
        
            
                
            
        

    Pack lighter for the doomed mission.
 
For three thousand years, the dark servants of the Lord of Night have waged war against the monstrous armies of the Unmaker. An ancient prophecy gives them hope of eventual victory, but now the underpinnings of their salvation are threatened, for the Unmaker seeks to destroy a central player of the prophecy before he comes into his own. 
Cursed with the rare gift of foresight, high priest S’Rak suffers a series of visions showing the same man dying a hundred different deaths. To save the ancient prophecy, S’Rak is duty bound to travel to a sun kingdom and, if necessary, give his life to defend this unknown prince.
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Prologue: Visions
 
 
Rak was elbow deep in basilisk guts when the vision swept him into a cyclone of stars. Armies clashed over blood-soaked sands. The Goddess rent the night sky with her claws. Vicious insects swarmed out of the bleeding gashes. The Army of Night fell back before her wrath and victory was lost. 
Two men stood back-to-back, one with golden hair, the other with hair black as night. Hemmed in by foes, their combined swords held defeat at bay, but only just and not for long. 
The setting shifted with a dizzying spin. The sun-haired man galloped a chestnut charger alone through the forest clearing. Arrows flew. He fell. 
Storm-grey eyes stared into Rak’s soul. Someone begged for aid and promised something he couldn’t quite hear over a voice speaking a prophecy in the ancient tongue. Rak tried to hush the interfering voice and realized it was his own. His throat burned in the aftermath.
The high priest blinked at the loop of intestine in his hands. The memory of what he’d seen was already fading, so he spoke quickly. His ever-present assistant scribbled the words on parchment. Rak tucked the intestine back into the basilisk and called down the healing power of his God. 
He continued across the battleground. Wounded men were taken back to the tents of the Therrai, the healers for humans. Rak was Thezi, a healer of beasts. His patients were not often brought to him. The priests and priestesses of his sect were combing through the debris of war for animals that could be saved.
 
* * * *
 
Drenched in sweat, Rak sat up in bed. The beardless, sun-haired man had collapsed at the dinner table, convulsing and foaming at the mouth. It was the same man from the earlier prophecy. Rak had dreamed his death over and over since that battlefield prophecy of doom. Each death was accompanied by storm-grey eyes begging for help, always promising something in return. 
He wondered if the blond man was Grey Eyes. Why was this man so important that he dreamed about him daily? And why did each dream of the future show him a different death? It was a puzzle, and Rak loved puzzles.
He wrote down the details of the latest dream vision, gleaning them before it faded from his mind. There was a tapestry behind the table. Excitement filled him as he realized it showed a crest—a golden gryphon rearing, wings spread, upon an emerald field. He sketched it on the paper and added a short description. It wasn’t a crest he knew.
 
* * * *
 
“Royal family of Koilatha,” said the Astri scholar. “Here, see?” The ancient priest pointed to the page as if Rak couldn’t see it without his gnarled finger leading him. This was the third tome of noble devices they’d searched. There were many kingdoms in the Sun Lands, and they all had full complements of noble houses.
“That’s one of the isolated kingdoms,” Rak said, racking his memory for details. “Do we know anything about them?” The words had barely passed his lips when another vision spun him away. 
The sun-haired man lay in state upon a bier of golden wood. Cream-and-gold-clad priests surrounded him, the golden fires of death in their hands. This time Rak could see that the grey eyes belonged to a raven-haired man. He was desperately trying to keep the priests at bay. He was the same man Rak had seen defending the sun-haired man in many of the visions. Golden flames roared through the temple, consuming living and dead alike, and the Goddess laughed, rending the fabric of creation with her claws. The Army of Night fell to the forces of the Unmaker and bloody darkness spread over the Sun Lands. Urgency beat at Rak like a second heart. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 1: Packing
 
 
Påndåra Atålio, ªvphora Fångari, åtos tohn o Polmnion 3279
5th day, 2nd week, (waning) Evphora’s moon, Year of the War 3279
 
Musday, the 15th of Evphormon, in the year 1532
 
The scorching white sun hammered down upon the bleached, bone-dry anvil of the land. It was only spring, but already daytime temperatures reached lethal heights for the unprepared and unsheltered. The heat did not penetrate the thick stone and earth walls of the city, nor did the light penetrate the windowless room Rak stood in. The only reminders of the desert outside were the parched air and the ever-present dust.
Various lamps cast different hues upon the slate-grey walls, tinting them as well as giving Rak light to see by, though a day-sider would find the room impossibly dim. None of the lamps cast white or yellow light, but green, blue, and purple. The lights reflected off the high gloss finish of the black wood frames of the couches, tables, and matching bed. 
Rak liked the effect of the different colors and how the reflections changed depending on where one stood in the room. A huge charcoal hound was curled up on the couch, asleep and half buried by a mountain of embroidered black garments. Colorful lizards called mastigi, no longer than the man’s hand, darted about him on whirring wings, alighting on him at whim before flitting off again. Rak smiled at their antics every time he noticed them, but he was long accustomed to their constant company. 
From the top of a tall chest of drawers, a small grey-and-black-spotted temple cat supervised the goings-on. Whenever a mastigi flew too close to her chosen throne, a slender paw would swiftly correct the offender, batting the lizard away with sheathed claws. 
“You do not have to pack everything you own,” declared an all-too-familiar voice.
Rak looked up from the pile of clothes he was stuffing into a pack too small for the volume awaiting it. He waved a lime-green mastigi out of his face. The lizard latched onto his sleeve instead. “I might need these things, Scorth. You never know.”
“Will you need them after I turn them to ash? They’ll fit better then.” The black-skinned, white-horned man glared at his soul-bonded mate. A scarlet mastigi landed on Scorth’s bald head and clicked rapidly. 
“You would not,” protested Rak. “You cannot.”
Scorth pulled the lizard off his head and glared at it. It zipped out of his hand to hide in the folds of Rak’s temple robes. “Blasted Loftoni, bringing logic into this.” 
“We are not walking to Koilatha,” said Rak, “and you do not have to carry them.”
Scorth hefted a dagger from a pile of similar weapons. “You need all of these? Isn’t this a mission of peace? Are you planning on slaying half of Koilatha and leaving a weapon in each citizen?” He threw the dagger at the wall and watched it bounce off.
“It is the journey to Koilatha that worries me,” said Rak as he retrieved the dagger. He inspected it for damage before putting it back in the pile.
“Treaties with sun worshippers,” Scorth mocked. “What is this world coming to? Next we’ll be teaching the Strazi to swim!”
“That is unlikely. Even more unlikely than a treaty with sun worshippers.” Rak pulled a blue mastigi out of the pack. Two more wormed in when his back was turned. He stuffed a few more items into the bulging pack, lashed it closed, and pulled another pack out from under the bed.
“Pack lighter for the doomed mission, then,” said Scorth. He picked up another dagger and tossed it across the room.
“I am packing as lightly as possible,” retorted Rak. He stalked over to the discarded dagger, wings half spread in agitation. Several mastigi landed on the leading edges of his wings and refused to be dislodged by his gentle urging.
Scorth took advantage of Rak’s distraction. He grabbed the practice armor and various weapons and shoved them under the couch. “I’ll do the packing,” Scorth said in a syrupy voice when Rak evicted the last mastigi from his wings. “You go talk to S’Ioli.”
Rak knew that tone of voice and with an exasperated sigh, carried out a brief excavation of the underside of the couch. “I am not stupid, nor am I going anywhere. If I leave you to pack I shall be fortunate to have a single change of socks.”
“That’s it. No further packing until you convince an avtappi to be a pack beast,” said Scorth, “or I’ll flame your entire pile!”
“I have already arranged for an avtappi to carry the packs,” snapped Rak. “That sweet-gaited cavalry mare, Zala, agreed.”
“You and those avtappi,” grumbled Scorth. “Have they no dignity?”
Rak shrugged a shoulder. The avtappi had followed him around like a pack of puppies since he’d been a novice. The talent that enabled him to hear Scorth in draconic form was an attractant to the telepathic equines. He filled the empty pack with the items he’d salvaged from the underside of the couch, like his practice armor.
“Not the short and the long bows,” protested Scorth a moment later. He tried to grab the bow, but Rak already had a hand on it.
“Longbow? That is a good idea,” said Rak. “I was only going to bring the short bow, but you are right. I might need both.”
Scorth growled. The low rumble shook the dry air and made the dust motes dance. “One avtappi. You convinced one avtappi to be a pack beast. And I know I’m going to end up carrying all of this.”
“Looks like S’Rak is packing the entire compound,” said Drien as he loitered in the doorway, watching the action. He added the S to Rak’s name, an honorific granted to those who’d sworn vows to the Lord of Night.
“No, only half,” said Rak with a great deal of sarcasm. Had it been anyone other than his best friend, he would’ve unleashed his temper. “S’Drien, did you need something?”
“I brought you one of the new, composite longbows. Like you asked.”
“I asked? When?” Rak scratched his head in innocent confusion.
“Never mind.” Drien smiled at his friend’s forgetfulness. “I have three dozen arrows on hand, not the twelve you ask… er, that I thought you’d need.”
“Are we hunting for the entire capitol of Koilatha now?” asked a disgruntled Scorth. “And S’Drien, don’t encourage him!”
Drien suppressed a grin. “Why not? I don’t have to carry it. And you can never have too many weapons. Or maps.” His forehead crinkled with worry. “Did you pack the maps?”
“Probably the entire library,” muttered Scorth.
“I have a copy of all the pertinent maps,” Rak said. He had maps for the entire known world. And a full set of star maps. And duplicate maps, in a different pack, just in case. 
“Let me see,” said Scorth with great suspicion. He grabbed the map case and unrolled the hefty stack of pages. “What in night’s name do we need a map of Thassos for?”
“Thassos?” asked Drien in a too-bright manner. “Good thinking. It might come in handy.”
“Just in case we get blown off course,” said Rak, ignoring the fact that Thassos would be five thousand stadia in the wrong direction.
“That’s it!” snapped Scorth. He pointed to Drien. “You!” His finger swung to the door. “Out! Humans!” He glared at Rak when the slender man tried to rescue his maps. “Loftoni!” he added.
“Dragons!” Rak snapped back.
“Thezi!” said Drien, not to be left out.
“It is not like you have to carry it,” said Rak.
“Yes, I will. I just know it.” 
“I thought I was the prophet here?” asked Rak in a tone of sweet reason.
Drien looked over the pile remaining to be packed and clucked his tongue. “Only four spare daggers? And you call yourself prepared?” Rak and Scorth both stared at him. “What? Don’t you think you should carry a full set of replacements?” 
“That is in the first pack,” Rak admitted. He stuffed the offending daggers into the pack before Scorth started throwing them again. 
“Night help us,” moaned Scorth. “I’ll be so laden I won’t even get airborne. I’m a dragon, not a donkey. I can’t carry twice my own weight.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 2: Sweet Farewell
 
 
Tyll walked into their bedroom and smiled to himself. Rak was kneeling before the small vigil altar, oblivious to his surroundings as he communed with their God. Tyll slid toward him, as silent as a spirit slipping between states of being. He stroked the back of Rak’s neck with a feather-light touch. He was a bard, but trained as a spy and, at need, an assassin. He was easily able to surprise his spouse.
Rak didn’t jump, but his soft chant ended abruptly. Tyll followed his first touch with equally soft kisses. “Can you take a break from eternal prayer for your poor neglected husband?”
Rak stood up and turned in place, an elegant eyebrow arching in amusement. “I suppose I must, or I will never hear the end of it,” he claimed, his eyes dancing with laughter.
“I know, you’re a high priest,” mourned Tyll, “and have little time for us mere mortals.”
Rak’s hands trailed down Tyll’s chest. “I was merely passing the time while I waited for you.”
“Don’t stop those hands,” Tyll teased.
“I would not dream of it,” replied Rak, all seriousness now. He tugged on Tyll’s sash in a specific place, causing the embroidered length of amber silk to unravel and fall to the floor.
“We need to indulge as much as possible before you leave.”
“That presents a difficulty,” said Rak, “as I leave at sunset.” His trailing hands stroked Tyll’s firm thighs.
“But, my dear, your fires… and Koilatha, a sun kingdom… neither S’Pajel or I have had time to sound out men…” Tyll stopped his fretting when Rak kissed him. It was a long, languid kiss, but as soon as their lips parted, he continued. “Koilatha’s extremely prudish. They collar men like us.” Tyll pulled Rak’s hips against his. “I can feel you burning even now, and you have a ten-day flight.”
Rak’s hands slid up Tyll’s back and caressed his shoulders. “You must have faith that Zotien knows what He is doing. And I have faith that you will take care of my needs here and now.”
Tyll slid his hands into Rak’s pants, cupping his mate’s firm cheeks. “Hmm, but the Gods don’t think like we mortals do. You’ve told me this yourself.” The silk pants slipped down Rak’s lithe legs to pool on the floor.
Rak pulled his tunic off, dislodging several protesting mastigi. They took wing before they hit the floor, briefly surrounding the high priest in a swirl of brilliant colors. As often happened, the cloth of the tunic caught on Rak’s wings. With practiced ease, Tyll slid Rak’s wings through the hemmed slits and gently scratched along the line where the wing merged into his back. A shower of tiny flakes cascaded down as Rak shivered in delight. “You have all day to stop that,” he told Tyll.
Tyll grinned down at him. “But then I won’t have time to take care of your needs before you leave.” His hand slid back down to Rak’s butt and squeezed while the other hand slid the silk cloth of Rak’s groin wrap down to join the pants on the floor. Unimpeded now, Tyll stroked Rak’s baby-soft, hairless skin.
Rak pressed his naked body against Tyll, his wings cupping to encircle his spouse. Once again they kissed, their tongues twisting together. Tyll broke off with a groan of desire, but only to shrug out of his robes. “I do wish that you’d occasionally remember to remove my clothing, my dear,” Tyll chided gently. His spouse’s past as a sex slave made him forgetful. Most users preferred their slaves naked while they remained clothed for the dominance of it.
“Sorry,” Rak mumbled contritely, but he was far more interested in the bared body before him. He kissed his way down Tyll’s chest until his tongue flicked over his left nipple ring. 
The older man gave a soft moan of appreciation and toyed with Rak’s matching right nipple ring—very risqué in their culture, with slavery so common in most of the world past their borders. The rings added such intense pleasure to foreplay that they hadn’t been able to resist a matched set—their sexy little family secret.
Rak gasped in enjoyment and sucked Tyll’s ringed nipple into his mouth, gently pinching the right nipple with his fingers. Tyll tugged on both of Rak’s rings and rolled the nipples between his fingers. For several minutes they played with each other’s nipples and kissed, their erections rubbing together.
“My dear, to keep your fires as low as possible, you know you’ll need it hard and fast and more than once,” Tyll whispered. His hand rolled Rak’s nuts and then stroked his firm shaft. “The equipment?” 
Rak’s erection grew at Tyll’s question. Nibbling on Tyll’s ear, he murmured, “Yes, please. You know I love it when you tie me down.”
Their pleasure couch was based on their own design, to serve their own desires. The bench was padded, but narrow so it wouldn’t put pressure on Rak’s wings. The headrest was fully adjustable from holding the head upright to a free hang. Two padded poles provided several points for tying wrists, but the lower limbs had fully adjustable supports of their own, a necessity since the bench’s length left Rak’s buttocks hanging in midair.
Rak settled on the padded bench and looked at Tyll with absolute trust in his gaze. “I am willing to be bound by you,” he murmured—a formality, but required by the laws of a God who forbade binding anyone against their will.
Tyll stroked Rak’s arm before he tied his wrist and repeated the procedure on the other side. Rak lifted a muscled leg for Tyll in clear invitation. Tyll put his finger on Rak’s groin and slid it down his leg to his ankle. Then he pushed the leg into the desired position and tied it down.
Rak groaned in excitement and lifted his other leg, enjoying the discomfort of his stretched lower limb. Tyll put his finger on Rak’s groin and pushed his left thigh farther and farther away from the right. Rak moaned happily. Even now, years since he’d been a slave dancer, he retained the flexibility to do the splits.
Once the thigh was where he wanted it, Tyll pushed it down and tied it. Rak looked at him eagerly. “Love you,” he said.
Tyll kissed his way down Rak’s soft skin from his bound ankle, to the calf, to the bound thigh, over to the other thigh. He skipped the treat in the center, which made Rak grumble impatiently. Rak’s skin twitched under Tyll’s lips and he sighed softly in desire. His erection waved in the air so invitingly, but Tyll didn’t take the bait, not yet.
“Love you, my royal dancer,” Tyll replied at last. He selected a whip from the wall. He caressed the thick head of buttery-soft leather and the hundred soft, finger-wide straps. Rak squirmed with anticipation, his eyes glued to the flogger. Tyll struck his own arm first to remind himself of the sting and then turned it on Rak, striking between the widely spread legs.
Rak cried out in mingled pain and pleasure, lifting his groin into the blow. Tyll gave him another strike there and then moved up methodically. When he reached Rak’s chest, he took the time to twist his ringed nipples before lashing them. 
Rak moaned in enjoyment, his hips gyrating unbidden. “More whip down there,” he begged.
Tyll leaned over and kissed him, thrusting his tongue into his mouth in a show of strength. Rak melted into the kiss, yielding to Tyll’s tongue as gracefully as he yielded everything else. Tyll broke off the kiss and studied Rak’s body. The skin was nicely pinked, but not damaged. He took a position between Rak’s legs and whipped his inner thighs and crotch until the bound man groaned deeply and came, his milky seed shooting up his belly in several powerful spurts. The combination of pain and pleasure was enough to bring Rak to climax, but it was a climax that did nothing to relieve the slave fires that drove him to seek out sex. Only the orgasm of the user inside his body could do that.
Tyll set the whip aside and eased a finger into Rak, working the anal ring into a loose, pliable state. With his other hand, he oiled his shaft and then worked two oily fingers into Rak’s opening to lubricate it. Rak panted with lust and need, and Tyll could sense via his empathic ability how hot his fires raged.
He pushed his pole in smoothly, the oil enabling him to slide over half his length into Rak in one smooth motion. Crying out in pleasure at the penetration, Rak pushed against Tyll’s shaft, trying to get more of it inside him. Rak’s tunnel squeezed him pleasurably and Tyll paused to savor the sensation. He pulled out a finger width or two only to thrust back in even deeper. 
He took a firm hold of Rak’s writhing hips, insisting he be the one to call the pace. He pumped in and out slowly, pressing on the inward stroke, deeper and deeper, until at last his pubic hairs ground against Rak’s hairless crotch. Sex slaves had all but the hair on their head removed. Tyll felt a twinge of regret that he enjoyed his spouse’s hairlessness. He stood fully encased in Rak’s body and took the time to stroke his erect cock with one hand, tracing the geometric tattoo on his belly with the other. Rak’s hips ground against him, trying to pump but hampered by their widely spread position.
“Please,” moaned Rak. “Use me for your pleasure.”
Tyll’s hands returned to Rak’s waist and he pounded the bound body with everything he had, his balls slapping skin with every thrust. That feeling was always one of Tyll’s favorites, a guilty pleasure he’d never expressed to his submissive partner. Rak writhed beneath him, his counterpoint accentuating Tyll’s efforts and increasing their pleasure. Tyll watched Rak’s face avidly, reveling in the pleasure he was generating in his spouse. As he always did, Rak sang out with a sweet exclamation every time Tyll’s cock stroked that special spot inside him, and Tyll was experienced enough to hit it with every thrust.
He pulled out of Rak until only his head remained. Rak moaned in anguish and tried to work himself back onto his husband’s shaft. Tyll thrust in again, as hard and deep as he could. When his balls slapped Rak once more, he cried out in triumph and his seed exploded out of him and into his spouse’s body. Rak cried out in ecstasy, and his own orgasm, entirely dependent upon Tyll’s, spattered across his belly and chest to add to the drying seed already there. Tyll’s pleasure was doubled, for he could enjoy his spouse’s orgasm through his empathic talent.
He relaxed, his cock still lodged in his spouse. His hands reached out and untied one of Rak’s wrists, then the other. Rak’s freed hands drifted to Tyll’s head and stroked the long, dark-golden hair that showed far more silver than the bard would acknowledge.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 3: Others Join In
 
 
From the doorway, Ave said, “Please don’t untie him.” She slipped into the room and closed the door, locking it this time. Her own black silk robe, accented in the amethyst of the Arrai sect, pooled to the floor, revealing small but perky breasts well sized for the typically tiny frame of a Loftoni. Her nipple rings were a match for those worn by her two male spouses.
“I’m sorry, my dear Ave,” Tyll said. “I untied his hands. I do love him stroking my hair.”
“He can have his hands free,” Ave decided. She knelt by Rak’s head and kissed his lips, her deep red hair falling forward. “I am going to have you, my dear husband. We can’t let you fly off without expressing how much we love you, after all.”
“Leaving at sunset,” Tyll said. “Ten-day flight, and you know what that means. I’m trying my best to abate the fires.”
“There are still a couple of hours between now and sunset,” said Ave. “I think we have time to play. So, my dear bard, let Rak stimulate you while I indulge.”
Tyll pulled out gently and made room for Ave. The female mage stroked Rak’s thighs, sparks and delicate streams of electricity flaring down her fingers. Rak’s skin quivered where she touched and he gasped in enjoyment.
“Do you need me to retie your wrists?” Tyll whispered to Rak. The potions given to male sex slaves magically altered them to feel pain when they were the ones using another, as a man uses a woman, unless the slave was bound. It was why Rak never wanted to top Tyll, and why Ave hadn’t wanted her husband untied.
Rak pulled Tyll closer and licked his balls. “No, I just want to pleasure you.”
Tyll dropped the headrest and straddled Rak’s face. Rak made a happy noise as he pulled Tyll’s sac into his mouth, his tongue massaging Tyll’s balls as he sucked gently. Tyll groaned in pleasure, grabbing the two poles that Rak’s wrists had been tied to for support. His legs always turned to jelly from the sheer sensation of Rak’s skillful tongue.
Ave reached Rak’s rear passage and her small fingers stimulated him busily, pushing right into his already stretched hole. The electric jolts of pleasure-pain had Rak rock hard in an instant, but Ave continued to play with his anus until his hips pumped the air in helpless reaction. She fondled his balls, rolling them in her hands as the electricity arced, making Rak squeal around his mouthful of Tyll’s nuts. Tyll’s moan was low and soft, but Ave desisted. She threw a leg over Rak, straddling the bound body as she pressed herself down on his pole. 
The bard was erect again, so Rak slowly pulled off his sac in order to lick and kiss his manhood. Tyll jerked sharply on Rak’s nipple rings, then slid himself into Rak’s mouth when he gasped. Rak wrapped his lips around Tyll and sucked hard, tasting the remnants of their earlier passion still on the luscious skin of the thick shaft.
Ave tweaked both the men’s nipple rings, amethyst tendrils of power flashing around her fingers. Rak’s hands let go of Tyll’s thighs to cup, caress, and squeeze her breasts as she rode him hard. Her wings beat the air in time with her action, stirring up a cooling breeze for their sweaty bodies. Rak pumped himself beneath her in synch with her rhythm. His wings also beat, only slightly hampered by their dependent position.
Tyll gripped Rak’s head and thrust in and out of his throat enthusiastically, using the same rhythm Ave and Rak had set. He linked them with his empathic ability, exponentially increasing their sensation, lust, and pleasure. They orgasmed in moments.
Ave stayed in place and stretched her wings to their fullest extent. Tips quivered with the effort, they flapped once and furled against her back. “That’s two for him. I think he needs more. Ten days is a long time. But I promised S’Tanyl that I would supervise the acolytes, and I must get the children up and ready for lessons, so I must go.”
Tyll gracefully pulled his softened cock out of Rak’s greedy mouth and helped Ave off of their spouse. He hugged and kissed her. “Do you want him to clean you?” He knew how much Rak liked licking up the juices generated by their pleasure.
“A good idea,” Ave agreed. She quickly straddled Rak’s face and sighed happily as his tongue caressed her. She didn’t move, and Rak’s tongue flicked across her clit, making her gasp softly. “On the other hand, mother can help get the children up.”
Tyll grinned at her and knelt between Rak’s legs. He inhaled the delicious aromas of sex clinging to Rak’s softened cock. Impishly, he took it into his mouth and sucked the drying juices from it. Rak gasped, his hips jerking, and his tongue grew more frantic on Ave’s delightful sex, causing her to moan and grind herself against his mouth. Rak sucked on her clit, teasing it with his tongue relentlessly, his fingers slipping up inside her to pull more juices down for him to lick at.
Tyll continued to suck Rak, bobbing his head up and down the erection, his hands rolling, squeezing, and tugging on Rak’s balls. Rak’s hips pumped against Tyll’s face and he moaned into Ave’s tunnel before his tongue slithered up to taste her directly. Ave stiffened in orgasm first, covering Rak’s face with her discharge despite her spouse’s frantic attempt to catch all of it. The throbbing of Ave’s pussy against his face and a particularly sharp tug on his balls was enough for Rak’s back to arch in orgasm. Tyll had one oddity in that he abhorred the taste of semen, and he pulled off not a moment too soon. He grinned as Rak’s seed joined the previous deposits decorating the bound man’s belly and chest.
“Now I’ll be late,” mourned Ave as she grabbed her clothes, but she didn’t sound too upset to their trained ears. Ave stroked a hand down Tyll’s back and squeezed his firm butt. “Give Rak more of what he needs. Ten nights is a long time for our dearest. Maybe Pajel wants to say farewell, too?”
“Go on, then. I’ll not let him up or he’ll dash off packing ten trunks and healing every mastigi and basilisk within a hundred stadia.”
Ave laughed. “He would.” She returned to Rak and kissed him soundly. “Come back to us.”
“I will, my dearest, I promise,” said Rak to her rapidly departing back.
 
* * * *
 
Tyll smiled down at Rak and bit one of his wrists lightly before he tied it to the pole again. Rak’s eyebrows arched and he watched with growing interest as Tyll did the same to his other wrist. Rak tested the bonds. They held, and he grunted with the pleasure of knowing himself well bound and helpless, at the mercy of the man before him—a man he loved and who loved him back. 
Tyll kissed his ear, jaw, and neck, and then sucked on his nipples until they became crinkled little knots. Tyll pinched and pulled at them intensely, not letting up for a moment, sucking hard at one and then the other. Tyll looked up, smiling happily, with milk on his lips. 
Tyll licked the white fluid off and then dipped his head down to suckle. For long minutes he sucked the delicious, sweet fluid out of Rak’s bi-gendered body. The milk production was magical in any case, and it was a happy accident when Tyll had first caused it to produce for him. He inserted two fingers into Rak and pumped them. He hated to admit that he was tired, and the stimulation would give Rak some pleasure while he partook of his favorite drink.
Perhaps calling for Pajel wasn’t such a bad idea. The three men often indulged, and Tyll had fond memories of those times. Although they hadn’t married the man, he was young and vigorous. Tyll came off Rak’s left nipple and said, “Send a mastigi to Pajel, my dear.” 
Rak’s pet mastigi, a blue one named Trelo, crawled out of Rak’s crumpled tunic and took wing.
Rak tested his bonds reflexively. They still held, so he lifted his crotch to Tyll. “Please do not stop.”
Tyll felt an inward pang. He wanted to satisfy his spouse. Instead, he pumped his fingers some more and latched onto Rak’s right nipple to get the milk out. He sucked vigorously as he pumped with three fingers. Rak moaned with desire and pushed back against his hand. Tyll knew what he was doing. By bringing Rak to a fever pitch and then relieving his fires, over and over, he lengthened the time Rak would be able to go without.
He just hoped Pajel would come quickly. Trelo whirred back in, clicking smugly as Tyll pulled off Rak’s right nipple. He had sucked them both dry, and the belly full of milk was just what he needed. He thought maybe he could manage it one more time, but then Pajel strode in, full of energy.
 
* * * *
 
“Ah, S’Tyll, and S’Rak…in our favorite position!” He shed his robes in record time.
Rak lifted his head to look at his friend. “S’Pajel! Thank you for coming!”
“We’re preparing S’Rak for his ten-night flight into the sun land of prudes.”
Pajel threw back his head and laughed but quickly grew sober. “Wait, S’Rak could be collared! Why didn’t you give me time to find some good men there?” 
“It’s a rush mission,” sighed Tyll. “He leaves tonight.”
Pajel stroked Rak’s short hair. “I dislike you leaving so soon, and to such a place.” 
Rak tilted his head back and stuck out his tongue. He wasn’t able to reach Pajel’s package, and he moaned in frustration. Pajel smiled and stepped closer. 
Rak licked him thoroughly, causing him to grow erect. Pajel made pleased noises in his throat as Rak’s mouth stimulated, cleaned, and lubricated him. He knew all about the potions Rak had been given as a youth. Rak’s skilled tongue was longer than the norm, to better please his users, and his saliva, applied to a man’s package, increased both the user’s desire and his stamina. It also left a layer of perfect lubrication behind. Pajel waited until he could feel the aphrodisiacal effects before he stepped back and looked at Tyll with black eyes. 
“S’Tyll, that will never do. You’re tired.” He walked over, raked the long hair back, and braided it quickly. “Find a stool and sit at Rak’s head. Let him suck on you while I take care of his fires. You know he loves a cock in his mouth.”
Tyll leaned into Pajel’s hands and sighed softly. He pulled his fingers out of Rak, causing his spouse to moan in anguish. After a quick, reassuring kiss to Rak’s manhood, Tyll stood up and stretched. Pajel fondled him in a friendly manner and they traded places. Tyll brought a stool, a common piece of furniture in a house full of winged people, and set it at the head of the couch. He sat down and grinned in delight. His crotch was at the perfect height to receive Rak’s full attention.
Pajel, meanwhile, was adjusting Rak’s legs. He released them from the limb holders and brought the two padded surfaces together, lengthening the bench so he could straddle it too. He chained Rak’s ankles to poles identical to the ones used for his wrists, leaving a generous amount of slack, but not so generous that Rak could close his legs to more than shoulder width apart. He knelt between Rak’s legs, pushed the large mushroom of his head inside, and there he stopped.
“You want me, you climb my pole.” Now the reason for the extra play in the chains became clear. He waited. Rak used the leverage to push himself onto Pajel. He grunted with the effort. The younger spy remained on his knees while Rak writhed, his dancer’s heritage proving good stead. Tyll watched avidly, his own manhood stirring. Rak threw his head back and licked his cock, which stiffened quickly.
“Shall I help you?” Pajel removed himself and ratcheted up the chains so that Rak’s pelvis was now suspended. Rak whimpered and squirmed and tried to catch Pajel with his buttocks. Pajel inserted just his head again. Rak enthusiastically shoved himself onto Pajel and Tyll moaned in lust.
The younger man grinned at Tyll but he spoke to Rak. “Go on, dancer. Dance for me and your spouse.”
Rak tilted his head back and he took Tyll into his mouth. His body danced between them, writhing sensually as he worked himself on Pajel and sucked on Tyll. His wings unfurled again and beat against the air upside down in time to his action.
Pajel held himself in, waiting for the older man to climax. He enjoyed the sight of Rak’s dance and wings, and the longer he restrained himself, the more intense his orgasm would be. Every so often, he gave Rak a thrust with his hips, which drove the bound Loftoni wild and caused him to redouble his efforts to bring his user to orgasm. Pajel amused himself further by squeezing Rak’s balls, stroking his erection, and pinching and pulling on his ringed nipples.
Eventually, he saw Tyll stiffen. The older man cried out softly and Rak’s throat worked convulsively to swallow the load he’d just been given. That was enough for Pajel, and he cried out as he shot his seed into Rak. 
Rak’s entire body spasmed as his orgasm took him, multiple spurts of seed landing on his already well-coated belly and chest. The internal clenching of Rak’s climax increased Pajel’s pleasure even more, and Tyll groaned as the last drops were sucked out of him with vigor.
Pajel reached over and lowered the chains, letting gravity pull him out of Rak. Rak clenched again, quickly supporting his own weight, to keep Pajel inside him a bit longer. Pajel smiled and lowered himself a bit when he saw Rak’s reaction. Rak followed him down, peeking at him with a teasing smile on his face.
Pajel lowered to his hands and knees, keeping Rak below him. “Crazy Thezi,” he said.
Rak pressed his groin against him. “I like you in me.”
 
* * * *
 
There was a frantic knocking at the door. “Thezomeh! It’s said you’re leaving at sunset! And there’s a thousand things to do! And your dragon is frantic! And your assistant is looking for you! And the Strazomeh needs to speak to you! And the Eklomeh is demanding an explanation!”
“Suddenly, departing sounds much more attractive,” said Rak as his men unchained him. He wasn’t as worried about the ten-night flight as his family was. So long as he wasn’t around others, the fires wouldn’t bother him. It was the arrival in Koilatha after the long abstinence that had him worried. Then the fires would rear up at their strongest.
He had learned as a young priest that if he wasn’t able to sense other men, the magic let him be. He had decided that once Tyll died, he would become a hermit. Then Zotien had made him high priest. He still dreamed of having a little cave for himself and Scorth, deep in the wilderness where no man would ever go, but he knew duty would keep him in Okyro.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 4: Departure
 
 
Scorth was idling on the landing field, waiting impatiently for Rak to finish the last-minute chores. Rak was speaking to Ioli, his young assistant newly graduated from the Novitiate, and Pikara, the de facto captain of his personal guard, although she refused the actual command.
Yes, do go on chatting. It’s not like the fate of the Army of Night hangs in the balance or anything, Scorth told Rak, the “sound” of his mental voice identical to his spoken one. It’s only the Victory Prophecy, about winning a trivial three-thousand-year war. Silly nonsense. Do go on and on.
Rak ignored the dragon. He told Ioli, “I know the original plan called for us to travel together, but this cannot be. Speed is of the essence here. I must fly ahead. I give you command of my guard. You are instructed to travel overland to Koilatha.”
Ioli nodded earnestly, his fingers flashing in the signs he’d been taught because he’d been born mute. “We will join you in the Sun Kingdom as quickly as we can.”
Pikara grumbled something that Rak couldn’t quite hear. He glanced at her. “In two days, S’Tyll rides to Rython for a wedding. I would like you to escort him that far. From Rython, you can ride the trade road.” He knew Pikara adored Tyll, and not just for his music. But it made a good excuse.
“S’Tyll singing at a wedding is worth hearing,” she agreed.
Rak clapped Ioli on the shoulder. “This journey will be good for you. Think of it as seasoning. There is nothing out there worse than what you would face on the Line.”
Ioli didn’t look at all convinced, but he smiled bravely. Scorth bumped Rak on the shoulder, tipping him into Ioli, who collided with Pikara, who knocked into Alga, her avtappi.
Alga steadied Pikara then leapt at Scorth’s muzzle to bite it and lashed out with her climbing claws. Scorth abruptly pulled his head up and growled at the avtappi. I can eat you, he told her. 
Pikara shook her fist at Scorth. “Don’t think about eating my avtappi! And if you’re so worried about Thez, don’t fly him to some night-blasted sun land!”
Scorth crossed his forelegs and affected an innocent air. I would never dream of eating an avtappi, he claimed loftily. I just wanted to make sure she was aware that I could.
“Look, you flying mule, you stay in dragon form there in Sunnyville,” Pikara said. “I don’t care how many books they have that you want to read. Those sunnies’ll rape anything that doesn’t run.” Scorth ducked his head down and bumped her affectionately. “Yeah, yeah,” Pikara said, moving away when Alga snorted with jealousy.
Ioli was impressed that she kept her feet under her. He fell on his ass every time Scorth did that to him. Like now. He strained silently and picked himself back up.
Enough with the farewells. Get on or I’m picking you up and you’re dangling from my claws for the rest of the night, Scorth warned.
Rak looked up at the dragon’s hovering head and telepathically replied, You are impossible.
One must be to deal with a crazy Loftoni high priest.
“Night’s blessing on you all,” Rak told them. “Now I must go before Scorth dies of impatience.”
Pikara mounted Alga, who reared as a kind of honor for Scorth’s departure, belying her earlier behavior. Every dragon and wyvern in Okyro took wing when Scorth launched. Hundreds of wings beat the air, whipping up a furious wind. Rak sent his own mental greetings to Scorth’s wyverns as they settled into formation around the dragon. The rest of the winged reptiles flew in escort, their voices filling the air over the plateau with brassy thunder.
Pikara watched until Scorth was no longer a dot on the horizon. Every other dragon and wyvern had long since landed, returning to their normal activities. She wondered if she would ever see him again.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 5: The Chaos Temple
 
 
Protåra Ligo, Tålyssa Fångari
1st day, 1st week, (waxing) Telyssa’s moon
 
Erday, the 21st of Evphormon
 
The cold stone walls of the small chamber wept blood. Della stood in the center of the room to avoid them. Her arm still throbbed from the brief contact she’d had with the fluid. Whispers in the shadowy corners gave her goose bumps and firmed her notion that sleeping in here would be dangerous, if not deadly. Wherever here was.
She should not have trusted Lord Virien’s smooth words. All she had to do, he’d told her, was present her paperwork to the man at the hall of records and she would be free. Jethain, the kind prince, had signed her manumission himself. She wondered from whom the betrayal had come. Jethain or Virien? Perhaps they had worked together.
Della had gone to the hall of records convinced she was nearly a free woman. The records man didn’t seem surprised or upset when he looked over her papers. She had walked imperiously into his small office, directed there by the door warden. His office was in the basement where the records of slaves were kept, below the more important records of livestock and free people.
The records man stamped her papers before escorting her through another door, half hidden by the shelves lining the walls. She went through the indicated door, blindly trusting fool that she was. A sack was flung over her head, her wrists were bound, and a rough voice said, “That’s three this week. Our little prince has been busy.”
“Three are enough when added to the others we caught this week,” said the records man. “This one’s the oldest and plainest of the lot.”
“Then she’ll do for the Goddess, and our allies can take the others,” laughed the rough voice. “Hard to say which is the worse fate.”
After that, she’d been trussed to the point of immobility and loaded into a wagon. Bolts of rough cloth were placed about her, but she could hear other people in the wagon, as terrified as she was. The wagon swayed and jounced uncomfortably, the dull clop of the horse’s hooves doing nothing to soothe her. In the end, when the sack was pulled from her head, she came face to face with the cold man.
A shrill scraping like nails over slate startled her. The recent past events fled Della’s mind as she glanced about wildly. The chamber was still empty, except for the shadows in the corners, which seemed closer than they had been. She licked her lips, panic clawing at her throat. The only door was the one the cold man had thrust her through before flinging her to the floor. 
She’d met a lot of nasty, petty men while serving at the palace, but not one of them had terrified her like he had. He hadn’t touched her in any way that could be construed as inappropriate. He hadn’t threatened her, or even spoken a single word to her. But as his flat eyes surveyed her like she was an insect, she had felt an overwhelming rush of fear that chilled her to the bone. 
He had put her here and here she would stay. To do otherwise would mean facing him again. She looked around, blinking back tears at the unfairness of it all. “Goddess?” she whispered. “What Goddess has a home so foul?”
“Sti symenos ohs esta?”
The hissed words came from the walls themselves and Della yelped. She hadn’t expected an answer, least of all from the weeping walls. Deep grooves sank into the stone surfaces, forming glyphs. They were not a language she recognized, but the stylized symbols were graphic enough to be understood, and gruesome in their suggestions.
The shadows were advancing closer. This time she was certain of it. They were creeping across the stones, closing in on where she stood, trapping her in the remaining circle of vanishing grey floor.
“Sun Lord Auranz, protect me from evil,” Della said through lips gone numb. “Be the light in this foul darkness, the warmth in this deep cold, and deliver me to your care.”
The shadows retreated, hissing softly, and she took courage in her faith. The Lord of Day would never permit such vileness to win. He had heard her prayer and would intercede on her behalf. Laughter cackled across the walls in a rippling wave. Not one voice laughing, but many, each with its own pitch and cadence. Hundreds upon hundreds of evil, laughing voices.
“Esse Ahrahns?”
The laughter intensified and Della whimpered. “Nis!”
the voices crowed, “Asse Katsrevia!”
Though it was warped by the sibilance of the voices, Della recognized the name of the Goddess of darkness. She screamed in earnest. The shadows resumed their advance, hissing and laughing at her helplessness. They surrounded her and mocked her with their hissing words. The longer she listened to their language, the more she understood. 
“Auranz has no sway here,” the voices told her. “Stupid sunlight cannot save you. She is mistress here. She has you now. Bow down, slave, to Katzrevia.”
When she failed to respond, their whispers grew more personal, more taunting. The voices didn’t speak in unison now, but from all sides in a bewildering flurry of whispers. 
“Healer slave… so sweet… wants to help… wants to stop pain… we have so much pain… touch us… stop our pain.” While the shadows never quite touched her, they tortured her with their cruel laughter. The fate they outlined for her was a horrible one, of death and damnation, far from the sun-drenched paradise promised to the faithful of Auranz.
The Goddess of death and destruction stood beside her consort, the dark God of evil, master of demons and the legions of the damned. They stood in balance against the clean light of Sun Lord Auranz and the perfect goodness of Si’Yeni, mother of all. Della had never imagined that a temple to the dark ones could stand anywhere in her beloved Koilatha.
It was a relief when the cold man came for her. Anything would be better than to be trapped there, listening to the hissing shadows. The man dragged her out by her long, brown hair and the shadows followed them. She whimpered and the man glanced back. He saw the shadows and her reaction, but his expression didn’t vary, nor did his pace. 
He yanked her into a vast, open chamber. The vaulted roof towered overhead, but the heights of it were swathed in dripping cobwebs and deeper, moving shades. Bats swirled down and then back up in a tumbling aerial display, disturbed by something unseen. The shadows crept along the floor as the man led her through the nave of the dark temple towards the altar.
The man slammed her to her knees before the translucent altar stone as he raised his hands and began to chant in a guttural, foul language. Darkness gathered around them as the shadows took form, and now Della saw them as the faded specters of ages past, murdered to raise the temple they were bound to.
His chant done, the man forced her to stand and walk forward. Her eyes had barely registered the odd slopes and grooves of the top of the stone when he lifted her, spun her in his arms as if she weighed nothing, and set her on the altar. The slopes conformed uncomfortably to the angles of her body. 
Searing pain consumed Della, an agony so intense it superseded every other sensation. She drew in a shaky breath and let loose a long, ear-splitting scream. She screamed for a long time, but her final audience, the cold man and the hissing shadows, were unmoved. In the moments before her death, the cold man placed a small crystal on her chest. She saw the white feathery wings and face of Pehroz, Lord of Death, fleetingly. He reached for her, but she slipped out of his grasp, tumbling into frigid darkness.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 6: Karpos City
 
 
ªktåra Ligo, Tålyssa Fångari
6th day, 1st week, Telyssa’s moon
 
Seaday, the 26th of Evphormon
 
Ochre stone buildings with red tiled roofs sat nestled in a great deal of greenery. Even the smallest, crudest of hovels had green grass around it and a tree or two to shade it. No walls enclosed the city’s buildings, which sprawled farther and farther apart as city outskirt turned into farmland. 
A city that has never known war, Rak thought, and thus sees no need for walls.

The mottled grey-green road wound around a small hill before driving straight through the city to the distant palace on the banks of the river. Truly they were far from home. Rak directed Vyld down the hill and the other two avtappi followed, cloven hooves clicking. No defenses, no walls, and the road travelled a straight course to the doors of the palace itself.
A fat city, ripe for the taking. It would require little effort on our part. A pity that our lord has forbidden us any fun. Scorth’s mental response rippled with laughter.
Rak glanced at the black, horned man awkwardly perched on the blue roan equine. The Koilathan people are not our enemies. We are not here to start a war. Our lord would not be pleased if we did so. One war at a time is enough.
Must you always be so serious?
A simple gate, propped open on rusted hinges, formed the only physical barrier to entering the city. Rak thought it was a checkpoint, placed on the only road of width, for the collection of tariffs. Beside the gate, a sturdy if tiny wooden building loitered beneath an ancient apple tree. Two soldiers clad in brown stood in the roadway, blocking it with lowered pikes.
The senior of the two guards challenged them. “You may not pass, demons. We are a peaceful people, content in the honor and glory of Auranz.”
A moment after he translated the words, Rak’s chill smile was visible despite the raised hood of his cloak. “Sun Lord Auranz is not at war with the Lord of Night. We have business with the palace that will not be turned aside. I would prefer not to harm you, but that choice is yours. Let us pass. We intend no harm to the people of Koilatha, nor to their king.”
The guard, his face as white as the Lord of Death’s, shuddered back a step and his pike clattered to the ground. Then he whirled about and fled. Rak turned and looked, but nothing was behind them. The second guard maneuvered himself adroitly to cover the gate alone. 
“Brave. But pointless.” Rak signaled his mount. Vyld snorted smoke from flared nostrils as his fanged jaws opened. 
The guard released his pike and gave pursuit to his senior. Rak caught the falling weapon before it could hit him in the head. He already had a headache from the bright sunlight, his rousing slave fires, and from thinking in a foreign language. He leaned the pike against the gate before passing through.
The area just past the gate was identical to the area just before it. Small homes lined the road, their neatly kept yards defined by borders of various shrubberies. Many had meager vegetable gardens, and the drone of insects was only overpowered by the clucking of scrawny flightless birds that scratched and pecked in the dirt. Rak had not seen chickens in many years. 
As they rode by, ragged children abandoned their games and ran inside. The adults drew protective sun circles on their breasts and called for Auranz to destroy the demons. A few men, thin in their rough homespun, stood on the edges of their properties with oaken staffs or clubs in hand. The weapons were suitable for defending hearth and home from thugs that probably looked much like they did.
The district slowly changed in character as the homes grew larger and were replaced by shops and inns. Riders, carts, and pedestrians funneled onto the main road from narrow side streets to jostle for space with wagons, but Rak and Scorth rode in a bubble of isolation. The sense of enclosure brought on by the buildings that towered over them like the walls of a bizarre canyon faded as the road emptied into a large open area. 
The huge markets were thronged with people, adding to the confusion of sights, sounds, and scents that filled the heavy air. The residential part of the city hadn’t smelled of anything other than dirt and stone, but now they were inundated with scents never intended to mingle. All manner of merchants crowded the space with offerings ranging from simple wares atop blankets or hand-drawn carts, to colorful tents and rickety stands full of produce, to sturdier stalls and permanent shops. 
Rak was sure there was some organization to the marketplace, but it appeared completely chaotic to him. Eggs, bread, and even fresh fruit were sold in stalls beside those selling rugs, ornamental vases, and knives. The noise of thousands of people talking, laughing, haggling, and arguing roared like the surf of the western sea against the rock cliffs. 
A ripple spread outwards into the crowd as heads turned, eyes widened, and mouths dropped open. The secondary wave consisted of blankets flipped over wares, shutters slammed shut, and shoppers scattering, screaming of an invasion of demons. Rak found himself torn between amusement and exasperation.
Scorth’s mental voice scythed through his thoughts. I told you there would be a riot regardless of what form I bore this day.
Here comes the cavalry to save the day, Rak replied, indicating the approaching riders. Like the gate guards, they wore dark brown jackets over pale brown pants with dark brown riding boots. They were mounted on identically tacked, solid horses. Police, if he had to guess.
The half-dozen riders encircled Rak and Scorth but did not reach for their weapons. The horses’ eyes rolled white at the smell of the avtappi but they stayed under the control of their riders. The very maleness of the guards filled Rak’s senses and his fires raged. Rak and Scorth continued to ride through the much emptier marketplace. The police exchanged many looks, as if daring each other to be the one to break the silence. Finally, a man whose hair was more silver than blond asked, “What is your business in our fair city, demons?”
Dhåmions? Holy bloodsuckers? asked Scorth. Couldn’t they come up with anything better than that?
“My business is my own. Who are you to ask?” Four of the men made sun circles on their breasts when Rak spoke. I do not think demon means the same as dhåmion, he communicated to Scorth. I am not sure what they are calling us.
“We are the City Watch. It is our duty to protect the king’s citizens,” said the leader. “State your business, demon, unless you want to see the inside of the gaol.”
“We carry a message for the king.” 
The watchmen conferred in a rapid-fire series of exchanges that Rak mostly missed. It made no difference to him what they decided. Though he would rather not have to fight them, he was prepared for it. Nothing would keep him from discharging his duty. One of the riders urged his horse to a gallop, pulling ahead and pounding up the road towards the still-distant palace.
The remaining riders spread out, keeping Rak and Scorth within their circle. “Thank you for the escort,” Rak said as if that courtesy were only to be expected.
“It’s not for you,” the leader told him. “We don’t want any blood shed on account of you.”
They reached the northern edge of the markets and entered a district of crafter shops and adjoining apartments. The monotony was broken up by inns and ornately carved dwellings that according to their markings belonged to a variety of guildsmen, merchants, and other non-noble well-to-dos.
The farther from the markets they rode, the more shops were replaced by homes, until only near mansions lined the left side of the street. To the right, the street opened into another plaza, this one round and paved in golden-hued stone. In the center of the plaza, four gleaming ochre and russet hippocampi statues shot jets of water into the air. Rak wondered if the Koilathans knew that the creatures were really sea green. The rearing gryphon that composed the central statue was also carved from the yellow stone, but the russet streaks on the wings lent a semblance of reality to the beast.
They rode past the plaza and its fountain and approached the enormous Temple of Light. The golden dome glittered in the sunlight, infecting Rak’s vision with dark spots. He made a gesture of benediction towards the scrambling cream-clad sun priests, the scent of frankincense lingering to mark their passage. 
At hearing new cries of “Demons!” from those who should know better, Rak sighed and spoke aloud. “Too long has the Army of Night kept safe the Lands of Light. They mistake us for the enemy.”
Smoky and deep, Scorth’s voice rumbled, “Indeed.”
The watchmen exchanged more looks and their horses eased inwards at their command despite their anxiety. The insulated Koilathans didn’t have much contact with foreigners. Rak guessed that hearing a foreign language made them nervous.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 7: The Palace Guard
 
 
A company of emerald-and-gold-clad soldiers stood before the palace gates. These men did not look like police. The easy way they handled their halberds and swords told Rak that they were army.
Scorth sighed, sparing Rak the need to do so himself, and growled. “This grows ridiculous. Allow me to change my form and I’ll put an end to this nonsense.”
“Whereupon they will secret the king in the deepest cellar they have. Ix, no. I think not.” Rak fell silent as he brought his steed to a stop before the guard with the most decoration and braid upon his uniform.
 
* * * *
 
“Welcome to Karpos City,” said the black-haired man. “I am Jisten, captain of the palace guard. Your name and purpose?” His voice was polite, his face an unreadable mask. Jisten studied the foreigners with a wary eye. It was his duty to protect the royal family, and this was a situation that could quickly turn to bloodshed. But there were only two men and three fanged equines, hardly an invasion force, and they had entered the city openly, without deceit or cover. 
“I am S’Rak, a high priest of the Lord of Night. I bear a message for the King of Koilatha.” S’Rak’s build was slight but armored—that of a fighter, despite his short stature. The long grapevine scar on his face screamed of one who had known combat. He sat his red-eyed mount with the nonchalant ease of an experienced rider or cavalryman. The ebony horned man sat his mount like he’d never been on a horse before and wasn’t enjoying the experience.
Jisten’s sharp eyes saw the hilts of short swords peeking out of concealed sheaths on the shorter rider’s calves. He carried a sabre openly on his sword-belt, and a mace dangled from a holder built into the saddle. Oddly, the other rider did not appear to be armed at all. No lumps of concealed items could be seen under the black clothing, and no weapons dangled from belt or saddle. “And your country?”
“A’filozenoi,” replied the priest, another minimal answer. 
Jisten cursed his inability to read the green glyphs that bordered the priest’s clothing. He recognized them as the ancient tongue used by priests of all the Gods, but that language was an esoteric study only undertaken by those very same priests and some mages and scholars. “If you give me your message, I shall personally deliver it to the king. I give my solemn word.” 
 
* * * *
 
A slight smile touched Rak’s lips as he leaned forward and spoke, his voice soft but firm. “My message is for the king alone, and into his hand am I charged to place it, by the command of Lord Zotien himself.” He paused a beat before offering, “However, were I in your boots, I would not trust me either. Therefore, I will permit you to disarm me, and even to chain me and ring me with guards, if that is what it takes for me to discharge this duty that my God has lain upon me.”
Rak was well aware of the risk he was taking, for disarmed and chained, he would be defenseless should someone decide to rid the world of a dark servant. Well, mostly defenseless, he corrected himself. He observed the flickers of emotion across the captain’s face—worry, surprise, consideration, and finally acceptance. 
“Chains won’t be necessary,” declared Jisten, “but disarming is standard.” 
This gratified Rak, though he retained his doubts about his reception within the palace. “Very well,” he said. “And these others?” He indicated the lingering men of the watch.
“City watchmen, your attention to your duty is appreciated. Please return to your posts,” Jisten said. They saluted him before turning their lathered horses aside. “Follow me, please,” said the captain, still polite. 
The large courtyard fronting the palace was filled with a riotous growth of flowering plants arranged around a pair of splashing fountains. Turning left through a stone archway, Jisten led them into a smaller courtyard separated from the formal area by a wall of the same light green granite from which the bulk of the palace was built. “This is the guard’s courtyard,” he explained.
“Thank you, Captain.” Rak turned his gaze on the black-haired man, the first he’d seen in a land where blond hair was the norm. Jisten was looking at him, and for a moment, beryl eyes locked with storm-grey ones. The desire to kiss the man almost overwhelmed Rak. Ten long nights and his fires were letting him know it exquisitely.
Scorth hauled Rak back to reality. Lust later, focus now.
These are the eyes from my vision. Rak shot an annoyed glance at Scorth. 
Jisten’s gaze, following Rak’s glare, quickly re-assessed the man who rode behind the high priest. The white horns gave him pause, and while brown skin was common, true black was unheard of. Perhaps this really was a demon. The sense that Jisten somehow knew of men with horns flooded him deep inside. Not demons, his gut told him, you know them.
Rak glanced around as he dismounted. This courtyard was small only in comparison with the other, and it boasted its own fountain, which filled the water trough along one wall. Hitching rings were set in convenient positions opposite the trough, as were benches for weary guards to rest upon. From the slight odor, he guessed that the archway on the far side led to the stables. 
The avtappi were led to the watering trough, and while they drank Rak divested himself of his weaponry. First, he strapped the sabre, scabbard included, to the back of the saddle over the saddlebags. Next, he removed a pair of short swords from their scabbards on his calves and re-sheathed them in special pockets built into the saddle. 
He pulled out a half-dozen daggers from various locations and stowed them in the saddlebags before removing a black wooden scroll case that he placed in a pocket. Captain Jisten watched him with a professional air, although he did look impressed over the mobile armory. 
Where did they find green rock? Scorth asked. I didn’t think granite came in this shade.
Perhaps they dyed it. The inside will be worse. Sun-worshippers adore color. Rak led two of the avtappi to an ornately carved hitching post in the shade and tied the beasts with a knot that they could undo. They did not require tying, but to leave them loose would raise more questions than he cared to answer. 
Having likewise secured his own beast, Scorth laughed. And we don’t?
Of course we do. But they do not know that. Turning back to the captain, Rak’s face smoothed into blankness as he switched tongues. “I am finished, sir.”
“The name’s just Jisten, my lord. I’m captain of the palace guard, but not of noble blood. The likes of me doesn’t warrant a sir from the likes of you, my lord.” 
“That is entirely a matter of opinion, Captain. Do not devalue yourself.”
Jisten smiled at receiving that advice from a dark servant. He gestured as a dozen guards appeared in the courtyard. “Your escort into the palace, my lord.”
A large, scarred guard with dead eyes, attired in indigo, stepped forward, sparing a glance for the dark servants before addressing Jisten. “I’ve orders to search ‘em before allowing ‘em into the palace.”
“Do what you must,” Rak said. He missed neither the quickly smothered anger in the captain’s eyes, nor the implications of the differing uniform worn by the dead-eyed guard, who ran his hands briskly over the priest, seeking the lumps of hidden weapons. Even these hands had Rak wishing for more, but he imagined the grey-eyed man of his dreams running his hands over him rather than the lout who was actually touching him. In his mind’s eye the grey-eyed man stroked him, then entered, and Rak felt himself responding. He clamped down on the reaction before anyone saw it and hauled his fertile imagination back into its cage.
Quick but thorough, the guard’s hands stopped over the oddness of the priest’s back. “What’s this?”
 
* * * *
 
Jisten looked discomfited. He should have patted down the dark priest. He wondered at his lapse. He pretended that he hadn’t noticed the large stirring in Rak’s pants. It had vanished quickly enough to make him hope it had just been his imagination, or a trick of the lighting. Yes, that had to be it. The lighting.
Rak spread his draconic wings, the thin membranes glowing in brilliant hues at odds with his dark service. “I am Loftoni,” he explained, masking a smile at the soft gasps of appreciation, the loudest from the captain. “All those of Loftoni blood are winged.”
All the pieces fell into place in Jisten’s mind. Loftoni. Of course. He was lost in the sight of the brilliant wings. Something bumped him, hard, and Jisten felt irritation at being drawn away from his private world of wings.
“Cap’n,” Sedrael whispered.
“What?” Jisten snapped in an uncharacteristic manner. “He’s not armed, as I said,” he added as cover for his lapse. When the guard reached for the wings, Jisten’s hand clamped his wrist in a vise-like grip. “Careful with the high priest’s wings, Hueltar.” 
“I am not secreting anything within their folds, sir,” Rak assured the dead-eyed guard, even as he gave Jisten a thoughtful glance. 
The look Hueltar gave Jisten was one of pure malice, although the captain didn’t see it—his gaze was still locked on the wings. Hueltar stepped back. “Nothing,” he said, sounding disappointed. The colorful wings vanished back beneath the black cloak as Rak furled them. 
Hueltar checked Scorth, who scowled but submitted to the search after a sharp glance from Rak. Scorth also had a pair of wings hiding beneath his cloak, but his wings were as black as the rest of him, and when spread they seemed to suck in all light that struck them. The guard stepped back again and admitted, “No weapons.”
“As I would’ve told you,” the captain snapped.
I’ve no need of human weapons, Scorth growled through their mind link. 
Then it is a good thing that only I can hear you, or they would never let us near the king. Rak gestured to Jisten. “Lead the way, if you please.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 8: The Meeting Crasher
 
 
They’re meeting again, fumed Jethain as he went to his father’s study. Why do they never tell me of these meetings? What are they trying to hide from me? He took his duties as crown prince seriously, but neither his father nor his uncle did. They still treated him like a child, despite his being a man grown and blooded in battle.
He paced down the ancient, cold marble hallways. Tapestry work was saved for the rooms, so bas-relief carvings and statuary lined the walls, all of it cold stone despite the bright colors of the magically dyed rock. A perfectly useless waste of magic just to avoid white walls, Jethain thought, not for the first time.
Reaching the study, he nodded to the guards posted on either side of the door that he then yanked open. The guards not only let him pass, but also saluted him. He was in command of the palace guard as well as the army the guards were drawn from. It was nice to receive respect from someone, for he certainly received none from the men within.
The king’s study was full of old, stuffed leather furniture and dark wooden tables. On the mellow blue walls, tapestries of battles and paintings of hounds and horses were interspersed with weaponry and the occasional trophy touting the hunting prowess of their ancestors. It was a comfortable room, full of memories of playing with wooden soldiers on the floor, but it was also a private one.
King Owain, dressed in formal court attire, was seated at his desk, his head bent over the papers spread out before him. His long, wavy hair, neatly confined in an elaborate noble’s braid, was a mix of the gold of youth and the silver of age. His large shoulders strained against the fine fabrics of the court robes, lending him the look of a man who’d be more comfortable in leather and steel armor. His full beard didn’t conceal his rugged facial features. His weary blue eyes looked up. “Son, please, I am in a meeting with your uncle.”
“Sire,” replied Jethain through gritted teeth, “that’s why I’m here. Lord Virien isn’t your heir, I am.”
The elegant man who stood at the king’s elbow looked at Jethain dismissively. Virien had the look of fine breeding about him, despite being bastard born. His light brown hair had only a little silver to it, and his face was unmarred by wrinkles even though he was only half a year younger than the king. His pale blue eyes were colder than the ice they resembled in color.
“Yes, yes,” drawled Virien, Owain’s half-brother and chief advisor. “We have work to do, prince. Don’t you have horses to train?” 
“Son, we’re rather busy. Can’t this wait?” The king gave an impatient glance at the ornate pendulum clock that stood in one corner.
“Sire, it’s my job to learn governance. How am I to do this if I’m never informed of these meetings?” The small smile on his lips was an effort to keep his tone polite. The prince sat down on a red-leather brass chair and crossed his booted feet.
“You attend the council meetings,” said Virien, fingering his neatly trimmed goatee in a calculated insult. Custom forbade a childless man from wearing facial hair. “You know all that you need to.”
“Council meetings are for show,” Jethain replied. “Even I know that. The real governance of this kingdom is occurring in here, in secret.”
“No conspiracy here,” laughed Owain. “Just daily drudgery.”
“I’d like to see that for myself, Father.”
“You’re too suspicious, my young nephew,” Virien said. Another insult. Jethain was no youth.
“You give me a lot to be suspicious about, Uncle.” Jethain’s smile remained properly polite.
“Me?” asked Virien. “Are you still upset over your failure to impregnate those three slave girls?” He nudged Owain as he spoke, winking in amusement. “Or angry that they ran off the moment you freed them?”
Jethain pursed his lips. He hadn’t seen any of the three in days now. He had built friendships with them over months, and then they were gone. This was an all-too-frequent occurrence in his life, and he wondered why he hadn’t yet learned not to get attached. Della, with her heart-shaped face and soft hands, had been his favorite for a long time.
“You freed more slaves?” Owain asked, his voice sharpening in anger. “And they’re gone?” 
Virien pulled three pieces of parchment from his stack and offered them to the prince. “Their manumissions, your highness.”
The king snatched the forms before Jethain could claim them and read them quickly. His scowl deepened with each page. “Three more gone,” he growled in disgust. “This one is nothing, but a healer’s assistant? And a master weaver?”
“Sire,” said Virien, “we are now without a single master weaver in the palace where once we had three.”
Owain turned to Jethain with a baleful glare. “You will stop this nonsense. I don’t care if you bed them, for if you impregnate one, we can at least get an heir out of you. But you will stop freeing the palace slaves.”
“We can get another master weaver easily, by offering wages.”
“I’ll get the money out of the stones in the courtyard,” Virien said. He flipped a ledger open and pushed it towards the king. “Look, Brother, the prince’s excesses continue to cost us. We’re losing our royal reserve.”
“Free servants are dangerous. Slaves are safe because we can control them.” Owain nodded when he glanced at the ledger. “Stop freeing them, Jethain.” 
“It’s not just an issue of money,” Virien added, “but also of having the needed skills available. You’ve cost us a master weaver and she won’t be easy to replace. We weren’t able to replace the other two before you freed the third.”
“Slavery is wrong. It’s evil.” Jethain wanted to stamp his feet as Owain and Virien exchanged sympathetic glances. He’d lost this fight before it had started.
The king stood with a creak of leather and whisper of velvet, forcing the prince to stand as well. Owain rested a rose-water-scented hand on Jethain’s shoulder. “Son, really. Now is not the time for this. There’s a new warhorse I want you to see. Go speak to Bharis about him. He might be good enough to replace your Saber as main stud.” As the king spoke, he steered his son towards the door.
“Stop trying to distract me with horses,” said Jethain bitterly. Standing in the doorframe, he had a view of the courtyard and the commotion. “And what in the hells is going on? Dark servants? Here?”
“The guard will deal with them,” said Owain, not really paying attention to his son’s words.
“The guard is letting them in, Sire.”
“What?” asked Owain.
“What?” asked Virien, coming up behind them.
“Captain Jisten is escorting two men in black garb,” reported Jethain from his vantage point. “Very, very black garb.”
The king and the advisor crowded to the window, and if the situation hadn’t been so serious, Jethain might have laughed at them. But it was serious, if demons of the night had just been permitted to enter the palace grounds. “Nothing good can come of this,” the prince said.
“I’m going to the throne room,” sighed Owain. “You know how the courtiers talk. I don’t want a panic on my hands. Jethain, accompany me.”
“Yes, Sire.” Jethain gestured to the guards to take up position around the monarch.
“I’ll waylay them at the doors,” Virien said, straightening his formal court garb.
“Excellent,” said the king. “I can always count on you, Virien.”
Jethain snagged the sleeve of a page padding down the hall. “Gill, please go to the library and ask Ylion Forael to join us in the throne room. Tell him that dark servants have arrived and we fear his services will be required.”
Gill’s eyes went round as saucers, but he was one of the most reliable of the pages. “Yes, Your Highness,” he said, and then dashed off at full speed down the corridor.
“I hope Forael is up to containing this terrible evil that is upon us,” said Virien. “He has always seemed a bit weak.”
“He has my confidence,” replied Owain mildly. 
“He’s an Ylion,” said Jethain. “A servant of the holy light. His strength will show itself when faced with the night’s servants.”
“One can only hope so,” said Virien with a shrug. “I hope you are right, or we all shall suffer.” He glanced at the king, “Perhaps you should stay here, Sire. It would be foolish of us to endanger you needlessly. I’ll make your excuses to the court.”
“The courtiers would laugh at our weakness were we to hide,” Jethain snapped.
“I never hide,” said Owain. “I will face these dark servants and, by the grace of the light, triumph over their evil.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 9: The Throne Room
 
 
The palace corridor was just as colorful as Rak predicted. Five different shades of blue marble tile formed a pattern on the floor. The marble walls swirled with multiple hues of blue and green. Bas-relief carvings of vines, leaves, and small animals were interspersed with niches holding realistically colored life-sized statues of famous Koilathans in heroic poses. 
Captain Jisten knocked on the double golden doors as Rak studied the inlaid crest of the rampant gryphon centered on the metallic surface. A somber man slipped out of the throne room and into the corridor. His velvet court garb was a shade between purple and blue and combined with the profusion of gold embroidery made plain his high rank. His face was a mask that revealed nothing of what he felt. “I am Lord Virien, chief advisor of the king. What is your business here?” He ignored the captain and addressed Rak directly.
“I am S’Rak, high priest of the Thezi sect of the Brotherhood of Dark Servants of the Lord of Night. I bear a message for the king of Koilatha.”
“Give me your message and I will take it to him at once,” said Virien.
“My Lord Zotien has charged me to place this message into the king’s hand myself.” Rak wondered how many times he’d have to re-conquer the same territory before he got through. “Fear not, the Lord of Night is at peace with the House of Day and wishes no ill towards King Owain.”
“How do I know that you are who you claim to be? What proof have you other than your word?” 
Rak laughed, sending shivers down the backs of all who stood nearby. He spoke at little more than a whisper, but was heard clearly by all. “The Lord of Night suffers no pretenders. Woe unto him who mocks the Storm Lord by feigning service, for he will find that service become real and most unpleasant.” He worked the black-leather and steel gauntlet from his left hand and tucked it into his sword belt before he removed a large ring from his third finger.
The silvery black stone glowed in the silver setting as Rak held it up. “This is my ring of office, given to me by the Lord of Night when I was ordained in his service. It cannot be faked, nor duplicated, nor stolen. If I were to die, the night stone would darken and become valueless. If it were to be stolen, the thief who stole it would sicken and die within hours, and the ring would find me.”
“I’ve heard of night stones. May I see it?” asked Virien.
Rak dropped the heavy ring into the advisor’s hand. Even though he hadn’t touched the man, his fires flared up. Virien studied his face with veiled amusement for a long moment and even glanced at his crotch while Rak concentrated on his self-control.
Holding the ring between two fingers, Virien looked into the stone. Within, he saw a field of deepest black strewn with stars in replica of the current night sky. The stone was real, and by extension, so was the priest. Virien handed the ring back with a shaken expression that he masked quickly. “I am convinced, your grace. I will announce you. What of your companion?”
With a subtle but elegant hand motion, Rak indicated his soul-bonded partner as he said, “This is Synarxon Scorth. He also serves my God, but he is not a priest.”
Scorth snorted but said nothing. After a moment, Virien stepped back into the throne room and murmured into the ear of the herald, who rapped his staff of office on the floor three times. Silence fell, and the herald announced in a deep, booming voice, “High Priest S’Rak of the Lord of Night, bearing a message for the king and accompanied by Lord Scorth.”
The dark servants and their ring of guards entered the room in Virien’s wake as the echoes of the herald’s announcement faded. A reply was issued from a richly dressed young man on the dais of the throne. “The king welcomes the high priest and bids him and his party to approach.”
Rak stifled a sigh aimed at all the pomp as they processed up the narrow length of the room towards the throne. The dais was the focal point, a golden nugget that gleamed against the setting of pale green marble. No carvings adorned the walls, and the tiles of the floor formed an arrow-like pattern that led inexorably towards the golden marble of the dais and golden metal of the throne atop it. 
After a moment’s reflection, Rak realized that wearing only one glove was offensive to his deep sense of symmetry. He removed his other gauntlet and tucked it next to its mate before casting back his hood. The throne room was lit by small clerestory windows high up on the green marble walls, allowing in light sufficient enough not to trouble the dark priest. A sun priest stepped out, his cream-and-gold robes aflutter as he blocked Rak’s path. His silver hair was tousled and his face lined with age, but his pale blue eyes shone with intelligence, and the power that surrounded him was unmistakable.
That sense of golden light made Rak’s head and eyes ache in protest. He locked gazes with the sun priest. There was something appealing and at the same time repulsive about the other’s aura. He didn’t feel even a trace of sexual desire towards his opposite.
The sun priest seemed as intently interested as Rak as they stared at each other in silence. A tension grew within the empty space that separated their bodies. Their hands brushed, and both golden light and pitch darkness flared to the arched ceiling. It momentarily obscured their view of each other, and that was enough, barely, to enable the two priests to break off. 
“Ylion,” said Rak, stating the man’s general religious title as a way of acknowledging the sun priest’s power. He could not be certain of any specific titles the man might bear, but a holy servant of the light seemed definite.
“Nyxion,” replied the sun priest in kind. The man gestured to the throne as he stepped aside, allowing the dark servants to continue. He fell into step alongside them.
As they neared the dais, Rak studied the monarch. His large shoulders strained against green velvet ornamented with emeralds the size of a man’s thumb, but the gold embroidery was overdone. His full beard and wavy, long blond hair, neatly braided, showed much silver, lending the dark-blue-eyed monarch an air of wisdom and experience.
There was something familiar about the king, as if Rak had seen him before, but he discarded the idea as unlikely. He assumed the recognition was due to the Dreaming, a curious realm of the mind where the barriers between states of existence thinned. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d been certain he’d already met a perfect stranger. And yet, the feeling lingered despite his logic. 
He looked at the man next to the king. It was the tawny-haired man from his visions, the man who’d died a dozen different deaths. He had to be high ranking to stand beside the king. Rak scanned the area for threats, though he had never seen the man die in a throne room. Stopping at the foot of the dais, Rak inclined his head, but did not bow. 
As the courtiers murmured over their flagrant lack of respect, King Owain shot to his feet. “Araken!”
The blond man next to the king started and grabbed the monarch’s shoulder. A fleeting expression of surprise crossed over the high priest’s countenance before it was hidden behind a polite mask. “Your Majesty, I am called S’Rak.”
The king’s eyes narrowed in thought as he met the priest’s green beryl gaze. “My pardon, S’Rak,” he replied. He dropped the subject and turned instead to the ostensible reason for the dark servants’ presence. “You may give us your message, high priest.” The king sat back down, but the blond man remained standing and glaring at Rak.
Rak pulled the black wooden scroll case from the pocket sewn into the inside of his cloak. Catching his ring of guards by surprise, he took a rapid, unopposed step forward onto the dais. 
Pathetic, said Scorth. Could they be any slower?
Their lack of training shows, agreed Rak as he offered the case to the king. “From my hand to yours, Your Majesty, as my God bade me.” He stepped back off the dais, smiling as the guards clustered closer to his person, although it was torture to have that many fit, handsome men around him. His mind spun off in a fantasy of Jisten touching him, rubbing him, entering him, until Scorth’s mental nudge brought him back.
The king was even more surprised than his flat-footed guardians. He blinked down at the black scroll case Rak had just handed him and blanched as he realized it was in his hands, not the priest’s. Owain couldn’t get it out of his possession fast enough, nearly flinging it at the sun priest who now stood on the edge of the dais. 
Captain Jisten didn’t look alarmed that Rak had stepped close to the king to deliver the scroll box. There was the slightest of smirks on the face of the elderly sun priest as he bent his attention to the case, leading Rak to think that he shared the captain’s opinion. 
Feigning graciousness, the king attempted small talk. “Does the Lord of Night often use a high priest as a messenger?”
Rak’s smile widened at the king’s question, and after a moment he replied, “Ix, Your Majesty, He does not. Only great need would cause my lord to send me hence.” 
“What do these glyphs say, Nyxion?” asked the sun priest, his hawk-like gaze focusing on the high priest. 
“They are spell glyphs, Ylion,” said Rak. “One wards the scroll from damage, one prevents it from becoming lost, and the third makes it impossible to open by anyone but the king, the scroll’s intended recipient.”
“He does not lie,” said the sun priest after a moment. Many high-ranking sun priests had the ability to know whether one spoke the truth. It wasn’t an uncommon ability, but Rak made note of it nonetheless. “Nor do I detect any malice directed towards you, Your Majesty,” continued the sun priest as he handed the scroll case back to the king. Rak wondered how he had determined that. Unknown abilities in those who might oppose him were worrisome.
Owain looked down at the case in his hands, turning the ebony box over and over. It was beautifully made, the fine grains aligned precisely by some master craftsman, with three silver runes set into the wood.
Taking a deep breath, the king opened the case. Nothing happened and the court and the king looked disappointed. Owain extracted the roll of parchment. The scroll was sealed with a swirl of black and silver wax imprinted with a crest of stars and a sword crossed by a lightning bolt. The king handed the sealed scroll to the sun priest. 
Forael glanced at the seal and then looked at Rak, who offered a shrug. The sun priest cracked the seal and unrolled the parchment. He glanced at the contents briefly and handed the scroll back to the king. “Your Majesty, it is nothing more or less than it has been claimed to be.”
The king nodded as he accepted the scroll. He unrolled it and read silently.
 
* * * *
 
To his Royal Majesty, Owain, King of Koilatha, greetings.
 
It is My Will that a trade agreement be formulated between the Kingdom of Koilatha and My Holy City of Okyro forthwith. To that end do I send My envoy to your court.
The bearer of this message is My trusted servant, High Priest S’Rak of the Thezi sect. He is fully authorized to treat with you to reach a trade agreement, and also on additional matters that are of concern to Me. S’Rak speaks for Me, and his formal declarations can be taken as My Word. 
He speaks also for the Council of the Brotherhood of Dark Servants, and is fully authorized to sign any documents that would bind Us in agreement without further consultation from My Holy City of Okyro.
S’Rak is known to you, for once his name was Araken.
 
By My Will and the will of the Council of the Brotherhood of Dark Servants.
 
* * * *
 
The mark that signed the scroll wasn’t a name or a signature, but an impression of darkness and stars, and as the king regarded it, the concept of the name of the Lord of Night formed in his mind. He shivered as he glanced at it again. Words on paper would have been easier to handle, easier to dismiss. 
Owain allowed the scroll to roll itself back up and returned it to the wooden case before tucking it into his pocket. Standing to shake off his sudden chill, he addressed the blond man to his right. “Jethain, clear the room, the audience is over. Bring these men to the small waiting room and summon the council.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 10: Refreshments, Secrets, and Heirs
 
 
They were taken to a small room to wait. Laid out on a side table were platters of finger foods. It was a minimal offering, about what Rak expected from a palace staff uncertain of their visitors’ status. Pitchers of drink stood next to the food. He picked over the selections, pleased that his hosts were at least considerate enough to make an effort. 
As Scorth selected his own refreshment, Rak sank down into a chair to wait and meditate his fires down to something bearable. The king entered the room, his eyes fastening upon the dark priest. Rak inclined his head. Scorth did nothing. Judging by the king’s sudden scowl, the monarch didn’t much appreciate such cavalier treatment.
“What is the status of your demon guard?” asked the king. “Is he a freeman under your employ, or a slave?”
The black man smiled, displaying his white, sharp fangs, and answered for himself. “I am Scorth. My titles are Dragon Lord and Wingleader, depending on the person addressing me.”
Shooting his companion a quelling glance, Rak stated, “Synarxon Scorth is neither a slave nor an employee.” Mentally he added, Giving yourself away so blatantly renders moot the entire point of your taking this form.
Bah. I do not think that they will figure it out short of me reverting to my natural, beauteous figure, Scorth replied.
“Not a priest, not a slave, and not a servant, yet accompanying a high priest? Is that normal?”
Scorth beat Rak to the reply. “We are soul bonded,” he said with a smug gleam in his eye. 
Many thanks, Rak thought. They are going to think that we are lovers, you know. Aloud, he said, “Scorth is always by my side. He is not of the brethren, but he does serve the Lord of Night. He has the rank of commander in the army hierarchy.” 
Were you not just complaining that I was being too obvious? Scorth asked. This will certainly distract them from the puzzle of my race.
Owain nodded, his expression unreadable. “I see.” 
Rak could guess at what the man was thinking. Scorth’s race had bonded with the Loftoni race since creation—the Gods had made them that way. It didn’t mean their relationship was sexual, though all of the many tales and songs about soul bondings were romantic in nature. 
Hiding your race by pretending to something we are not is not the greatest idea you have ever had, Rak thought. The sun-worshippers hold same-sex pairings to be dishonorable at best.
I am not pretending anything, Scorth replied in wounded overtones. I’m allowing them to make a false assumption.
After a short silence, the king sat down across from Rak, who masked his discomfort at the proximity of the man. Captain Jisten handed the king a filled plate, receiving a nod of thanks in return. “Did the Lord of Night actually write that scroll?” asked the king.
Rak tore his gaze from the captain’s lean, gorgeous form and pretended he’d been paying attention to Owain all along. Sipping tea gave him a much-needed moment to marshal his scattered thoughts before replying. “I assume that He did. He appeared before me, placed the scroll case, already sealed, into my hand, and ordered me to journey here.” Even as he agreed, he wondered if his words would be taken seriously. He knew that the deities of the House of Day did not involve themselves directly in human affairs.
“Do you deny that you are Araken?” asked Owain.
“Your Majesty, I have never heard that name before today. My name is S’Rak.”
The king pulled the scroll from his pocket and handed it to him. “This says otherwise.”
Rak unrolled the scroll and scanned the message. His eyebrows sought to make a permanent home in his hairline when he saw the signature. The God’s own signature, and the king questioned the scroll’s validity? Is he daft, or purposefully blind?
The line about his name hit like a blow to the gut. S’Rak is known to you, for once his name was Araken. Eleven simple words that changed everything. In his mind, Scorth was silent. Rak reread the line a dozen times, trying to dig deeper meaning out of the obvious.
“Well?” asked the king, impatient with the lengthening silence.
Rak looked up from the scroll and picked his words carefully. “I cannot deny that this calls me by the name of Araken. But I have no memory of ever being called that.”
“No memory of your name?”
“I have no memory of anything before the day a wall fell on me. I do not recall the wall, either, but I was told that I very nearly died of it. But why does this name I once bore matter?”
Owain pursed his lips. “Araken is the name I gave to my firstborn son. He disappeared many years ago—kidnapped, we believe, but no ransom was ever claimed. Our scouts and troops returned empty-handed, and not even a whisper of him did our spies chance upon.”
Rak ignored his growing cold certainty of the truth of this matter. It wasn’t something he wanted to face, so he laced his fingers together as he regarded the king with a level gaze. “Interesting,” was all he said. The last thing he needed or wanted was to be declared a prince of this or any other land. He had absolutely no interest in taking a throne. None at all. 
“You are my firstborn. Your God confirms it.” Owain took the scroll back and returned it to his pocket.
Rak smiled, though he wanted to scream in rage. “I accept your judgment on this matter, Your Majesty.” Now he had a reason other than the Dreaming to ascribe to the familiarity he felt when he looked at the king. “But I do not think this changes anything.” 
“You’re wrong. This changes everything. You are my firstborn, Araken. By the laws of this land, that makes you my heir.”
Rak’s eyes widened in alarm as his fear came to immediate fruition. He mentally scrambled for a solution as he wailed to Scorth, He cannot be serious! He took a deep breath to steady his racing heart, feigned a calm he did not feel, and said, “That is impossible, Your Majesty. No matter what the laws of this land state, my vows to my God forbid me to inherit. Nothing you do or say can alter that.”
Scorth’s mental murmur calmed Rak further. They can’t force you to recant, and I doubt they want a dark servant sitting on the throne.
“Oaths can be broken, Araken. You wouldn’t be the first man to leave the priesthoods to take up the mantle of governance.”
Rak’s gaze fell on the night stone ring, his badge of office and a visible reminder of the oaths he’d sworn. He remained silent for so long that the guards, who had been listening with widened eyes and baited breath, began to stir once more. At last he said, “I am not the boy you once knew. I am S’Rak. I am a faithful servant of the Lord of Night. The vows I swore are fully binding, in this life and in the next, and no kingdom is worth the cost of my soul.”
“I had no idea that service to the Lord of Night was so indelible.” The king looked far from moved by his newly found son’s arguments. Into the silence, the monarch stated, “Vows to Gods aside, you remain my firstborn, Araken. It is your duty to inherit.”
“Your Majesty, with all due respect, I do not want your crown. I refuse it. And again, my vows cannot be set aside. I am not the only firstborn to step aside from the succession in favor of a younger sibling.” 
“Your half-brother, Prince Jethain, is a good man. But he is sterile.” 
The door opened before he could continue and the prince stepped in. “Sire.”
“Is the council assembled, Jethain?” asked the king.
“Yes, Sire.”
The king glanced around the room, frowning at the large number of guards. “The high priest doesn’t need to be escorted by all twelve of you. Captain, dismiss your men to their regular duties.” 
No doubt word of exactly who you are will be all over the palace within minutes, Scorth said. He stood and glided across the room to rejoin Rak. At least this promises to be mildly entertaining.
The prince is the target of the Unmaker’s assassination attempts, Scorth, Rak told his soul-mate. We must protect him although he will no doubt view me as a rival. That should make things far more than mildly entertaining.
I meant the meeting, o literal one.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 11: The King’s Council
 
 
They entered the council chamber and nine elaborately dressed men stood up. All talk ceased as the king moved to his seat at the head of the table. Jethain claimed an empty seat to the king’s right. An empty seat to the king’s left was marked with the symbol of the Sun God. Rak found himself obscurely disappointed by the sun priest’s absence. 
At the foot of the table were two empty chairs for the dark servants. The captain took up station behind Rak and Scorth as they sat to face the council.
King Owain cleared his throat. “High Priest S’Rak brought me a message, as you all know.” He read the scroll aloud , set it onto the polished wood of the table, and looked at his councilors. “The message is authentic, therefore, I ask you all to recognize and welcome my firstborn son, crown prince, and high priest as envoy to our court.”
“Sire, must we do any such thing?” asked Jethain. “We worship Auranz, not Zotien. Why should we welcome these demons just because the Dark Lord commands us to? He is not our God. Why should we believe his pronouncement? He wants to claim our fair land of the sun for his evil regime.”
“Prince Jethain is correct in that we worship Auranz,” said a white-haired noble with many fine lines around his eyes and mouth, “but do we really wish to risk insult to a God as powerful as the Lord of Night? He is one of the Supreme Four, from which all the other Gods descend, and shouldn’t be treated frivolously.” 
“That may be, Lord Peneron, but our Gods are opposed to the Dark, and the God we are speaking of is the Dark Lord himself,” said the prince. “I don’t see why we are even entertaining the notion of acknowledging these demons as envoys, much less one as a prince. What we should do is confine them until the priests of Auranz can deal with them properly. That is naught but our pious duty.”
Rak strove for equanimity as the lords of Koilatha entered a heated debate on whether they should imprison the dark servants or if the pronouncement of Rak as Owain’s firstborn was true. Voices of reason pointed out that the Lord of Night might be upset if they were to confine one of His high priests for no good reason. Others snarled back that all dark servants were, by definition, evil and should be dealt with on that basis.
Do you think that they will be so foolish as to imprison us? Rak wondered.
Let them but try, replied Scorth. Then we could act with a free hand. The response of our lord would be amusing to observe. 
Rak’s mind filled with images of Karpos City in flames, circled by dragons as the hounds hunted down every last living soul. But no, the Lord of Night would be limited in reaction so far from Okyro. Most of the God’s forces were arrayed against the enemy, the Goddess Katzrevia, the Unmaker who waged Her long war against freedom and mankind.
As the councilors continued their debate, Rak studied the one named as prince. Jethain greatly resembled his sire. He was tall, and the muscles visible even under the finery he wore promised great strength. His sandy blond hair had a tint of red to it, but the braid he wore was simple. His large blue eyes were surrounded by laugh lines, but his face was smooth and beardless. He was a contradiction. A noble wearing a braid more appropriate for a servant, and an adult man as beardless as a boy. The prince and heir, next to the king on the dais, but disregarded in all other ways. Rak pursed his lips. Was the prince’s sterility that offensive to these people? Did they discount and disregard their heir because he couldn’t impregnate a woman?
King Owain listened to the arguments for several minutes before he raised a hand for silence. “I am disappointed. These men came here peacefully, breaking no laws of the land. They even permitted us to disarm them and put guards on them. The high priest is my eldest son Araken. I recognized him even before Lord Zotien confirmed it. I will not clap them in irons, nor will I turn them over to the Temple of Auranz, no matter whom they serve. If Auranz objected to their presence, Ylion Forael would not have permitted them to pass.”
Rak commented, “The Lord of Day and the Lord of Night are not at war, noble councilors of Koilatha. Were I you, I would think carefully about doing anything that could easily start such a war.”
Several of the lords murmured while others looked thoughtful. 
“Sire,” said Jethain, his tone level, “I do not think that doing as the Lord of Night bids us is wise. They are dark servants. Demons. How can we trust anything they say or do? They will seek always to harm us. Their every word and deed will be calculated towards leading us down their evil path, to claim Koilatha for the realm of Night, putting a dark king on the throne.” In the wake of his words, the council returned to their heated debate, the tide turning more in favor of imprisonment than recognition.
King Owain raised a hand for silence once again, though it took several moments for the more vocal councilors to comply. “Enough of this nonsense. A God has issued a request to me. I don’t care if He is a God we worship or not, I will not refuse such a request. What sort of shepherd of the land would I be if I insulted one of the creators? I officially welcome High Priest S’Rak, the crown prince Araken and my heir, to our court, and we will treat with him. That is final.”
Jethain shot to his feet. “Father, I protest! This demon has no right to style himself crown prince and heir!”
Rak snorted. “Nor do I. Nor would I. I renounced all titles and claims when I took my vows. And I am not a demon, but a servant of the Lord of Night.”
“Relax, Jethain,” said the king. “The high priest has refused to forsake his holy vows. But he is Araken, my firstborn, and deserving of the title crown prince whether or not he claims it.”
The silence made Rak grimace. Then the high lord Peneron smiled as he said, “Welcome home, Prince Araken.” 
Most of the councilors smiled as well, each according to their nature. Some smiles, the dark priest noted, were cool and calculating, others were faintly vindictive, and a few were so bland as to be meaningless.
“I am, and remain, S’Rak, High Priest of the Thezi sect of the Lord of Night. Do not attempt to title me otherwise, lest my Lord Zotien take offense.”
Once the council subsided, Owain told Rak, “The topics that you, as envoy, are planning to bring forward can wait for the regular council sessions. In the meantime, you and your assistant will remain our guests here at the palace.” He turned to Jethain. “Son, show them around and make sure they have everything they need.”
The prince nodded. “Yes, Sire, I would be delighted.” The tone of his voice gave away the lie in his words. He stood up and walked to the foot of the table. “If you would come with me?”
The dark servants stood and followed the prince out the door, the captain on their heels.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 12: Stabling Avtappi
 
 
“Where would you like to go first? I can show you the palace, or your rooms.” Jethain’s icy tone was a perfect complement to his gaze and left no doubt about how much he appreciated being reduced to a tour guide for the dark ones. 
Rak returned the prince’s hard gaze levelly. “First I would like to see to my mounts. We left them in the guard courtyard.” The man’s attitude made it easy to quash any desire or attraction Rak might have had for him. 
“Very well.” Jethain turned stiffly and set off with a rapid, jarring stride that left his guests with the choice of scrambling after him or being left behind. 
A fool, Scorth opined, arrogant and full of himself.
He is only ignorant. These Koilathans are so sheltered. Rak thought he remembered where the courtyard was, so he and Scorth followed in the prince’s wake at a sedate pace. Captain Jisten elected to stay with them, which Rak thought was only prudent, since he was the foreigner here. At least there was no trace of disapproval or hatred on the captain’s countenance. Unfortunately, that made it very difficult to ignore his attraction to the damnably handsome man.
“Captain, will you be keeping guard on us for the length of our stay?” asked Rak as they traversed the blue corridor in the other direction.
“My lord, that would not be my decision to make.”
“Ai, yes, of course.” Rak cast another glance at the captain. He was sure that Jisten had more power over such things than he was admitting. If he waved his wings, would the man become entranced again? Would he become interested in more? Or would he need to ditch him and find others to satisfy the demands of his body? His wings unfurled in spite of his intention of not tempting the man.
“Your wings will need care,” Jisten blurted out. “And I’m a Valer.” His face drained of color. “We’ll speak of this later.” The captain looked significantly at the sullen prince marching ahead of them.
“At your convenience, Captain,” replied Rak. My wings? he wondered. Have I just been propositioned?
Perhaps, agreed Scorth, casting a sideways glance at the Valer. And if so, that’s only as it should be.
What do you mean?
Oh, nothing. And Scorth refused to divulge another word no matter how Rak pressed him on the subject. If not for their audience, the Loftoni would have considered taking it beyond mental cajoling. Dragons were quirky, even to their Loftoni riders, and when they refused to speak on a subject, it could be days, weeks, or years before they spoke on it, if at all.
 
* * * *
 
Prince Jethain walked out of the palace and into the courtyard. He strolled up to the closest of the animals tethered in the shade, observing the mount with the keen eye of a horseman. 
It was not a large equine, standing at least a hand shorter at the shoulder than most Koilathan horses. The head atop the heavily arched neck was elegantly dished, but a pair of short horns erupted from the broad forehead, and a pair of dagger-like fangs protruded from the upper lip of the muzzle. 
The slender forelegs ended in cloven hooves, and each leg sported a pair of long, curved claws held up against the cannon bones. Its haunches rippled with the promise of power, matched by a deep chest. But what truly separated this beast from horses was its attitude. The animal had the body language of a predator, a subtle difference that hit observers on a gut level. 
The black beast, which had been dozing, opened its baleful crimson eyes and reared its horned head up, snorting pale smoke out of its flared nostrils. Jethain backed up hastily.
Ignoring the prince, Rak walked to the equine’s side and laid a hand on the black shoulder. The avtappi whickered, turning its equine head towards the man for the obligatory scratch under the chin. Rak complied with the beast’s demand before moving to deal with the other steeds, greeting each in the proper manner.
Only once the avtappi had been greeted did Rak address the prince. “They will need stabling. I suggest that you not put them near any horses. The avtappi would not care, but the horses would.”
“And you should summon servants to carry the packs,” added Scorth.
“Captain, if you would please, have the servants meet us in the stables.”
“Yes, Your Highness. Consider it done.”
 
* * * *
 
Jisten walked quickly to the other end of the courtyard and spoke to another guard. In the captain’s brief absence, Rak reclaimed his sabre and belted it back in place. Jisten glanced at the sword as he rejoined them, but decided not to object. It wouldn’t be wise, now that the king had claimed Rak as his own. He wondered where the black staff, an obviously magical weapon, had gone. It had been on the beast when they’d left the courtyard. Now it was nowhere to be seen, but the high priest wasn’t saying anything. “Your eminence,” he said politely, “Your staff is missing. Shall we look for it?”
“What staff would that be, Captain?” There was amusement in Rak voice. 
The prince looked between the two men and asked, “Is there a problem?”
Jisten shook his head. If the high priest didn’t want to explain, he wouldn’t press the issue.
“I have no problem here,” Rak told the prince. He untied the avtappi by giving the ends of the reins a sharp yank. He passed the blue roan’s reins to Scorth, who accepted them with a faint smile as he also greeted the avtappi.
 
* * * *
 
The prince seemed surprised by your steed, Scorth observed as the roan kept as far from him as the reins allowed.
So was I, the first time I ever saw one.
Jethain’s lip curled as he watched Scorth. “Smart beast, I see. Even the demonic horses of the abyss know better than to get close to a horned demon.”
Are you certain that I can’t eat him? Scorth outwardly ignored the prince, not even glancing in the Koilathan’s direction for the briefest of moments.
Rak stared at Jethain, letting his night-dark gaze do what words alone could not. I would not recommend it. He would probably give you indigestion.
“This way,” Jethain snapped as he turned away.
I detect some hostility here, Rak noted. Is it my identity or my vocation?
Both, probably, Scorth replied, his yellow gaze lingering on Jethain’s back. And he can’t be your full brother. He doesn’t have wings or a detectable drop of Loftoni blood.
You know I am a half -blood, only my mother was Loftoni, so there are no surprises here. Rak clucked gently to his avtappi as the beast snorted and sidled in impatience. “Sa’sa, Vyld.”
Daring greatly, Jisten asked, “Is that his name, my lord? Vyld?”
Rak glanced back at the man and smiled. “Ai, Captain. Perhaps not the cleverest of names, but I was young when I had to name him.” Vyld snorted loudly. “Then again,” Rak said in a thoughtful tone, “he has never objected to the name.”
Jisten looked from priest to steed and back. “He’s smarter than a real horse, isn’t he?”
Rak only shrugged, offering a slight smile as Jethain led the way into the stable. He wasn’t about to admit the capabilities of an avtappi to a man not of his faith. The avtappi were not of human intelligence, but they weren’t far from it. The vranyxi that they descended from were the intellectual equals of men.
As they passed by the stalls of the stable row, each horse within looked up, then squealed and bolted backwards as if to escape a predator. Jethain walked straight on until they reached the far end of the barn. He stopped by the empty loose boxes at the end of the row. “These should do. There’s a small pasture connected to these stalls. We use them for foaling mares. Across from them is an empty tack room.” 
“Thank you, Your Highness.” Rak looped Vyld’s reins on the ring set by the stall door at the end of the row before pulling off the saddlebags. He was about to drop them when the captain offered to take them. Rak smiled in thanks and turned his attention to the saddle. He returned the paired short swords to the empty sheaths on his calves. He slung the mace over a shoulder and unstrung his short bow, hooking both the quiver and the bow to his belt. “The problem with traveling long distances is figuring out where to put everything,” he muttered.
“You didn’t have to travel with a whole night-blasted armory, either. That was your decision.” Scorth tossed the packs off the grey steed towards the waiting gaggle of servants. 
Rak stripped the barding from Vyld’s tack. “I did not hear you object to eating that deer I took with the bow I did not need to bring.”
“Perhaps the bow was a good idea. Care to explain the mace?”
“The mace was an accident. I forgot I had left it in the saddle sheath after our last trip.”
Scorth paused in the act of unbuckling the pack harness. “That’s the missing mace? The one you tore our rooms apart looking for last month?”
“I am afraid so.” Rak pulled the saddle off Vyld’s back with practiced ease and set it on the stall’s half door. 
Scorth had finished removing the harness from the grey, so Rak relieved him of it. Scorth rolled his eyes at Jisten. “You see what I have to put up with? He’s enough to drive anyone to their wit’s end.”
Jisten managed not to laugh, but was unable to hide his grin. Rak carried his saddle and the pack harness into the tack room. There was a wheeled cart, shovels and rakes, and baled straw on one side and racks on the other. He set the saddle on a rack before arranging the pack harness so that the leather straps would dry and not tangle.
The tack room door was wide open, and Rak heard Jethain ask, “If he’s so difficult, why do you put up with him?”
“I don’t recall addressing any remarks to you,” said Scorth. “I assure you that your presence does not give you the liberty to speak to me.”
Jethain’s hand was dropping to the sword at his side as Rak returned from the tack room. Slipping back into Okyran, Rak said, “Scorth! Apologize. We are guests here, need I remind you? Our lord would not be pleased if we were to cause an incident.”
Scorth met Rak’s gaze for a moment, his eyes smoldering. The black man ducked his head towards Jethain. “My apologies, Prince of Koilatha. I am rude and uncivilized by your standards, and unschooled in the arts of diplomacy.”
Jethain inclined his head, his expression cool. “I accept your apology, demon. I hope that you learn to keep a civil tongue in your head for the length of your visit. Otherwise, you might find your tongue cut out.”
Must I put up with insults, too? complained Scorth. What is so important about this land that I must be so restricted?

Just something called a Victory Prophecy and a three-thousand-year war. Rak pulled the saddle off the blue roan. The captain again volunteered to help and took the saddle to the tack room. Rak wondered if Jisten thought his presence would prevent Jethain and Scorth from fighting. He slipped the bitless bridle off Vyld’s head, leaving the beast completely free, and noted the way the prince stepped back in sudden alarm. 
The avtappi pranced in place, snorting smoke and showing much fang. It had, in Rak’s opinion, the desired effect. At times he wished the avtappi could breathe fire, but the smoke was an effective threat display. “It would be a pity indeed,” he observed as he opened the stall door, “if the king of Koilatha had to find himself a new heir.” He gestured and Vyld walked into the stall. He could only hope that such subtlety was not wasted on the prince. “So it would behoove the current heir to recall that our patience for insult is not without end.” He closed the stall door behind the beast and walked to the grey equine to repeat the process.
“He’s already found himself a new heir,” Jethain shot back. “Didn’t you hear Father? ‘This is my son and crown prince Araken.” The prince mimicked the king quite well. The familiar way the captain nudged the prince bespoke of friendship rather than a merely official relationship.
“Prince Jethain.” Captain Jisten put a hand on the prince’s shoulder. “Forgive the king, a father who just rediscovered a son thought long dead.”
Scorth took the remaining tack into the tack room while Rak demonstrated his control over the avtappi. Once the steeds had been secured, Rak asked, “Are there stable hands here who can see to the needs of our mounts?”
A young boy stepped forward from behind Jisten. “I can try, m’lord, if’n you promise they won’t try’n eat me.”
“They will not eat you, boy. What is your name?” 
“Kennit, m’lord.” The boy glanced at the three stalls without any visible signs of fear. 
Rak had noticed him following them as soon as they’d entered the stable, apparently fascinated by the avtappi. He was encouraged by the boy’s bravery and further evidence of his interest. “ªndaxi, Kennit. The first thing is to introduce you to them.” He whistled shortly, and all three steeds hung their heads over the stall doors, their ears focused on the high priest. He motioned to the boy, who stepped closer to the stalls. 
Grateful that the boy was too young to rouse his fires, he placed the boy’s hand on the beast’s neck and murmured, “Vyld, Kennit… Kennit.” The equine snorted and whuffled the boy’s hair briefly as he learned his scent. Rak moved on, repeating the entire process with the boy and the silvery Zala. After that, Kennit was introduced to Vrema, the blue roan Scorth had ridden. 
“They know you now, so you should not have any problems.” Rak looked the boy in the eye before adding, “If you need another to help you with them, you must let me know, for they will attack anyone that I have not introduced them to.”
The boy nodded earnestly. “Yes, m’lord, I’ll remember. Do they eat hay?”
“Grains, oats, and hay,” Rak confirmed. That wasn’t all they ate, but now might not be the best time to mention it. Avtappi fangs were not just for show. Once Rak was certain the avtappi were in capable hands, Jethain led them back into the palace. The prince gave them a thorough, if rapid, tour before ending at a set of double doors. 
“This suite is yours, priest. We hope that we will enjoy your company at dinner tonight. Captain, you are dismissed to your regular duties. My father does not feel that these envoys are a threat. Now, if you will excuse me?” Jethain whisked himself off before the dark servants could utter another word.
The captain watched until the prince was out of sight. “Your eminence, please forgive the prince his behavior. It is unsettling, to say the least, to have a long-lost brother return and the father not only make much of him, but make him crown prince.” 
“I am as opposed to that idea as he is,” stated Rak flatly. 
The captain held both hands out, palms up. “As I said, I’m a Valer.” When Rak didn’t respond, Jisten repeated, “A Valer. I’m here for you. If you need anything, tell me or have your assigned body servant tell me.” At Rak’s hesitation, Jisten extended his palms closer. “I promise to aid you, as best as I can.” He clearly expected Rak to know not only what a Valer was, but also what one could provide. Rak desperately hoped it was sex in addition to and following the wing care. Surely that was it. Wing oiling always meant sex. Always. And Scorth had implied as much, hadn’t he?
The promise prompted Rak to place his hands on top of the captain’s. The contact flooded Rak with the memory of every vision in which the grey-eyed man had promised him something. Unfortunately, it also flooded him with desire. He desperately held back from embracing the man.
“I’ll see you at dinner,” Jisten said, taking his hand back a moment before Rak lost all control. The high priest sucked in a deep breath, nodded once, and fled into the suite before the startled captain could react. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 13: The Envoy Suite
 
 
After several minutes of meditation to force his fires down to only a fever pitch, Rak surveyed the suite of rooms. They were surprisingly spacious, ornately furnished, and decorated in sun-bright colors. The first room off the corridor was a large one meant for entertaining. Two of the doors on the far end led to bedchambers, appointed in green, blue, and silver, each with its own large bathing room and a smaller room set aside for a servant.
Between them was a sitting room, or parlor, furnished with the usual couches and low tables as well as a pair of desks overlooking views of the palace gardens through large, clear glass windows. There was a small room off the parlor that would serve as a chapel. Rak thought that the room might have been used for storage, for while it stood empty, the stone walls were plain, and it was only ten paces by twelve.
Nice rooms, Scorth commented, if rather colorful.
I doubt they have ever hosted dark servants before. Rak walked into the bedchamber to the left of the parlor. He dropped the saddlebags on a table and laid out his weapons out. Next he removed his cloak, laying it across the foot of the bed, followed by his heavy sword belt and black tunic. Scorth came up behind him and unlaced the chain mail, allowing Rak to shrug out of it. He draped the mass of interlocked steel over a stuffed blue chair and made a mental note to ask for an armor stand. 
He returned to the reception chamber where he was confronted by the heap of packs. He stood, trying to decide if he wished to unpack now or simply pull out what he’d need for a bath.
Scorth appeared at his elbow. “I think there’s enough room in here for me to change. Shall I endeavor to terrify the servants?”
“Do not waste the power,” Rak advised. “Besides, the servants are already terrified of us.” He decided to get the unpacking over with. He hefted two packs and marched back towards the bedchamber he and Scorth would share.
Scorth grabbed the other pair of packs and followed him. “Didn’t I warn you that you were packing too much? You really should learn to travel lighter.”
“I was told to expect a stay of several months, and you did not have to lug it all here.” Rak dumped the contents of the packs out onto the wide bed and no less than two-dozen mastigi took wing before quickly landing on the headboard, the tapestries, the settee, and the various tables. A noise of protest behind Rak caused him to spin, his wings flaring open. He met the wide brown eyes of a startled young man dressed in servant’s livery.
After a lingering look at the priest’s jewel-toned wings, the man bowed. “Pardon me, your grace. I am called Tebber, and I was assigned here to serve you in any way you might require.”
Rak exchanged a look with Scorth before he addressed the servant. “And you are no doubt convinced that Scorth and I are intent on eating your soul?” He furled his wings tightly against his back.
Tebber blanched. “Ahh…”
Rak chuckled, not unkindly. “Your fears are groundless. Come, help me sort this mess. How is it that no matter how carefully I pack, it is all tangled up at the other end of the journey?”
Scorth rolled his eyes as he lounged himself across a settee, a retrieved book in hand. Tebber looked from Rak to Scorth and back again. He took a deep breath and stepped up to Rak’s side, his gaze falling on the contents of the bed. 
 
* * * *
 
Within minutes, Tebber was busy with the clothing, folding and stacking the garments neatly. After an hour had passed, he had put everything away in the chests and wardrobe. It went much more quickly after he’d overcome his nervousness about those winged lizards that kept trying to land on him and managed to shoo the priest away from helping. Within that hour, he’d decided that while the men were dark servants, they bore him no ill will.
It was an interesting theological conundrum for the young servant. He would have thought, as the priests he’d known had taught, that those who served the Dark House were evil. Yet the dark servants did not seem to be evil at all, and the lizards were actually cute. Maybe they’re hiding their true natures, he thought. He was confused, for his faith told him one thing and his senses told him another. 
Unable to contain himself any longer, Tebber burst out, “Are you evil or not?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he wanted to sink into the floor and disappear. Of course the dark servants would be angry with him. Terror stirred in him as the high priest looked up from the book he’d been leafing through.
“Ix,” said the unruffled priest in a calm tone. “We are not evil, unless the night itself is evil. Evil exists, that is true, and it does exist in the House of Night. But it exists also in the House of Day. Evil is not usually a state of being, but a choice expressed in action. There are, of course, exceptions to this.”
Tebber swallowed his heart back down into his chest. “I beg your pardon, your grace, the words escaped me before I could stop them.” He wondered how it was that his mouth hadn’t gotten him into serious trouble yet again. Was it possible that the dark servants were lying to him? Could they be planning revenge for his thoughtless words? But then, why would they bother to show restraint towards him? He was nothing, after all.
“I do not mind. I am a priest. I am always ready to discuss theology, and that includes the study of good and evil.”
“In fact, give him half a chance and he’ll go on and on about it at great length,” drawled Scorth from his settee.
“Scorth is doubtless correct. But at the moment, I am more interested in taking a bath. It has been a long, dusty journey, and I am expected to dine with the court.” Rak could not tell this servant what else he was interested in. After dinner, he would roam the city on his own to find what he needed.
Eager to have something to do that required little thought on his part, Tebber said, “Yes, your grace, I’ll draw your bath.” He bowed and made his escape. 
Tebber’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when the high priest walked into the bathing chamber. The dark servant was covered with the white lines of scars, many of which, particularly the ones on his back, appeared to have been the result of a whip. The priest was lithe, muscled like a dancer, and completely hairless. He was close to physical perfection in spite of the marring scars, and the colorful wings and tattoos changed his simple beauty into something more.
On each forearm, close to the wrist, was a tattoo of a striking hawk, a sunhawk on the left and a nighthawk on the right. On his abdomen, he had a geometrical design in scarlet, cobalt, and violet that gave the impression of wings.
But those tattoos were nothing compared with those on his hips. The tattoo on his right hip showed a pair of dark iron-grey swords touching points to form a chevron. Between them, the silhouette of a blue crow flew over a red scepter. The tattoo on his left hip, the secondary mark, showed a golden circle of chain, topped by an ornate gold and red crown. Within the circle, flames twisted in myriad hues of yellow, orange, and red.
The tattoo on his back was lavish and incredibly detailed. A scarlet and gold phoenix rose in flames of violet, cobalt, scarlet, and gold. The blue and purple flames continued up his back and shoulders to spill over his upper chest and arms. But the servant’s focused stare had an effect on Rak, and Tebber wrenched his gaze from the erect penis to stare fixedly at the priest’s face.
Rak’s expression gave away nothing as he met Tebber’s gaze. Tebber swallowed, ducking his head as it dawned on him how rude his shocked stare had been. The high priest sighed in a soft exhalation of breath. “Tebber,” he said, his accent changing the Bs to Vs, “I will not harm you.”
Startled, Tebber looked up at the priest. Rak gave him a half smile, and turned his attention to the bath. He slid into the foaming water that filled the marble tub, and his eyes closed in obvious enjoyment. Once the priest was settled, Tebber bowed low and walked out of the bathing chamber.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 14: Night’s Chapel
 
 
Clean at last, Rak stood, the water sheeting off his lean frame as he reached for a towel. He blinked in surprise when it was handed to him. He accepted the towel from the man and asked, “Did you have a choice about serving me during my visit, Tebber?”
“No, your grace. M’lord Hasaviz commanded me to serve you.” Tebber swallowed, ducking his head. “Is this a problem? I don’t think m’lord Hasaviz has anyone in his service who isn’t terrified of you and your friend.”
“That does not surprise me.” Rak draped the towel around his neck and stepped out of the tub. Tebber was waiting with a set expression and another towel. Rak took the towel and wrapped it around his loins.
Tebber’s eyebrows bunched in distress. “Your grace, if you don’t want me to dry you off, is there anything I can do for you?”
“Is that what you were trying to do? My pardon, I am not used to servants who do more than the basic housekeeping chores.” 
“Your grace, don’t you have body servants where you come from?”
“I am rather self-sufficient. I do have servants to cook, clean, and launder clothing for my household, but that is all, and every one of them serves by choice.” Rak picked up another towel since the one in his hand was soaked. “But if you want to help me, there is a brown flask on the counter. Can you bring it, and the brush with it?”
Tebber retrieved the items in question. “Now what, your grace?”
Rak spread his wings, which were already dry. “I always need help with my wings. They need to be oiled regularly. While I can do the underside and the tips, I cannot reach most of the back or the bases. And they itch fiercely.”
Tebber cracked a smile. “Do I rub the oil on by hand and then brush, or put the oil on the brush and apply it that way?”
“Usually the second method works well.” Rak was pleased that the servant had a sense of humor, but he didn’t think Tebber would care to learn that the first method was done in courtship. In his current state, feeling a hand on his wings would send him over the edge of control into unthinking lust. He cursed his lack of forethought. Why hadn’t he found some lonely farmer or shepherd outside the city this morning?
Tebber looked at the bottle and then gestured to the massage bench. “Might be easier if you lie down, your grace.”
Rak walked to the low-slung, padded bench and lay down, resting his chin on his crossed forearms. Tebber sat on a stool beside the bench and spent a moment admiring the spread wings. They were golden yellow along the bone spars, but the thin skin that stretched between the spars was ruby red, inset with deep amethyst diamonds that formed an intricate pattern. Each amethyst diamond had a smaller blue sapphire one nested within it.
Tebber poured some oil onto the brush, took a deep breath, and set the bristles down on the base of the left wing. He brushed the surface lightly, as if painting it, and noticed how the wing soaked up the oil. 
“Harder, please,” murmured Rak. “The itch, you see.” 
Tebber complied, bearing down as he scrubbed harder. The priest’s back twitched under the brush and flakes came loose where the wing met the back. He focused on that line, scrubbing with short, firm, rapid strokes. The dark priest sighed as Tebber hit the itchy spots at last, and the servant could see that he was trying hard not to squirm in pleasure as he scratched them. Tebber bore down a little harder and Rak did squirm now, biting back a soft moan that made the servant grin.
Abruptly, Rak sat up and grabbed Tebber’s wrist. “Sweet night, enough! Either use me or get out and stop torturing me.”
“I’m sorry! Please don’t hurt me!” Tebber whimpered.
Rak let go immediately with a broken-off curse. He shuddered and looked away. “It is not you. It is me. It has been too long.”
“You can use me, master,” Tebber offered. His hands trembled on the simple drawstring of his pants. “If that’s what you want."
“Ix,” said Rak, sitting up. “I cannot.” 
“Shall I fetch Lord Scorth?” Tebber wiped his eyes. He dashed out before Rak could answer and hauled the black man into the bathroom. “He needs you,” Tebber said. “He really, really needs you.”
This is your fault, snapped Rak mentally. You had to tell everyone that we are lovers!
I did not, Scorth shot back, I let them make assumptions.
Then assume my fires away! Rak fumed.
“He needs you,” Scorth said and shoved Tebber into the bathroom. “Have at him. You’ll like it.” He shut the door firmly.
“I can’t!” Tebber wailed, clawing at the door. “Please, for the love o’ Auranz!” He shook the handle and it was locked. Tebber turned around and looked at Rak with saucer-like eyes.
“For the love of Auranz? Am I that hideous, with all my scars?” Rak was studying Tebber, his head propped on a fist.
“You are beautiful,” Tebber said with sincerity. “I will never do anything to allow you to be collared.”
“But I need it,” said Rak mournfully. “And the door is locked. Nobody would know.”
“But… but…” Tebber looked down. “You’re a high priest… and my master.”
“I am not your master,” said Rak firmly. “I do not keep slaves.”
Tebber looked up in surprise and Rak held out a hand. “Please? I will lie on this bench, and you can use that oil to grease everything up.”
“Grease… my…” Tebber’s breathing became labored.
“And then you put it in me,” said Rak helpfully. Seduction was not his strong suit.
“I… don’t think I can…” Tebber’s voice broke. “I’m nothing.”
“Perhaps you could oil my wings some more to put yourself in the mood. Use your hands, not the brush, and sit on me while you work.” 
“But… but… I like girls!” Tebber finally wailed.
Rak blew out a breath. “That does not mean you cannot use a man just once.”
“Yes, sir. I can try.” Tebber dropped his pants. 
Rak positioned himself on the bench once more. Tebber sat where Rak had suggested and returned to oiling the priest’s beautiful wings. He tried to ignore that he was naked and sitting on a master. “Can you fly, your grace?”
“Ix, I cannot. My wings are not strong enough to lift me off the ground. If I were to jump off a tall building, I would not fall, but glide, if at the mercy of the wind.”
“They’re beautiful,” Tebber offered as he moved to the other wing. “And even limited flight must be amazing to experience.” He oiled the other wing, trying to ignore the pleasurable way his cock was rubbing against Rak’s bare ass, but he really couldn’t. It felt good. It was wrong, but it felt good. It was illegal, but it felt good. He felt himself grow hard at last.
Beneath him, Rak’s firm, soft cheeks spread a little. “Please,” hissed the priest.
Tebber greased himself and it helped even more. “Ready?” he asked unnecessarily.
“Sweet night, I thought you would never ask,” said Rak. He lifted up to make Tebber’s entry easier.
Tebber bit his lip and slid in. He was amazed at how good it felt. He pumped his hips. Rak moaned and pushed back. Gasping in pleasure, Tebber climaxed. “That was amazing!”
 
* * * *
 
Rak shivered as his own climax followed. He barely managed to control his despair as his fires continued to burn almost unchanged. There had been a very slight reduction, not nearly enough to make a difference. “Pol’åvhra,” he said politely. He stopped and tried again, in Koilathan this time.
“Thank you, Tebber. I appreciate your willingness to help me.”
“Oh, yes, sir.” He quickly pulled out, guilt overwhelming the pleasure, and ducked his head. “It was nothing, your grace.”
“Perhaps to you, it was. To me, it was important, and very much appreciated. And do not tell me that it did not take every scrap of courage you have to lay a hand on me, however briefly, however necessary.”
“Oh, look what I did. I made a mess, I’m so sorry. Please, forgive me.” Tebber grabbed a damp towel and rubbed Rak’s anus and buttocks thoroughly, undoing what little good he’d done for Rak. 
Rak got up, collected the tattered remnants of his dignity, nodded to Tebber, and stalked gracefully out of the bathing chamber.
The servant needs time to think, to weigh, and to decide, but that won’t take long, particularly if he noticed the brands on your hips and the whip scars on your back, sent Scorth. 
I will bet that he will swear to the Lord of Night by tomorrow, Rak sent back, even if he does not recognize the brands. I cannot remember if Koilatha uses the tattoo-brand or not. He dressed as carefully as a man preparing for battle, for that was how he felt about the upcoming meal with the court.
Scorth glided into the room from the parlor. “The sun is nearly set.”
Rak swung the black silk cloak around his shoulders. It settled about him like a pair of wings, mimicking what it also hid. He closed the dragon-shaped clasp as he glanced at Scorth. “Will I do?”
Scorth smiled, showing fang as he so often did. “You’ll terrify them. I didn’t realize you’d brought formal army blacks.”
“I thought they might come in handy,” Rak replied as he retrieved a couple of items before walking out of the bedchamber, “for situations almost exactly like this.”
Scorth came out behind him, bearing a large black tome and black candle. “What? Are you finally developing the control to part the mists of time at will to see what may come?”
“Ix, the sight comes to me when it wills, not when I will it.” Rak walked into the small room they’d chosen for their chapel, setting his burdens down by the door. 
Rak stopped in the middle of the small space. After a deep breath, he chanted aloud, praying for the Lord of Night to hear him. Almost immediately, the high priest could feel the presence of his God, waiting just on the other side of the barrier between the physical world and the realm of the spirits. 
He held out a hand and Scorth handed him the sacred silver dagger. Without pausing in his chant, Rak slashed his left palm open with the razor-sharp blade. Red blood welled up and then flowed from the wound to spatter on the floor. Energy and will twisted from the high priest, forming a bridge that the God’s power could flow down. Electricity crackled along the plain stone of the walls and ceiling. Dark flames fell in their wake, dancing upon the floor in complicated patterns that shifted moment to moment. 
The pale yellowish stone darkened to silver-shot black in the wake of the lightning and flames. Across from the door the altar formed, called by the power of the chant and the offering of blood. Above the altar, the disc of the God formed as well, the silver sword and lightning bolt glowing from within against the setting of the black circle. Rak’s chant concluded and he regarded the new chapel with satisfaction. 
He scooped up some of the night flames from the floor with his bleeding left hand and cupped them in his palm. In moments, the flames healed the deep cut and even consumed the blood remaining on his hand. Closing his hand into a fist, he snuffed them out. Then he turned to the items left by the door.
He spent a few moments arranging the items upon the altar. The sacred dagger, the night stone chalice, the delicate obsidian ewers, and the black leather bound tome—each had their specific place. Rak blessed each item before he placed them in apology for removing them from an altar to bring them here. The last item to go onto the new altar was the thick black vigil candle. The chapel was ready just in time, for the sun was only a rim of fire above the horizon now.
 
* * * *
 
Tebber peeked into the new chapel, and his wide brown eyes grew even wider. “Your grace, I’m supposed to escort you and Lord Scorth to the great hall. The high feast begins shortly.”
“It will have to wait.” Rak told him. “If we must be late, then so be it. The sun is nearly set.”
“Ah, your grace, the king gets very angry if his honored guests are late. He sees it as an insult to him, his house, and his table.”
Rak did not answer, for at that moment the last of the sun slipped under the horizon. He turned and bowed to the altar. A flame sprang to life, but it was not the red, yellow, and orange flame of day. This flame was deep blue, green, and purple. Rak and Scorth each went to one knee, bowed their heads, and began to chant in perfect unison.
Tebber gulped at the eerie sound of the hymn. He stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him. He bowed his head in thought for a moment before nodding. He didn’t want the dark servants to get into trouble with the king. He would have to bear the punishment. He deserved it anyhow, after what he’d done to the high priest. He still couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that Rak had wanted him to do it, and as a result he had convinced himself that he’d forced the dark one into it. Somehow.
He ran down the halls, passing richly dressed courtiers and elaborately coifed nobles alike. He sought Lord Virien, who was usually at the entrance to the great hall by this time. Reaching his goal, he took a deep breath to collect himself.
He tapped Lord Virien on the shoulder and the man turned towards him with an expectant smile that transformed into a scowl when he saw that Tebber was alone. “Well, where are they?”
“Master, they will be late,” Tebber said with as much dignity as he could muster.
“Late?” Virien asked. “Did you explain to them…”
“Yes, master,” Tebber interrupted, “but they are busy.”
“Busy?” Virien looked angrier by the moment and raised his hand to strike him. “Busy? And what, pray tell, is keeping them?”
Tebber cringed for the blow. “That’s just it, master. They’re praying.”
Virien’s brow furrowed. “Praying? Now? But the sun has… Oh.” He shook his head and dropped his hand. “Of course, the Lord of Night. Very well, I’ll inform the king. Go, await them so that you can bring them here once they’re done.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 15: The Feast
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When Rak and Scorth entered the great hall, they caused a commotion. Rak hadn’t had much hope of slipping in quietly, but he thought the court’s reaction was excessive.
Heads turned, gasps sounded, and a low murmur sprang up in their wake as they paced towards the high table where the king and his family sat. Both men wore stark black, both had the hoods of their cloaks up, and Rak was obviously armed. No noble, no matter how great his house and estate, was permitted to bear arms in the great hall.
The palace guard stepped out, using halberds to form a barrier between the dark servants and the high table. Rak laughed softly before he said, “If I intended harm here, none of you could stop me. My real weapons are far greater than these bits of steel I carry.”
“Let them pass,” said the king. “The high priest is the crown prince.”
The guards bowed as they broke formation to let the dark ones through. Captain Jisten took up position behind Jethain, standing at attention. Rak wondered if the captain was guarding the prince from him or him from the prince’s own bad humor.
Reaching the open space before the high table and the king, Rak stopped again and inclined his head. Scorth came to a halt a pace back. Rak said, “Forgive our tardiness, Your Majesty, but some things take precedence over the requirements of man.”
The king waved them to their seats. “Sit, please.”
They moved to the empty chairs. Rak was seated to the right of the king, the position of crown prince, with Prince Jethain demoted to Rak’s other side. To Rak’s skilled eye, the slight crowding of place settings told the tale and the prince looked none too pleased at having been supplanted. Scorth was even farther down the table, amongst the high nobles.
A woman seated with them looked at Rak with an expression of undisguised curiosity. Her coloration, blond hair, blue eyes, and facial structure put Rak in mind of both the king and of Jethain. Her words confirmed his guess. “So you’re the brother I lost. Welcome home. I’m Jezrey.” The formalities dispensed with, she asked, “Where have you been all these years?”
“I have been many places,” Rak replied, “but I make my home in Okyro.” A server set a platter in front of him and Rak’s eyebrows shot up in wonder. After a moment he sampled the artistic presentation of some sort of fish, grimacing a little as the flavor hit his tongue. The food was incredibly rich, and after the first bite he found himself wondering if he could manage to eat it without paying later. To make matters worse, he burned so badly that he had no appetite to speak of, but to not eat might be taken as an insult.
Jethain noted the grimace. “Is our food not up to the standard you expect?” he asked, in a falsely solicitous tone.
“The food is excellent, since you are asking,” Rak replied. “It is flavorful, well made, and beautifully presented. It is also extremely rich to the stomach of one who has lived on trail rations and half-roasted game for the past week.” 
“So your grimace was not an insult to our chef?”
“Are you so insecure that you take a small grimace as an insult?” The dark priest left the prince gaping as he turned away. He caught a server’s attention. The man came over, expression carefully masked. Rak wondered how he’d managed to offend the server, but chalked it up to his vocation. “Would it be possible to serve me a portion of whatever is being served to the guards this night?”
The server looked surprised at the unusual request. “Your grace would rather eat the servants’ fare?”
“I am used to plainer fare. This is excellent, but it is too rich for my taste.” Hopefully, no one would notice if he hardly touched it.
“Certainly, your grace. I will see to it immediately.” The server collected the fanciful creation that had been Rak’s meal and carried it back towards the kitchen as the courtiers murmured quietly.
Even Prince Jethain seemed surprised. He opened and closed his mouth a few times before turning his attention to the other end of the table. Rak sipped the wine from the goblet at his elbow, an inferior vintage compared with what he was used to, but palatable. 
A minute later, the server was back, bearing a bowl of thick stew and a full, if small, loaf of fresh bread. The server set these before the high priest. “Will this suit you better, your grace?”
Rak lifted his spoon and sampled the stew. “The stew is excellent. Thank you.” He took a second, equally small spoonful of the stew, his ears wide open though he cultivated an air of absent-minded inattention.
You simply lack an appreciation for fine cooking, Scorth taunted. He was getting through the meal with more ease than Rak, perhaps because those seated near to him were too terrified to speak to him.
You like your meat raw, replied Rak. You are hardly a gourmand.
Cooking ruins the flavor. I especially like the taste of gazelle that’s run for a while.
Rak wasn’t permitted to eat in peace for long. Three bites into the stew, King Owain turned to him and asked, “How is it you managed to arrive here without passing our border station?”
“There is a pass through your western mountains. We used that route and did not pass any border stations.”
“I know of no such pass,” said the king with a frown. He shot the captain an accusatory look and the man looked thoughtful, clearly calling the region to mind. “The mountains are supposed to be impassable. They protect our kingdom, allowing us to live in peace.”
“You have no need to worry,” said Rak. “The pass is barely that, and the other end is hidden in the dense jungle of Varka. There is only one map in all Okyro that even shows this pass.”
“Varka?” asked Owain.
“One of the northern lands,” Rak replied. “They are a peaceful people with little interest in anything outside of trade.”
“You will tell me more of this later,” said the king, who then turned to reply to a comment from one of his nobles.
Into the silence, Jisten asked, “High Priest S’Rak, if you don’t mind my asking, where did you learn arms?”
“I originally learned to fight in the arenas of Katasky, under the tutelage of the Sword Masters. I was also retrained as a novice in Okyro.” Rak’s words brushed past years of sweat and pain and blood as if they were nothing. His gaze fastened hungrily on the captain, who met it with interest. Fortunately, he was sitting down, and the long tablecloth hid his reaction.
Jezrey gave a cold tinkle of a laugh. “Why would they retrain a gladiator? Did you not learn the sword well enough as a slave entertaining the people?”
“If you can call that entertainment,” snorted Scorth.
Rak’s reply was polite. He knew the captain couldn’t carry on a conversation with him at a high dinner. “There are many levels of skill and technique. The arena teaches the most basic skills of survival, the crudest forms of combat, but gives a thorough grounding in a multitude of weapons. In Okyro, skill with each weapon is taken through the five paths of mastery. As a novice, I focused on using a couple of weapons well, as opposed to training in the basics of many.”
“It strikes me as odd that you are so calm about being enslaved,” Jezrey pressed. “Did you earn your freedom in the arena like Sergeant Sedrael?”
“I was rescued by my friend here,” Rak gestured to Scorth, “who heard me praying to the Lord of Night. I refused, you see, to pray to the Gods and Goddesses of Day, for they allowed slavery. And yet, slavery is among the very worst of crimes to the Lord of Night, which begs the question of which House contains the real evil.”
Rak turned away from her, only to meet the gaze of the sun priest from the throne room. His eyebrow arched as he noticed Forael’s attention and, after a moment spent wondering why he felt like he knew the man, he inclined his head.
“I must protest your statement, High Priest S’Rak,” said Forael. “The Lord of Light does not permit evil to flourish.”
“Tell me then, o servant of the holy light, how it can be that your lord permits such vileness as slavery? How can your priesthood maintain that the House of Night is evil, yet at the same time claim that slavery is not? The two seem contradictory to me.” Rak was grateful for the change of subject, though he didn’t permit a hint of it to cross his countenance. 
Forael grimaced, his discomfort evident, and said, “It is thought that, for the most part, people are enslaved for their own good. The poor wretches can’t take care of themselves. Instead of allowing them to starve on the streets, we feed them, care for them, and put them to honest work. Where is the evil in that?”
“Blinded by the light of your own goodness, I see. I would argue that denying a person the right to exercise their free will is amongst the most evil of acts. Slavery is anathema to the Lord of Night, for He will have no servant that is not willing.”
“You make an interesting argument, High Priest S’Rak. I would very much enjoy a theological debate with you, but I fear that this is neither the right place nor time for that. The others here might bear mortal wounds of boredom.”
“I look forward to the proper time and place, Archpriest Forael, at your convenience.” Rak smiled, savoring the anticipation of the argument yet to come. His relief at the change of subject was short lived. 
The princess returned to the topic that interested her. “If you didn’t earn your freedom, then how is it that you sit here a free man?”
“Jezzie, weren’t you listening?” Jethain drawled. “He said that his lover rescued him.” He shifted to avoid the captain’s nudge.
She made the leap. “So your lover stole you? Was he your lover before he stole you as well?”
“He probably tired of sharing,” snickered the prince. Jisten kicked his chair, hard.
Rak regretted admitting to his rescue at Scorth’s hands. “The situation that led to my liberation is not one that I am in any way inclined to discuss.” To Scorth he observed, They are all convinced that we are lovers, you know. Even the king has fallen for it. And given how badly I burn, I almost wish it were true. It would certainly solve many of my problems.
It’s a good cover story. Now that they’re convinced they know what we are, they won’t look deeper, Scorth replied. He didn’t bother reminding Rak that they had tried it once, with the same effect on the fires as masturbation, which is to say none at all.
The servants moved along the tables in pairs. The first servant removed the dirty plates from before each guest and the second set the next course in their place. “So, Araken,” Jethain said in the tone of one trying to pick a fight, “how do you like your rooms?”
“First of all, Your Highness, my name is S’Rak. As for our rooms, they are ornately furnished, too brightly colored, and far in excess of our few needs. But they are not the dungeon cells I was expecting, so I have no complaint to make.” On the other hand. thought Rak, dungeons are usually guarded by horny men.
I’m sure you can find horny men without going to the dungeon. Scorth’s mental voice was tinged with worry for the first time. Any type of imprisonment wiped amusement from the sarcastic dragon’s mind. Keep after that captain. I sense Loftoni blood in him.
King Owain leaned back to let the servants swap his plates and looked at Rak with visible amusement. “Son, you really thought we’d put you in the dungeon?”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” Rak admitted with a shrug, his eyes on the bowls of pale yellow soup being set down. “We are dark servants, after all. You have no reason to welcome us, and less reason to trust us.”
“Cheese soup, your grace?” asked the servant at Rak’s elbow. The dark priest shook his head. He hadn’t even finished more than a few bites of his stew. The servant moved on.
“I can see how you might think that,” continued the king. “But I would not be willing to risk angering your God, even if you weren’t my son.”
“A cell is where they belong,” said Prince Jethain with a curled lip. “Monstrous winged creatures. Not even the feathered wings of birds, but the malformed, membranous wings of demons.”
Jisten frowned for a split second before his face became its perfect mask again. Down the table, Scorth went still, his yellow gaze focusing on Jethain with a most palpable anger. This cretin is what you’re charged to protect? I’m ready to kill him myself and save the bitch the trouble.
Rak raised an eyebrow, and spoke with dangerous softness. “A monster, am I? Malformed, am I? And upon what evidence do you base this claim?” To the Koilathans, the malformed were a myth from the ancient days, creatures to be feared and destroyed by their heroes of legend. To those of Okyro, it was a mortal insult, for the malformed were always the creation of the Goddess. Our Lord must be punishing me for some transgression, Rak thought back at Scorth. That is the only way to explain this.
“Oh no, no monster are you,” sneered Jethain as his plates were swapped. “All the good creations of the light have demonic membrane wings!” He ignored Jisten's subtle foot taps.
“Typical, ignorant fool of a sun worshipper,” Rak snapped. “It took both Houses to create even the smallest of creatures, so of course you only have the wit to credit the light!” His wings were half spread now. “And there is nothing profane or evil about my wings. They’ve been a part of me since my birth.”
“You think we’re stupid because we worship the light? You’re wrong. I know a threat when I see it!”
“Stupid? Ix, just blind.” Rak stared at Jethain’s soup as he added, “The only threat here is your own overweening ego.” There was something odd about the soup. 
Jisten leaned over and hissed in Jethain’s ear. “No war!”
Jethain spared Jisten a glare before he answered Rak. “Oh, of course, my ego is the problem here! How dare I, the crown prince, speak to you, a winged demon priest of the Dark Lord? Oh, but you are crown prince now, aren’t you? Should I fall down and worship you now?”
“I do not delude myself by imagining that I rank among the Gods,” said Rak, “but I do not think that learning humility would hurt you any, so go right ahead.” Cold certainty filled Rak and his arm whipped out and upended Jethain’s soup bowl. Pale yellow liquid splashed over the ruffled teal breast of the prince’s formal feast garb.
“How dare you!” Jethain shouted, leaping to his feet. The captain inserted himself between the two men. The enraged prince peered around him to continue shouting. “You unmannered cur! I’d call you out, but I’ve no wish to deprive your Lord of Night of one of His demon servants!”
There wasn’t a trace of apology in Rak’s expression as he laughed. “We live and die by the sword, prince. My lord would not interfere, nor seek revenge, if by some miracle you bested me. Nor would you deprive Him of a servant, since my service extends to the next life as well.”
How great a fool do you think he is? wondered Scorth, who said aloud, “I reserve the right to avenge my mate, even if our Lord Zotien wouldn’t.”
Oh, do not scare him off, Rak replied. The arrogant vlakas could really use an ego deflation. Rak kept his eyes on Jethain, waiting for the prince to make the next move.
The captain’s grey gaze bore into Rak, although his hands were mopping soup from Jethain’s dripping ruffles. “An accident, my prince,” he said. “Your brother meant no harm. And this shirt was due for retirement.”
“No dueling,” Owain said, intervening smoothly. “Araken’s arm just slipped.”
The captain shot a quelling look at the prince spoiling for a fight. When Jethain returned a defiant look, Jisten half joked, half warned, “Will I have to place you under arrest for dueling? The dungeon is cold and dank, my prince.” 
“If the two of you can’t be reconciled,” said Owain, “the Captain can take you both across the river for a formal duel. But only to first blood. Can’t have my sons mortally wounding each other.”
Jisten gripped the prince’s shoulder and spoke urgently into his ear.
“That won’t be necessary, Sire,” said Jethain sullenly. “If you will excuse me, I must go change my shirt.”
“Of course.” Owain waved him away. The prince stood and stalked off.
Jisten looked at Rak a moment and whispered quietly enough that Rak had to strain to hear him. “It was hardly his favorite shirt, although you and I should talk of soups.” The captain signaled a tall, blond, very handsome guard to take his place and then followed after the still-dripping prince.
Rak stirred his forgotten stew absently as he watched the handsome hunk that had replaced the captain from the corner of his eye. Interesting. Either they are cowards, or they are showing the first signs of wisdom. And could that guard be any handsomer?
I think you give them too much credit, Scorth responded after a moment of consideration. Rak’s lips twitched, but he suppressed his snort of laughter. 
Jezrey focused on Rak in a way that was at once calculating and dismissive. After a moment of silence, she observed, “You have been gone from Koilatha for many years, brother, and obviously you now follow customs other than those with which you grew up. Is it the tradition in your land for free men to wear their hair short?”
“Ix, Your Highness, the tradition is for free men to wear their hair long in both the Riverland kingdoms and in A’filozenoi, just as it is here in Koilatha.” Rak admired her strength even as he wished she would direct her ire elsewhere.
The princess frowned, her eyes lingering on the dark priest’s short hair. In a sweet tone that fooled no one, she asked, “Then have you been dishonored somehow, your grace?”
Rak’s lips twitched in amusement, but he answered in a bland tone of voice. “Ix, Your Highness, I have not. I should clarify—in the lands you call the Outlands, those in the service of a deity often wear their hair short as a gesture of respect for their God.”
“Thank you for explaining the differing custom.” Jezrey turned and began to speak to the courtier on her other side in a clear dismissal. 
King Owain changed to lighter topics of local interest that lasted until the meal ended. Eventually he declared the feast over by standing and departing from the great hall. The courtiers broke up once the king was gone. Rak walked back to his rooms without a single false turning. Scorth walked at his side, looking at the decorations, carvings, and statues with undisguised amusement.
“Once the courtiers are busy with the evening entertainment, I am going out,” Rak told the dragon. “Stay here and read a book.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 16: Best Friends
 
 
The scowl on Jethain’s face made the servants scatter like mice as the prince stomped into his chambers. Jisten trailed him and he spared a sympathetic glance for the two men assigned to taking care of the recalcitrant heir.
“That foul, accursed demon!” Jethain snarled as soon as he stripped out of the soup-soaked tunic. “The nerve of that arrogant man!” Jethain drew his rapier and lunged, skewering the tapestry his mother had presented to him two years ago. He found this so satisfying that he struck it again and again.
Jisten wisely remained silent as he watched his prince vent his rage.
“What do you think?” asked Jethain, spinning towards him. 
“I think you bent your rapier,” said Jisten with a straight face.
Jethain inspected the thin sword and flung it aside with a curse. The weapon struck the stone wall a third of the way back from the point, rebounded, and clattered to the floor in two pieces.
Jisten walked over and picked up the rapier’s remains. “Now it is broken.”
“What do you recommend?” asked Jethain, ignoring the broken sword. “How do we rid our land of these menaces?”
“I think,” Jisten said slowly, toying with the pieces of the rapier, “that you should play along with your father.”
“Play along?” Jethain swung to face him, a frown on his tanned face. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of them!”
Jisten’s head snapped up. “Never, Sire!”
“But you advise that I do nothing about a pair of demons?” 
“Your father wishes to hear your half-brother out.” Jisten steeled himself.
“My half-brother?” Jisten sneered. “So he claims. And even if he isn’t lying, so what? Araken was an ass, Jisten. He terrorized the servants, lorded it over Jezzie and me, and was the most unpleasant person I’ve ever known. I was glad when he disappeared.”
“I advise that we bide our time and watch them. Listen to them. Let them have their talks as your father wishes. I will increase the presence of the guards in the palace at night.” Jisten put down the broken pieces of the rapier and offered, “I never had any siblings, but I have heard that brothers often argue growing up.”
Jethain growled. “And you know he wants the throne. His vows forbid. Likely story.”
“Now that worries me, Sire,” agreed the captain. “But the people will never accept a dark servant on the throne. Owain will come to see that. He is forever talking of avoiding civil war when you ascend. Can you imagine a dark high priest?” 
“There would be riots,” Jethain said after a moment’s thought. “Maybe even an uprising.”
“Owain would never want that. He is the king of diplomacy and compromise.” Jisten put bitter emphasis on the final word.
The prince looked mollified. “What do you think they really want?”
“Perhaps they want exactly what they said they wanted,” suggested Jisten. “A trade agreement.”
“Too convenient, Jisten,” said Jethain. He wanted to believe dark, nefarious things of the dark servants. To do otherwise would force him to question his own beliefs.
Jisten changed the subject. “Those horses of theirs, Sire. We could use them for breeding, and war. Think of it.” He tried to sound enticing.
Jethain began to pace. “Those monsters?”
“Imagine being mounted on one of them when we next faced Lythadi raiders. They’re a constant thorn in our side, and any advantage we can gain over them would be of great benefit.”
“They’d probably scare the barbarians into the next kingdom,” Jethain admitted, “But what sort of fool would ride a fanged creature that snorts fire?”
“One that wanted to win a war, I suppose.” Jisten stopped delaying the inevitable. He went to the wardrobe and pulled out the most awful pink tunic that had ever seen the light of day. “The queen ordered that you wear this for the entertainment tonight.”
Jethain couldn’t speak of his half-brother with that monstrosity of a pearl-beaded and lace-ruffled tunic before his eyes. “I won’t be attending the entertainment,” grated the prince, glaring at the garment. “Not if I have to wear that.”
“Now, Sire, it does have a certain appeal,” said Jisten, straight-faced. When Jethain turned a baleful look in his direction, he concluded, “For a streetwalker.”
“Why don’t you wear it, then?” asked Jethain in a sweet tone of voice.
Jisten dropped the tunic in the fireplace. “Oops! How clumsy of me,” he exclaimed.
“No, I dropped it. I won’t allow the queen to take it out of your pay.” The prince used the poker to push the rest of the tunic into the flames. He knew that the captain needed the money to support his mother, but he was far too proud to play on their friendship and ask for help.
“Funny how those ruffled shirts seemed attracted to fire,” mused Jisten as he stood shoulder to shoulder with his prince, watching the pink monstrosity burn.
“Remarkable, even,” agreed Jethain.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 17: In the Alleys of the City
 
 
Rak made his way farther from the palace. He didn’t fear the dark, nor the cutthroats or cutpurses. He wore his tightest pants and his dancing boots, and both fit like second skins. The tunic was longer, a graceful drape of purple silk that accentuated his body and wings. It was an outfit Rak wore only when he was planning to either dance or seduce a man. It was often the same task, since he was a master of erotic dance. 
He had worn a nondescript cloak out of the palace, wary of being revealed to any of the gilded serpents who haunted that back-stabbing cesspit of intrigue and politicking called a court. But after ten nights of abstinence and a day filled with the close proximity of very desirable males, Rak needed relief, and he needed it very, very soon. His slave fires throbbed through him, coloring his every thought. Every sight of a man—or worse, every whiff of a man’s scent—increased the excruciating need for relief.
When a group of men leered at him and one whistled, he paused and evaluated the whistler. He was much taller than Rak and wide across the shoulders, his muscles visible beneath rough homespun. Rak smiled and beckoned the man closer. The man looked at his friends, who laughed and jostled him. He sauntered over and presented himself, almost belligerent in his appraisal of Rak. “What ya want?”
Rak looked up and up. He studied the muscles, the sweat-stained shirt, the calloused hands. “You look like you have had a hard day.”
“Yeah, ya don’t like hard work?” The man saw Rak’s soft hands. “Ya think I’m beneath ya, pretty boy?”
Rak turned his own hands over, offering them up for inspection. He had calluses of his own, but his hands were clean. “I appreciate hard work, and those who do it. You are not beneath me… but I think I would like to be beneath you.”
The man laughed. He reached forward, put a hand between Rak’s legs, and squeezed softly. “Yeah, hard work it is. Ya like that, huh?”
Rak bit back a moan, but his erection gave the man an answer. “Is there a place we can go?”
“He wants ta know where we can go!” the man called back to his friends and increased the pressure on Rak’s crotch.
Rak rubbed himself against the man’s hand. “Please,” he groaned, succumbing to the demands on his body and throwing caution to the wind.
The group of men surrounded Rak and pushed him deep into the alley, out of sight from the streets at either end. “I thinks we gots a sex slave,” another rough man said.
A dagger appeared in Rak's hand. “I am not a slave. I want this, but when we are done, we go our separate ways.”
The five men backed off, their eyes on the dagger. Rak knew they were about to slip away and he couldn’t permit that. He needed too badly. “I will give myself to all of you. But no collar,” he offered.
“Ah, you were once a sex slave, yes?” the man with better speech and clothing asked, a shrewd gleam in his eyes. He motioned to the other four, who relaxed.
Rak nodded. “I was. I will serve you like one, if that is your desire, but I will not permit myself to be collared.”
“We can all win here,” the man soothed. “You get the sex you need for your fires, and we have some fun. Everyone is happy. We’re all smart enough to see that.” He met the eyes of each of the men, who nodded in turn. “My name is Yonaph.”
“I accept your offer,” replied Rak, trying to make it sound like he had a choice.
“Strip,” Yonaph said. “And I’ve been to Chloi, so I’ve had sex slaves before.”
Rak took his clothes off quickly and set his garments and belongings aside. He licked his lips as he presented himself, naked, to the five men.
“What do we do, Yonaph?” The group deferred to the one man.
“There are two holes,” he said. “We use them both. I’ll start with the oral service. Onianius, use his rear.”
Onianius laughed and turned Rak around so he could caress his firm buttocks. “Very nice.” 
Rak spread his legs and bent forward for him, but his gaze was fixed on Yonaph. 
“Start with the balls,” Yonaph told Rak, lifting his cock clear. Rak’s tongue caressed the man’s balls a moment later. “These sex slaves are trained,” he told his fellows.
Onianius stabilized Rak’s hips and pressed the head of his shaft against the pucker of Rak’s opening. Onianius applied a little strength, forcing the opening to yield to his broad head. He paused to enjoy the tight, clenching velvet that now enveloped his sensitive organ. Rak muffled his cry of pleasure by sucking Yonaph’s sac into his mouth, rolling the man’s balls with his tongue. Yonaph groaned, and released his full erection, which pressed against Rak’s nose, up between his eyes to his forehead. Rak took in Yonaph’s musky maleness with every inhaled breath.
“Yeah, he likes it,” Onianius said, then laughed as Rak pushed back to take the man in more fully. He couldn’t feel the man’s nuts against him yet. 
“You doubt it? Pull out,” Yonaph ordered.
“I ain’t even in him past my head,” laughed Onianius, “and he’s tryin’ to work me.” He thrust, pushing deeper into Rak, then pulled out all the way like the boss had suggested. 
Rak cried out, coming off Yonaph’s balls. He looked back at Onianius with panic in his gaze. “Do not stop, please!”
Onianius grinned. “Like it, huh?” Rak nodded, which was enough for him. He thrust back in and set a vigorous rhythm.
“Don’t climax in him,” Yonaph ordered. When a rebellious look came across Onianius’ face, Yonaph gestured to the other men and they pulled him out, spurting. 
Rak shuddered in desperate need and turned towards the men. “Please, I need. Please, it hurts so bad. Please,” he begged them, his voice a whimpering plea for life.
“You satisfy the sex slave, he might leave,” Yonaph lectured. 
“I will not,” said Rak, trying to entice the men. “I will stay and satisfy all of you, just please, use me.”
“Plus, the more he needs, the more he’ll give us,” Yonaph continued as if Rak hadn’t spoken. Rak flushed. His fires were excruciating. Yonaph was right—at this point, he’d do anything they wanted. “They’re canny, those sex slaves. You next, Kirnest.”
“Do me good,” Kirnest said. 
Rak went to his knees and licked him erect. He even sucked briefly, but then he turned around, bent over, and wiggled invitingly. Kirnest thrust in so roughly that Rak was pushed a few inches forward. Rak quickly regained his position, pushing back with a deep moan of enjoyment. Kirnest gripped Rak by the shoulders for better leverage, forcing Rak back against him as he thrust.
“You can climax in him,” Yonaph said. “Next one, no.”
“I like seeing my seed all over my toys,” said Onianius.
“Yeah, I’ll spatter on him!” Gesthon laughed and his buddies jostled him.
“Then you’re next,” agreed Yonaph.
“Ugh, I’m sticking to his mouth,” Nasat said.
Kirnest was pounding away, evoking all sorts of noise from Rak. Yonaph frowned at him. “Be quiet, or we’ll have to gag you.” Rak’s eyes rolled over white and his whole frame shuddered, but he was able to modulate his cries. Yonaph leaned down to his face. “These men answer to me. If you want the climaxes you need, you give me your best. Give me your word?”
“Ai,” gasped Rak. “I swear I will give you my best service.” He was desperate, and he didn’t want Kirnest to stop, or worse, pull out like the first man had. A good, deep, painful pounding was just the thing he craved and needed after ten long days. At this point, if he didn’t get relieved, he wouldn’t live to see the dawn.
Yonaph smiled and straightened. “Anyone who wants can climax in him.” Only Gesthon shook his head.
Onianius reached down and fondled Rak briefly, then presented his cock to his mouth. “Clean me. Can’t let the missus see seed on me.” Rak immediately took the man’s shaft into his mouth, sucking as he lathed the member with his tongue.
Yonaph found the nipple rings. “You kept these? Why? You’re a free man.” He tugged. Rak moaned around Onianius’ manhood. Yonaph cocked an eyebrow and twisted the ring, causing Rak to gasp in enjoyment. Yonaph smirked, “That’s why.”
Onianius grinned as Rak’s stimulation gave him another erection. He stroked Rak’s hair, then grabbed his head and pounded his throat, not caring about his ability to breathe.
“Good gag, Onion.” Yonaph chuckled, grabbed both nipple rings, and twisted a moment before Kirnest exclaimed his climax. Rak cried out in mingled pleasure and pain, his own seed spattering to the ground. Onianius groaned happily as Rak’s throat vibrated around his shaft. Rak’s cries turned to choking as seed shot down into his lungs. He tried to swallow it and coughed, causing much of it to dribble out of his mouth to decorate his chin.
Yonaph pounded helpfully on his back. “Hey there, I’m not done with you.”
Rak smiled at the men once he’d caught his breath. “Next pair?” he asked hopefully. His fires had reduced, but were still very much there, demanding more of the same. There was only one way to placate them, and Rak would do what he had to.
Nasat said, “Wipe your chin.”
“Awwww,” complained Onianius.
“You had your turn,” Nasat sniffed. 
Nasat plucked at the hairs on Rak’s head as he sucked him. Rak winced each time, but he kept his mind focused on pleasuring his user. Gesthon came up from behind and thrust himself in. Yonaph was intrigued by the nipple rings. This time he pulled them. He liked seeing how far the tissue could stretch. Rak groaned again and white pearls appeared on his nipples.
Gesthon pushed a finger in beside his pistoning shaft, then another, then another. “I got in four fingers,” he called out. Rak thrust back in sheer pleasure, crying out around Nasat. “Who thinks I can get in that pesky thumb?”
“Pull out and fist him,” said Yonaph. “Then decorate his back.”
“You are so smart,” Gesthon said with admiration. He pulled out, causing Rak to moan like a dying thing, but then he pushed his full fist into the vacant hole before Rak started begging. The excitement of seeing his fist vanish into another human’s body caused his orgasm. Rak’s shriek was loud, even with a penis in his throat. He shoved back against the fist lustily. “Auranz’s balls! He likes it!” Gesthon was startled.
Onianius blinked, but Yonaph nodded knowingly, a wry grin on his face. “Pump him,” he said. He twisted Rak’s nipples. Gesthon did so, looking incredulous. Rak’s hips worked in time to the pumping, and Gesthon’s wrist sank deeper into Rak’s opening with each pump.
“This is disgusting,” said Nasat, but he shot his load into Rak’s mouth. He waited until he was done sucking every drop out of him before he tucked himself away and said, “I’m going home. Goodnight.”
As Rak climaxed from Gesthon’s stimulation, Yonaph said, “Pay it no mind, he’s still burning. But he’s mine now. You’ve all had your turn. I’m paying for a room. Night.”
“Does that mean I have to pull out?” Gesthon asked.
“Yes, you had your fun. See you tomorrow night, Gesthon.”
Gesthon pulled his fist out of Rak. “Guess fair’s fair. See ya tomorrow, boss.”
“You can put your pants on. We’re going down the block to the Sunny Boy. Decent ale, edible stew, great bread, decent rooms.”
“And my shirt?”
“Oh, yes, sorry. Don’t leave anything here. It won’t be here when you get back. Nice boots.”
Rak slid his pants back on. “Thank you.” The lust in his eyes when he looked at Yonaph was obvious. Once he put himself back together, he followed the man out of the alley.
The Sunny Boy was half filled. It had seen better days and there were bowls of stew drying out on some of the empty tables, but the floors were swept clean. The patrons, all working-class men, gave Rak a onceover as he entered, but Yonaph’s presence made them nod in acceptance of the stranger.
“Hungry?” Yonaph asked. “Don’t want you hungry or thirsty. Bread’s best here.”
“I am a little hungry,” Rak admitted. His appetite was returning as his fires were relieved, and he had hardly eaten anything at the court dinner. “Can we have food brought to the room, or must we eat out here?”
“You want to eat in the room? Sure!”
Yonaph walked over to the bartender and said, “Room. Any of the corner suites.”
“Special equipment or plain?” asked the bartender with a glance at Rak. Usually his customers used his girls, but sometimes one brought his own.
“Special equipment for this one,” Yonaph said with pride. “And we want food and ale brought to the room.”
“Stew, or the platter of finger foods?”
Yonaph looked at Rak. “I think the finger foods are better, but you choose.”
“Finger foods is fine,” said Rak.
“Shouldn’t let the slave pick,” grunted the barkeep. “He might get notions.” He stressed the word slave ever so slightly, to remind them of the laws—in other words, play at master and slave in public.
“Yeah, but he gives better when he’s fed better.” Yonaph patted Rak’s bottom. “And in a better mood.”
The barkeep laughed and handed over a key and a whip. “Teach him better if he tries to give you mood. Food’ll be brought up shortly. Do you need a training collar and leash?”
“It’s not in the equipment room?” Yonaph said. He had promised Rak no collar. “I saw one there last time.”
“It must have been left there by accident.” The barkeep handed the metal circlet over. “This looks like it will fit.”
With an apologetic look, Yonaph put it on Rak. Rak shivered, but he made no effort to resist. Yonaph led him downstairs. “Temporary collar. I keep my word,” Yonaph said as soon as they had privacy. “Like I expect you to keep yours. Need food and drink? Like I said, don’t need you passing out.”
“I understand… the laws here, yes? This keeps me safe until we are done.” Rak touched the collar. “We can play while we wait for the food, yes?” Rak undressed quickly, stacking his belongings on a shelf.
Yonaph took off his boots and opened his pants, as a proper user often did. “I meant it when I asked you to show me all the tricks of a proper sex slave. They aren’t allowed here. I won’t leave you burning if you show me the good stuff. You tell me what pain you like and I get all the goodies.” Without the other men around, he wasn’t afraid to admit ignorance.
Rak knelt at his feet and looked up. “Are you ready?” Without waiting for an answer, he licked Yonaph’s manhood.
“Yeah, but that’s vanilla. There, go on. There are some soft whips. No blood here, see? You want that?”
“Yes, please. And even blood, if you want. I like the pain. Do you want to beat me on the whipping post?”
“No blood!” Yonaph grew pale and backed away.
“Very well,” said Rak, mystified. “But you can whip me without drawing blood.” Rak took his hand and pulled him to the whipping post. Yonaph took the thick-headed whip off the wall display of toys. The doeskin tails brushed across Rak, making him shiver. Rak lifted his wrists towards the post’s built-in manacles. “Bind me. I love being tied down.”
Yonaph clicked them in place, and Rak pressed himself against the wooden post. Yonaph swung the whip over his head to make it whistle. Rak moaned in anticipation. Since he didn’t want to draw blood, Yonaph used it in the most effective spot, across Rak’s buttocks and into his crotch.
Rak cried out in pain, immediately coming erect. Yonaph whipped methodically up Rak’s back until the skin was pink. Rak climaxed against the whipping post before he finished. Then Yonaph fisted him. Rak climaxed again, and writhed, dancing in place.
Yonaph released his wrists from the whipping post. “Keep your word.”
 
* * * *
 
Rak continued his sensual dance, pinned in place only by Yonaph’s fist in his opening. Yonaph appreciated the dance, knowing this was far beyond what a regular sex slave could do. Rak threw his desire, his passion, and his sheer need into giving the man a very erotic performance. His wings became weapons of sexual intent, stroking Yonaph at the appropriate moments.
Yonaph withdrew his fist to give Rak more room to dance. Rak moaned in grief when the fist left him, but the dance was vastly improved. Yonaph reclined on the bed and watched. While Rak danced, a serving girl entered, deposited the tray of food, the basket of fresh bread, and the pitcher of ale.
Yonaph ate and watched. He refrained from masturbating because he wanted to save it all for the sex slave. Rak’s dance brought him onto the bed, and he danced over and against Yonaph, pulling up the rough tunic and pushing down the pants to expose more flesh. His mouth came into play, kissing, sucking, and licking at random. His hands stroked and massaged. Yonaph lay back as the dancer danced on top of him. He ran his hands against the firm body and the leathery soft wings.
Rak put his head between Yonaph’s legs, and a wing caressed his face as Rak kissed and licked his opening. Most users loved this. 
“Oh, yes, that is keeping your word,” Yonaph moaned. Rak’s tongue darted in and circled and Yonaph pressed his head closer.
Rak accepted the command, focusing his attention on Yonaph’s rear opening, sucking and tonguing it, trying to reach that special place. He could tell he’d been successful when Yonaph’s back arched. Rak tongued that place again, his tongue straining to make it stretch. Yonaph climaxed and sighed.
Rak immediately pulled out of his ass in order to slowly lick the spilled seed off Yonaph’s belly and chest. Yonaph stroked his hair, swirling it, occasionally tugging it, as Rak’s mouth focused on his package, particularly the scrotum. He tugged Rak’s nipple ring. “How often you need this?” he asked. Another pearl appeared, and this time it wasn’t hidden by position and darkness.
Rak rose from Yonaph’s balls. “Every few days,” he replied honestly.
“You like this? We can meet here at sunset.”
“Sunset is too early for me. I have obligations. Three hours after sunset is possible.”
Yonaph nodded. “It’ll do. I eat dinner here nightly. Come when you need this.”
Rak went down on him, deep throating his shaft in one attempt. He alternated humming, sucking, and bobbing. Yonaph clawed his scalp but instinctively kept from drawing blood. In the back of his mind, Rak was surprised. Yonaph finally shoved Rak’s head into his crotch, taking over the rhythm as he reached the point of really needing to climax, and fell back when he orgasmed. 
“Eat,” he told Rak, indicating the tray.
Rak quickly availed himself of the snacks. “The bread is good,” he admitted.
“They can’t make anything else,” he said. “So why in Auranz’s hells are you taking the risk coming here?”
Rak flicked his fingers in dismissal. “Duty. The council wants a trade agreement.”
Yonaph shook his head. “And they sent a former sex slave… Sundamn it. Well, I’m smart enough to see a good thing if you’re smart enough to evade a slaver’s net.” He sat up. “You want the others?”
Rak finished his snack and drained a mug of ale. “Are you able to satisfy me?” He shook his head subtly about the others.
Yonaph shrugged. “Was this enough?”
“I burn,” said Rak. “You have not used me, and until you climax inside me, I will continue to burn.” Rak had brought him to climax twice in a short time.
“I forgot,” Yonaph admitted. He picked up Rak and tossed him on the bed.
Rak landed on his hands and knees and he looked back at Yonaph. “I like this position. You?” Yonaph grabbed Rak’s hips and thrust in answer, standing behind the pliant body. Rak moaned with pleasure and pushed back.
Yonaph reached around with one hand and pulled on a nipple ring, held onto Rak’s hip with the other, and pounded away. Rak pushed back lustily, crying out with every deep thrust. When Yonaph orgasmed, he arched his back and clenched the nipple ring. Rak’s climax spattered against Yonaph’s hand as the smaller man shouted his pleasure.
Yonaph pulled Rak up to him. “You satisfied? Want more?” He twisted both rings and then yanked on Rak’s scrotum, thrusting his still-hard manhood deeper inside.
Rak pressed down against Yonaph’s erection. “More,” he groaned. “Night, that feels good.” His back arched and he pressed Yonaph’s hands against his nipples. Rak’s cries had attracted attention. Men were peeking in the door, wondering if Yonaph would share his slave.
Yonaph’s big hand encircled Rak’s smaller manhood and pulled it. “Up against the wall, then.” Yonaph got up, still holding Rak, who shuddered with pleasure and let Yonaph guide him to the wall. Halfway there they both saw the open door and the audience. “Watch but don’t touch,” Yonaph growled.
Yonaph spun Rak in midair so that he faced him, then slammed him against the wall and rammed back in. Rak cried out in pleasure as he ground himself against Yonaph. One arm kept Rak smashed against the wall, but the other was free to pull his nipple rings and yank his balls and manhood while Yonaph hammered. Rak’s back was pressed to the wall, his legs hooked over Yonaph’s shoulders. The onlookers cheered and clapped.
Rak flexed against the wall. Friction and Yonaph’s manhood held him in place. He gasped with every inward thrust and moaned on the exhale. Yonaph came with a groan. Rak’s dependent climax shot straight up, spattering against Rak’s chest. Rak shuddered against the wall in reaction. The onlookers cheered again.
“Show’s over,” Yonaph said, and shut the door.
 
* * * *
 
Rak’s legs were still locked over Yonaph. He had ignored the cheers. He was used to being used in public. He opened his eyes and studied Yonaph. “That was amazing,” he whispered.
“You come here when you need it, three hours after sunset.” Yonaph smiled. “You stay smart, and out of the slaver’s net.”
Before they left and went their separate ways, Yonaph removed the collar. Rak slipped back to the palace, shadow by shadow, unnoticed in his passage by those who had not the eyes to see him. It was disturbingly easy to slip over the palace walls, and Rak considered mentioning it to someone. He didn’t know the captain well enough to know how receptive the man would be to criticism. He also didn’t care to explain why he was sneaking over the walls like a would-be assassin. 
With a glance at the night sky, he returned to his newly created chapel to perform the midnight mass, the most important of his God’s rituals. He wondered, briefly, what tomorrow would bring. The man he had been sent to protect was his half-brother, but the prince was hostile towards him. The captain was intriguing, in more ways than one, and perhaps he would help Rak worm his way into Jethain’s good graces. 
Rak ran his hands across the altar, but no answers were forthcoming from his God at the moment. He looked up at the disc that seemed to hover in midair, though he knew a pair of chains supported it. The crossed sword and lightning bolt sparkled in the blue and green light of the night flame candles. It was time. He bowed to the altar and began to chant the first hymn of the midnight service.
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