak stared at them, admiring the various shades of grey, one so pale it could only be called silver, one tinted blue, another green, and the fourth set almost identical to Jisten’s storm-cloud eyes.

He felt unaccountably shy in the presence of the women, and the only thing that kept him from hiding under a wing was Jisten’s arm draped over him. His internal clock told him that the sun would set soon, and he hadn’t called the altar yet. A slight change in the breathing behind him told Rak that the captain was awake.

Rak sat up and stretched, his wings snapping open to brush the walls of the small room. Five pairs of eyes were intently focused on them until his back relaxed enough to permit them to furl. Five soft sighs could be heard as the wings vanished behind Rak’s back, and Jisten’s warm hands stroked them soothingly. Rak pretended that he hadn’t noticed their reaction and investigated the stack of clothing beside the bed. He’d arrived wearing a sleeping robe and wrapped in a blanket. Yet here was the full set of formal temple robes appropriate to the raising of an altar. The women left when Rak looked at his robes, allowing him privacy to change.

“Sedrael and Orste will refuse Murson,” Jisten told Rak. “And they know to separate and find help should he attack them.”

“Thank you,” said Rak. He glanced at the closed door, and then said, shyly, “I hate to ask this of you, but these are formal robes. Can you help me dress?”
 Jisten had the first garment in his hands in a second. “Of course!” Rak slipped out of his sleeping robe. “Thank you again. Formal robes are such a bother.”

Jisten’s hands were as gentle as they guided the silk of the first, and simplest, robe over Rak. The garment seemed to flow with his guidance. Even the wings gave no trouble, sliding through the slits of the first robe under Jisten’s hands. The outer robe, stiff with embroidery, gave Jisten no more trouble than the under-robe.

“What did you find out from examining your pendant?” Jisten asked. His hands smoothed Rak’s wings through the wingslits of the outer robe. Then he tucked the wingslit edges flat and gave them an extra stroke.

“The pendant was scorched, and hot to the touch, despite the thick wad of cream and gold silk it was stuffed into.” Rak shook his head tiredly. “It had to be Murson. The Goddess will go to any length to see the prophecy voided, even to exposing her hidden followers.” He began to wrap the green sash, muttering the instructional chant under his breath. Once he’d gotten through the tricky parts of the sash-tying process, he said, “Murson is very powerful, perhaps more so than Forael. I fear for my cousin.”

“And who knows how many more sun priests are really chaos priests in disguise?” Jisten said. “What if Forael, Dethrian and Photas are the few true sun priests left? They’ll be slaughtered.”

“That is improbable. Chaos priests are not known for their cooperation. There is never more than one. But you are right. Forael needs to know about the threat hiding in plain sight.”

“S’Rak, Murson overcame you,” Jisten said, his grey eyes troubled. “And made you forget what he did. Can you call for the help of your fellow priests?”

“My assistant should arrive soon, along with my personal guard. Anything more would require proof. But right now, I need to call the altar for the conjoined rites. Will you help me?”

“Me? But I’m just a Valer, not a Loftoni or priest or anything,” Jisten said.

“But you are  my Valer,” said Rak, feeling mischievous. “And all you have to do in the ceremony is hand me a dagger.”
 “Hand you a dagger?” Jisten’s eyes held suspicion. “For what?” “Calling the altar requires a blood price. Not a sacrifice, just a cut, and the night flames will heal me once the price is met.”
 “Then I agree,” Jisten said. 
 “Thank you,” said Rak. He handed Jisten the sacred dagger. Rak walked into the central room of the cottage with Jisten at his side. He inspected the space beside the hearth. He’d remembered correctly, it was the right size. He nodded to Asfalea, and said, “Dhelion, thank you for healing me. Shall I call the altar now?”
 “Yes, yes! Ritsa! Elenna! Here! Now!” Rak began his chant, with Jisten a warm, attentive presence by his side. When Rak held out his hand, Jisten gently set the dagger in it.

Ritsa gasped in horror when Rak cut his palm open and let the blood pour. Elenna comforted her. “It will be all right, you’ll see,” she crooned.
 “Si’Yeni take grain, wine. Zotien, blood,” Asfalea said. Rak’s chant didn’t even pause during the byplay. And now, Power twisted, night flames danced, and the altar came, fitting perfectly beside the hearth with a finger-width to spare. Asfalea raised her own staff while Elenna tossed in the wine and Ritsa, eyes still on Rak’s hand, threw in the bread. The power from Si’Yeni’s hearth twirled and mingled with the power around Zotien’s altar.

Rak watched the mingling with great interest. “Sunset, to night, to dawn,” he murmured. Ritsa’s eyes were still locked on his hand. He turned his completely healed palm towards her so that she could see that there was nothing to worry about.

Asfalea smiled at him and lowered her staff. She walked with great dignity to the door and opened it. Outside, a crowd of Valers stood silently. “Done!” Asfalea raised her staff. “Finally, Zotien altar here!” The Valers cheered and then crowded into the house, the ones who did not fit inside clumping around the wide open windows so they could still hear.

Jisten tried to melt into the background before the rites started. “I’m not worthy,” he muttered but Rak gripped his wrist, preventing the Valer’s escape.
 “Stay by me,” Rak ordered. “My Valer is more than worthy.” Asfalea celebrated the sunset rite, her aged voice still strong as she led the hymns. The sun vanished beneath the horizon, and Rak began the first hymn of the night over the final chant of the sunset rite. The two hymns complimented one another, forming a harmony that was as rich as it was unexpected. Asfalea’s farewell to the day ended and Rak’s chant changed to a paean of welcome to the night.

Rak kept Jisten close beside him as he conducted the rite. Fall of Night was mercifully short, and once it was done, Rak turned and offered to bless the Valers. The Valers shot Jisten shy or inquiring looks when they approached Rak, but quickly downcast their gaze again. Rak blessed each Valer in turn, but he was in physical contact with Jisten the entire time.

“Bwess me!” demanded a bold toddler from his mother’s arms. She shushed him, but Rak chuckled softly, blessed the toddler, and the mother, too. Quick as lightning, the toddler took a sodden piece of candy out of his mouth and smacked it into Rak’s palm. The mother gasped in horror and utter embarrassment.

Rak held up his hand, the candy prominently displayed. Night flames flared up, and the candy vanished. “Thank you,” he told the toddler in a serious voice.

The boy was astonished into silence at that. His mother took the opportunity to scurry away, before her child could do something more outrageous.

Jisten put his hand on the small of Rak’s back, wing draped over his wrist. Rak leaned against Jisten, his weariness and pain transmitting through the bond. Rak glanced up at the captain and asked, “How many Valers are there here?”

Jisten said, “Last count was just over a hundred. I’ll shoo away the second timers. You need to rest. Once this is done, I’ll escort you back to the palace.”

“Can I eat first?” asked Rak in a wistful tone. He hadn’t missed the preparations for what amounted to a feast, and his stomach was growling.

Jisten shook his head at each child sneaking back into the line. That cleared it out a lot faster. Once Rak had blessed the last Valer in the line, Jisten announced, “The high priest is hungry. Let us share with him!”
 Chapter Nineteen: Midnight Rites
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 9th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon Rak grimaced as he downed more morphea-laced wine. He didn’t care for morphea, but it was more tolerable than the pain that kept exceeding his ability to shunt it aside. It was almost midnight. He frowned. Jethain had been attacked, and purged again, during the midnight rite. Mursonknew that Rak could not skip that rite. His pendant had only slowed the chaos priest, and the man had proven able to defeat the thansymi, the captain, and himself with equal ease. The solution presented itself to Rak, and he admired the elegant simplicity of it for a drug-hazed moment.

“Tebber,” he said quietly, “please wake Jethain and bring him here for mass.”
 * * * * Tebber was passed through by Fentri and Largo. They recognized him and knew he was no threat to the prince. Jisten and Jethain were sleeping. Tebber looked from one to the other, wondering which he should awaken first.

Jisten preempted the decision by awakening first. He jumped out of bed and had his dagger at Tebber’s throat. “S’Rak’s just as jumpy,” commented Tebber, unafraid.

Jisten sheathed the dagger. “Assassination attempts under our noses will do that.”
 Jethain yawned widely from the bed. Tebber grinned. He’d known that Jisten wouldn’t actually hurt him. “S’Rak wants the prince to attend the midnight rites, sir. He says that since Murson prefers to purge Jethain while he is busy with the rite, perhaps if Jethain was at the rite, rather than in bed…”
 “Jethain?” Jisten asked. “What say you?” 
 “An excellent idea,” Jethain said, and stretched. 
 Jisten offered a hand up to the prince, who took it with a grin. Tebber selected some clothes for Jethain, picking garments that were ruffle-free. Jethain dropped his sleeping pants but had to hold onto Jisten’s shoulder to steady himself while he stepped out of them. Tebber kept his knowing smile to himself and deftly assisted Jethain with his clothes.

Morth yawned from Jethain’s bed and moved to the warm hollow the prince had left expressly for him. Between Jisten as support and Tebber as aide, the prince was dressed with only a minimal pounding of his heart. Jisten checked his pulse and concern flitted across his face. Tebber caught the expression and chewed his lower lip. He didn’t think Jethain would let them carry him.

* * * * They walked to the guest suite, Morth padding alongside at Jisten’s urging. He didn’t want the death hound hurt by Murson. At this hour, the corridors of the palace were empty and oddly shadowed. Only every third gaslight remained lit through the night. Jisten kept closer than usual to the prince, ready to support him in an eyeblink, with Tebber on Jethain’s other side. Rak met them at the door to the suite and ushered them inside. He took Tebber’s place and guided the prince to the parlor.
 “Mother misses the midnight rites,” Jisten said. “She mentioned that she attended them in the Vales with S’Rak’s mother.”

“She did seem to enjoy the conjoined sunset rite this evening, but there is only one of me, and two altars now,” said Rak. “I will continue to offer the evening rite for the Valers if your dhelion wishes.”

“I’m sure that she does,” Jisten said. “In the Vales, my people nap in the afternoon, so that they can attend midnight rites.”

“I will speak to the brethren and ask that more priests be sent, enough to staff a small temple.”

That worried Jisten. “S’Rak, a small Night Temple? In Karpos City? Perhaps in the borderlands near the Vales? Might be safer.”

“We cannot raise a temple until the winter solstice at the earliest, and we will not do so without a treaty first,” pointed out Rak. “I was thinking that if a few Movai would come, the full rites could be observed in the Valer district.”

Jisten relaxed. “That would be wonderful. An entire generation of children, including myself, has grown up without attending or learning the rites of Night.”

Rak flashed a smile at Jisten, but the captain wasn’t fooled. He could tell Rak was only up and about with the aid of morphea.
 “Nice and dark.” Jethain looked around the chapel with curious eyes. 
 “I do serve the Lord of Night,” replied Rak. 
 “Where are the trumpets? Cymbals? Drums?” “ Trumpets?” mouthed Rak, shuddering. “Next you will tell me that there are lutes and badly written songs. We have no need of such flashy noise to celebrate the night.”
 “They’re not all badly written,” Jethain replied. “But when every noble lady who can shriek is allowed a solo, they all sound bad,” Jisten added.
 Rak’s expression was indescribable. “I am so glad that I am spared that.” “You know that singing a solo on Sundays is highly political,” Jethain reproved.
 “That doesn’t help my ears,” Jisten countered. 
 Rak pointed to the simple bench on the back wall. “That is the only seating.” * * * * Jethain eased himself onto the bench. He had no illusions that he could stand through the whole rite. Jisten checked his pulse and Jethain shot his halfbrother an amused look.
 Rak grinned at Jethain. Then he moved to the altar and began. Jisten sat next to the prince.. They focused on the altar and the black robed figure before it. Two servants, Tebber and a stable boy, slipped in a few moments after the rite began. Scorth muttered something about them needing a bigger closet.

Jethain recognized Kennit when the boy gaped at him in surpise. He was slightly surprised himself that Bharis was permitting the lad to attend, given that it was foaling season. But perhaps, since Kennit was the stableboy assigned to the avtappi, it made sense. It would also be a handy way for Bharis to pass on messages and requests to the high priest.

Jethain couldn’t help but notice the differences between Rak and Forael, between night and day rites. The noon rite and the midnight rite had almost nothing in common other than being the primary rites for both services. Dawn and dusk rites were performed by both, but they were optional. It was the followers of Si’Yeni, like the Valers, who put primacy on the dawn and the sunset.

Only Jisten attended the sunrise and sunset rites. Jethain was asleep for the sunrise rites and busy with court business at sunset. Once a week, on Sunday, the day most sacred to the Sun God, Jethain attended the noon rites with his father. That’s where he’d first heard Forael’s sermons and earned himself a beating. It was then that the crown began meddling in affairs of the sun priests where it had no business. Forael’s power had been undermined by those fiery anti-slavery sermons.

Jethain found that the chants soothed his soul in a way that he hadn’t realized he needed. Jisten also watched with appreciation, although he watched Rak’s wings more than the altar. Jethain kicked him once, which was unfair because Jisten couldn’t kick back.

The displays of power were impressive, but Jethain had a strange feeling that Rak was holding them back, as if the multi-colored lightning wasn't being permitted to flash along the ceiling nearly as often as it would like to. Green lightning, and only the green lightning, crackled freely along the edges of Rak’s wings, though. Jethain elbowed Jisten when the captain sighed. Jisten pushed back.
 “Disruptive sun worshipper,” Jisten whispered to Jethain. 
 “Crazy Valer,” Jethain shot back. Rak didn’t seem to notice the energy crackling along his wings as he turned towards Jethain and offered the goblet. “Drink,” said Rak. Jethain drank without hesitation. It tasted very, very good. He wanted to tease his brother for holding out on the good wine, but it wasn’t appropriate during a rite. Jisten’s grey gaze never left Rak as he drank from the cup.

Rak offered the goblet to Tebber and Kennit next. Each of them sipped of the sweet, strong wine in turn before Rak took a sip himself. He poured the rest onto a plate and black fire roared on the altar as the offering was accepted. Jethain watched the flames. They were fascinating and soothing at the same time. While the flames consumed the offering, power flared from the altar, filling them all with an ecstatic sense of the God.

Concluding the chants, Rak turned again and blessed each of them in turn, the tradition for those who witnessed, and partook of, the midnight offering. Behind him, the flames died away until only the vigil candle remained lit. Kennit and Tebber both slipped out as soon as Rak blessed them, but Jethain waited, wondering if his brother would give a homily. He was a priest, after all.

After a moment of silence, Rak said, “Unless you want to ask the God for anything, we are done here.”
 “It’s over?” Jethain asked. “I can’t tell without the ending cymbals.” “It is over,” said Rak. “In a full temple, the rites are continuous, and the Movai would take over from me at this point. Let us retire to the parlor.” * * * *

Grinning, the two men shouldered each other on the way out of the small chapel. Rak muttered, “Men!” as he followed them out. In the parlor, he held up a bottle. “Wine? The black wine does not keep. Once opened, it must be consumed that same night.”

“S’Rak, is Jethain sufficiently recovered to drink the blessed wine?” Jisten held the goblet out of Jethain’s reach.
 “I already had some!” Jethain protested. Rak grinned at Jisten. “Oh, that is mean. Let the poor prince have some wine.”

Jisten handed over the goblet and Jethain stuck his tongue out at him. To Rak, Jisten's expression seemed to be one of delight, which was an odd reaction to being the recipient of a stuckout tongue. Perhaps it was that Jisten was pleased by Jethain's high spirits. Rak was pleased by that himself. It meant the prince was recovering his health.

“You are brilliant,” Jisten said earnestly to Rak, breaking the priest from his reverie.
 Rak blinked at Jisten. “I am?”

“Yes, you are,” Jisten said. “Keeping the prince safe here during midnight rites.”

“And serving us wine,” Jethain added. “I prefer rites and wine to purgings and blood lettings!”
 “I wish I had thought of this sooner.” “No one’s perfect,” Jethain said amiably and sipped his goblet. He made a noise of appreciation.

“And I didn’t think of it at all,” Jisten said. He waited for Rak to drink before he did.

Rak sipped the wine, eyes on Jisten. Jethain looked comfortable on the overstuffed chair, but Rak was still on his feet. “Did you enjoy the service?” he asked Jethain.
 “I did, but it wasn’t what I expected. You don’t give sermons?” Rak barked a laugh. “ Ix. We leave the sermonizing to the sun priests. All we have are the readings, and those are in Okyran.”
 “I think I’ll convert,” Jethain teased. “You would be welcome,” said Rak instantly. “Your views are already more in line with ours than not.”

Jethain grinned at him. “I’ll keep that in mind. After all, I’m not Owain’s son anymore, you are.”
 “You are Owain’s heir, Jethain,” Jisten said with his staunch loyalty. “Nope, that not either. Weren’t you listening all those many, many times, Jisten?”

“I was raised by a man named Varkaris. Not Owain.” Rak again noticed that Jisten startled at the name. He hadn’t thought the name common, but it probably wasn’t rare, either.
 “Who was he?” Jethain propped his feet up, appearing utterly relaxed. “He was the palace dance master. He actually filed adoption papers for me. The princes laughed.”
 Jethain scowled. “Not appropriate for a prince.” “Their belief was that under the law, slaves are property, and you can’t adopt property.” Rak paused. “But the Temple of Alethian accepted the papers. He will always be my papa.”
 “Good,” Jisten said fiercely. “This is my favorite time of night. Between sunset and midnight, I am usually as busy as Forael, or more so.”

“There are guards that only wish the night watches,” Jisten said. “I believe I can see the attraction now.”

“Peaceful,” Jethain looked around. “If I could sleep during the day, I’d be awake now too.”

Rak grinned. “If you try to get the bureaucracy to run at night, you will face revolution.”

“No, I don’t want them to! I want them to leave me alone!” Jethain grinned back. “I’m imagining bureaucracy free hours.”
 “I think that is against the fundamental laws of the universe.” 
 “So day or night, the bureaucracy runs on?” Jethain sipped more wine. 
 “Of course,” agreed Rak. “Even the Enemy has paperwork.” 
 Jethain laughed. “Chaos paperwork! I believe it!” 
 “I wonder if it’s in quadruple, just to cause more chaos,” Jisten said. Rak told them a story about a Kephi spy, gone around the bend, who convinced the chaos-priests to sacrifice all the bureaucrats, resulting in five years without war. The Goddess, displeased by the peace, declared clerks a protected class who could not ever be sacrificed.
 Jethain mused over the goblet, “I wonder if I could do that.” 
 “Sacrificing unwilling people usually upsets the neighbors.” “Spoilsport,” Jethain said, clearly dreaming of sacrificing a few choice people.

“Even the sacrifice of willing people will start rumors,” said Rak, speaking from experience.

Jethain and Jisten both cast him thoughtful looks. Rak sipped his wine and smiled.
 * * * *

Murson scowled at the backs of many heads in cream cowls. A mandatory vigil! How dare Gaerik have the discourtesy to die when he had work to do at midnight! He wished he could kill the man slowly, to make him pay. But alas, he was already dead.
 About the Author

I’ve long since embraced my inner nerd. I revel in my Greekness and in my Geekness. I have two lives: the mundane reality of life here on earth, and the far more interesting life in my head. I love ancient history, ancient forms of combat, target archery, sabre fencing, anything to do with horses other than western saddle stuff, organic food and sustainable farming, and science fiction and fantasy of all varieties, especially conventions, which are the only gatherings on earth where I can find many people just as strange as I am.
  
cover.jpeg





