
        
            
                
            
        

    


Chaos and blackmail and lust, oh my.

Honor.  Duty.  Love.  Blackmail.  Intrigue.  Lust.  Flies. Yes,  flies.  Kiler blood-seeking  flies  have  been  the  bane  of  Koilatha  since  the  founding.

They’re rumored to live in the ruins of an ancient temple of evil, not that anyone  has  ever  gotten  close  enough  to  find  out  for  certain. As  a  high priest,  Rak  is  duty-bound  to  investigate  these  flies.  The  sun  priest attempting  to  purify  him  and  the  palace  functionary  blackmailing  him complicate  matters,  as  does  his  brother’s  near  death  at  the  hands  of  an ambitious  woman  and  the  king’s  continued  attempts  to  force  him  to accept the position as heir to the throne.

The  worst  thing  of  al  is  that,  while  sober,  Jisten  won’t  settle  for lust—he  wants  it  al. And  never  mind  that  Rak  has  seduced  him  twice already. Where does honor lie when intrigue, duty, and love conflict?
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Chaos and Flies

The Dark Servant Book 5

By

AC Elas

To the three handsome men in my life who keep me going. You know who you are. 




Chapter One: Cleansing

Harday, the 32nd of Evphormon

It was the second hour of day and the sun was climbing through the vault towards  the  apex,  but  few  traces  of  it  were  visible  other  than  a  general lightening  of  the  sky  seeping  through  the  deep  shroud  of  grey  storm clouds.  The  impending  storm  had  cheered  Rak  immensely,  until  he remembered his appointment with the sun priest. He had to atone for what he’d done to Jisten. He hoped that Zotien would accept this punishment, or he would have permitted the sun priest to torture him for naught.

Rak studied the detailed, gilded carvings of the wooden chapel door.

There was no bel rope, so he rapped the surface lightly with his knuckles.

The doors opened so quickly that Murson must have been waiting on the other side. The chapel blazed with light. Yelow beeswax tapers burned in long rows, the light reflecting off golden fixtures and setting the golden oak pews  aglow.  The  bas  relief  sacred  symbols  carved  on  the  stone  wals were gilded, heightening the sun colors of the magicaly dyed marble.

Rak winced and hesitated. “Must I?”

“Proceed!” Murson said shortly, gesturing for Rak to enter. Rak puled the hood of his robe down further to better shade his eyes and walked in, gritting  his  teeth  as  the  chapel,  sanctified  ground  just  like  the  temple, reacted  to  his  presence  by  turning  the  creamy  floor  molten.  Murson’s order was apparently not an invitation. Pain shot up Rak’s legs with every step. Murson closed the door behind them and  dropped  a  wooden  bar into place on gilded brackets. Rak was grateful for that consideration.

Murson walked down the center aisle behind Rak. There was a golden sun disc attached to the end of each pew, lining both sides of the aisle with the sigil of the Sun Lord, a man’s bearded face inside an orb, casting out rays of golden light. Murson tapped these discs with his staff as he herded Rak further into the room. The discs were cymbals, and they clashed with brassy sound, reverberating against the bare stone and metal wals like an odd thunder, causing Rak to wince.

At the junction of the center aisle and a cross aisle stood two golden stands hung with bels and chimes. Murson ran his staff down them, setting off a cacophony of bright sound, each bel and chime ringing with different tones.

“Sun priests make more noise than a flock of geese,” muttered Rak as he stopped before the golden altar table. “Have you not ever heard that silence is golden?”

Murson swatted Rak with his staff. “Silence,  lagon!”

Rak yelped, massaged his bruised shoulder, and contented himself with glaring  at  Murson  for  caling  him  dog,  a  calculated  insult  he  was  sure, because of his association with beasts.

“Strip before the holy altar of light.”

Rak’s glare deepened, but he complied, silently undressing. His boots came off, folowed by the short swords, then the sash, his sabre, a few daggers, the outer robe, and the filmy black under-robe. Each item was neatly folded and stacked on the bench seat of the nearest pew.

“And your unders,” added Murson, watching through narrowed eyes.

Rak puled the wrap off and set it, along with one last dagger, on top of the rest of his belongings.

“Kneel  before  the  light  of  Auranz.”  Murson  cleared  his  throat,  then burst into song, his voice deepening as he chanted praises to his God.

Fuly nude, Rak approached the altar and knelt before it, keeping his knees together. The pain of the floor shot through his legs into his back, and  his  wings  spasmed  helplessly.  Rak  shunted  the  pain  aside  and meditated. His stomach knotted as Murson’s chant set al the cymbals and bels and chimes ringing. Thick curls of incense rose from golden holders, set  alight  by  Murson’s  power.  This  incense,  not  the  usual  scent  of frankincense, was acrid in Rak’s nose.

The long rows of candles had large hammered gold reflectors behind them to increase the light, and the longer Murson chanted, the brighter the flames  burned,  until  the  chapel  was  as  awash  with  blinding  light.  Rak concentrated on his meditations, eyes screwed shut.

Murson  took  two  vials  of  powdered  gold  and  cast  the  contents  into both of the golden bowls of holy water. He dumped one of the bowls of gold water on the kneeling man. Rak cried out, his eyes flying open. The water burned painfuly everywhere it touched him, and the gold stuck to his skin as if magnetized, each fleck a point of constant annoyance that in combination was agonizing.

The sour sun priest produced the golden leather colar with crystals. He placed  it  around  Rak’s  neck,  careful  not  to  touch  Rak’s  skin  until  the strap  was  through  the  buckle.  Rak  shuddered  in  reaction  as  the  spels settled around him. Although it alowed the sun priest to touch him, Rak’s pain was not decreased in the slightest by being cut off from his powers.

“Scrub your filthy hide,  lagon.”  Murson thrust a rough cream cloth at him and pointed at the other bowl of gold-infused holy water. Rak took the  cloth,  dipped  it  into  the  water  with  a  wince  for  his  fingers,  and scrubbed himself from head to toe. He was forced to rewet the cloth with alarming frequency, and the gold flecks abraded his skin, leaving him raw as wel as a bright, sunburned red.

Murson  scrubbed  Rak’s  back,  both  sides  of  the  wings,  and  his buttocks, paying extra attention to the crack, and then he scrubbed Rak’s genitals.  He  took  his  time,  scrubbing  with  vigor.  Rak  cried  out  in  pain more  than  once,  causing  the  ends  of  Murson’s  mouth  to  curl  up  in satisfaction. The painful, ful body scrubbing continued until al the water was gone. Each successive round of washing deepened the burn and the rawness  of  Rak’s  skin.  Blisters  formed  on  the  wing  sails,  giving  them  a pebbled look.

Satisfied  that  Rak  was  clean,  Murson  grabbed  him  by  the  colar  and puled him to the altar. He lifted the light man and set him on the golden surface.  Using  golden  chains,  he  affixed  Rak’s  limbs  to  the  four  stone table  legs,  forcing  Rak  into  an  uncomfortable  position.  His  widely  flung limbs kept him wel immobilized and exposed, and pressed his back down firmly  enough  that  the  wings,  spread  to  either  side,  wouldn’t  be  able  to bash  his  tormentor.  Murson  laughed  at  Rak’s  cries  of  pain  as  the  altar protested fiercely that its opposite was on it.

The altar shone brighter and brighter, trying to rid itself of the darkness.

Murson soothed the altar, stroking the golden surface as he whispered to it, and the light muted to a deep golden glow. He cordialy invited Auranz to partake of this new offering as he opened his robe and rubbed his bals over Rak’s face. “Oral purification first,  lagon.” 

Rak’s  mouth  opened  and  accepted  the  sac  Murson  shoved  in.  He massaged the man’s bals with his tongue and lips and palate, trying not to gag  on  the  sun  priest’s  musky  odor.  He  particularly  didn’t  care  for  the view of Murson’s rear entry, but he was mildly grateful that it appeared clean, with nothing clinging to the hairs surrounding it.

His attention to Murson’s scrotum had the usual effect on the man, so Rak wasn’t surprised when Murson puled his bals out of his mouth and replaced  them  with  his  erect  cock.  He  sucked  Murson’s  pole  into  his throat and hummed. Above him, Murson made a sound of pleasure. Rak bobbed his head and used his lips to stroke the sensitive skin as his tongue massaged the shaft and his throat vibrated it.

Murson grabbed Rak’s ringed nipples since he couldn’t claw his scalp.

He twisted the darker buds and his strong thighs locked Rak’s head in a vise-like  grip  as  his  molten  seed  pumped  into  Rak’s  mouth.  Rak swalowed desperately, trying to clear his airway before he choked, and not to let any of the sun priest’s seed spil. Murson relaxed with a grunt as his orgasm passed, but he kept his shaft in Rak’s mouth. Rak continued to suck  and  massage  Murson’s  cock,  and  he  was  soon  rewarded  for  his efforts. Murson grew firm and erect in his mouth once more.

The  sun  priest  puled  out  and  walked  back  around  the  altar.  “Good lagon, ” he said. “That was good. But now you need to be purified at the other  end.”  He  stroked  around  Rak’s  opening  with  his  fingers  until  the entire crack was deeply blistered, savoring Rak’s screams. He slammed his erect pole into Rak’s opening, delighting in Rak’s anguished cry as the blisters were stressed. Rak’s back arched despite being bound, and his wings thrashed, pummeling themselves against the altar.

Murson ran his glowing hands down Rak’s body. Deep sunburn turned into  second  degree  burns,  blistered  and  weeping.  Rak  screamed  again, twisting  against  the  golden  chains.  Murson  thrust  deeper  at  Rak’s screams,  grunting  in  enjoyment.  He  twisted  Rak’s  nipple  rings  again, seemingly fascinated by the bits of metal affixed to the dark priest’s body.

Then he discovered the scrotal ring. Rak tried to muffle his cries of pain, even  tried  to  ignore  the  pain,  but  his  pain-shunting  abilities  didn’t  work during sex.

Hard  inward  thrusts  were  matched  with  languid,  near-complete withdrawals.  Rak’s  hips  rocked  into  Murson  as  the  sun  priest  thrust  in, then  Rak  would  clench  around  the  cock  buried  in  him  during  the  slow withdrawal. Murson’s fingers stroked the length of Rak’s erection, and he laughed at Rak’s scream as blisters appeared in their wake.

“Silence,  lagon!  You wil be purified of your evil filth even if I have to kil you to accomplish it!”

Rak bit his lower lip bloody in his effort to comply with the command for silence. Smal whimpers and moans escaped him despite those efforts, but Murson didn’t chastise him for that failure. Having already orgasmed in Rak’s mouth, Murson showed no signs of being near his second climax.

The sun priest varied his pattern with long pauses. Whenever he stopped, Rak’s  body  continued  to  work  him  towards  completion,  and  Murson enjoyed that, too.

“You  enjoy  this,  don’t  you,”  Murson  observed  sourly  during  one  of those pauses. “You are nothing but a sex slave, no matter what mask you present  to  the  world  at  large.”  He  resumed  thrusting,  but  not  for  long.

After a particularly hard inward thrust, he grunted and pumped a load of molten  gold  into  Rak’s  bely.  Rak  whimpered  in  agony,  teeth  digging deeply into his lower lip, causing more blood to trickle out.

Murson  puled  out  and  returned  to  Rak’s  head.  “Clean  me,  lagon.   I don’t want the filth of your body to remain on me.” He pushed his cock into  Rak’s  mouth.  Rak’s  tongue  busily  writhed  around  Murson’s  shaft, trying to reach every part of it as quickly as possible. The sun priest didn’t have  the  same  sense  of  urgency  Rak  did,  and  he  let  Rak  wash  him  far longer  than  strictly  necessary.  But  eventualy  he  was  satisfied,  and  he stepped  away  from  Rak  and  tucked  himself  away.  “The  offering  is complete.”

Rak  was  grateful  that  Murson  was  finished,  but  he  puled  against  the chains again, wishing the sun priest would hurry with the untying and letting him  leave  part.  Murson  set  al  the  bels  and  chimes  and  cymbals  ringing again. Rak closed his eyes and prayed for temporary hearing loss. Then he  screamed  as  the  altar  responded  to  the  noise  by  turning  into  blazing golden  fire.  The  flames  wrapped  completely  around  Rak  and  tried  to infuse him with their essence to drive the cool shadow of night from Rak’s flesh. The darkness within Rak fought back, driving the golden flames out, but the dark power was checked at the boundary of Rak’s skin by the colar around his neck.

At length Murson snuffed out each candle and alowed every sound to die down, and with that the altar subsided. He unchained Rak, removed the colar, and walked out of the chapel without a backward glance.

Rak fel off the altar, crying out in pain as the floor reacted to him by adding more punishment to his already tortured body. He crawled to his clothing, used the pew to haul himself erect, and put his boots on first. The leather provided a smal measure of padding between him and the sun-like surface  of  the  floor.  Next  he  donned  only  the  outer  robe.  He  picked everything  else  up  and  staggered  out  of  the  chapel.  He  tested  each  and every door that lined the corridor until he found one that wasn’t locked.

The room on the other side was a closet, half ful of winter linens. Rak slipped into the closet and closed the door. He stripped again and caled the night flames. Sometime later, Rak came out of the closet. He was his usual  translucently  white,  neatly  dressed  self,  and  the  deeper  burns  that couldn’t  be  healed  didn’t  show  through  his  clothing.    Scorth,   he  caled.

Meet me on the roof. I need to get out of here. 

He  had  blocked  his  dragon’s  mental  presence  during  his  purification.

Scorth had been furious, and worried, but answered immediately and was waiting on the roof for him.




Chapter Two: Barracks Talk

“Telin’  ya,  t’was   great,”   Sed  boasted,  reliving  the  details  of  his  sexual encounter  with  Rak.  The  other  guards  hovered  in  a  semicircle  around Sed’s  bunk  and  were  listening  with  such  envy  and  awe  that  they  didn’t hear Jisten enter. Normaly they ceased such talk as soon as their captain entered, out of deference to his sensitivity.

Jisten  stalked  over  and  slugged  Sed,  sending  the  astonished  sergeant sprawling to the floor. He didn’t break his nose. Yet.

Sed gaped up at him from the bare floor. “Cap’n!”

“Either  you’re  bragging  or  you’re  lying,”  Jisten  said.  “If  you’re  lying, we’re  taking  this  outside  with  steel.  If  you’re  bragging,  wel…”  The captain stopped, fists clenched, his expression wavering between fury and uncertainty.

Sed  scrambled  to  his  feet  and  wiped  the  blood  off  his  face. Another guard quickly handed him a blood amulet. “Cap’n, I wasn’t lyin’.”

Jisten’s fists remained baled. “Then  do not speak about the envoy with such  disrespect.  If  you  were  honored  enough  to,  wel,  you  know,  then keep quiet about it!”

The guards exchanged glances.

“Yessir,” said Sed, but he didn’t look repentant. “Don’ be mad at him, he didn’t have no choice.”

“What?”  Jisten drew his sword. “You know my policy about rape!”

The  other  guards  grabbed  Jisten’s  arms  and  planted  their  feet.  Their captain turned into an enraged, charging bul over the subject of rape.

“No rape!” Sed raised his hands and backed off several feet. “Scorch it! Ain’t splainin’ myself.”

“Captain! Sed wouldn’t do that to anyone!”

“Captain! Calm down! Sed was complimenting the man!”

“Hey, we’re al a little jealous!”

“Jealous?”  Jisten  shook  his  arms  and  his  dissipating  rage  reassured them enough to release him. “This has nothing to do with me!” He took great  interest  in  examining  his  sword’s  edge,  to  avoid  the  disbelieving looks of the guards.

“He’s interested in ya,” said Sed in a cajoling tone.

“I’m not jealous—what?” Jisten looked up from his sword and stared at Sed. More looks were exchanged amongst the guards. Jisten’s sword point  sagged  to  the  floor,  something  he  normaly  would  never  permit.

Fentri took the sword from Jisten’s hand and returned it to its sheath.

“What did he say?” Jisten winced. He sounded like a farmgirl.

Sed cleared his throat and glanced around pointedly. “Yer office, sir?”

“Oh, yes!” Jisten grabbed Sed’s arm and dragged him to his office. The guards  pouted.  “Go  practice  or  something!”  Jisten  caled  over  his shoulder.

Many ears pressed against the door. Every now and then, Jisten would thump the door, making the eavesdroppers wince. Sed flopped into one of  the  chairs  despite  them  being  wooden  and  flop-proof.  Jisten  sat opposite him and leaned forward. “How in the world did  my name come up during, wel, uhm, how did it?”

“Cap’n, everyone knew he’s interested in ya.”

Jisten waved dismissively. “You’re just saying that.”

“Ain’t.  I  saw,  after  ya  left.”  Sed  sighed.  “Ever  hear  of  th’  Riverlands slavefire potion?”

When Jisten shook his head, Sed took a deep breath. “’Fraid of that.

Th’ potion, uhm, it’s evil, but real common in th’ Riverlands.”

Jisten looked wary. “This can’t be good.”

“Ain’t. Used ta, uhm, make slaves need sex.” Sed sweated as he tried to explain to his virgin captain.

“Need?” Jisten looked quizzical.

“Like, ya need ta eat an’ breathe. Makes ya need sex like that, an’ as often. Burns real painful like an’ th’ pain gets worse longer th’ slave holds out.”

Jisten fixed Sed with a burning gaze. “Tel me that you’re exaggerating.

That it’s a lie to sel slaves.”

“Ain’t,” said Sed quietly. “Wish t’were. Th’ potion's ilegal here, thanks ta th’ Prince. But not in Chloi, not in th’ Riverlands. Given ta most, mebbe al  slaves…”  He  trailed  off.  “Gots  it  myself.  Hurts  at  times,  makes  me bolder than should ta find a partner.”

Jisten sat back in his chair and covered his eyes for a minute.

“Permanent potion, ain’t like th’ rape drug. S’Rak said even th’ Gods can’t reverse it.”

Jisten looked looked past Sedrael, thinking, one hand cupped over his mouth. “So, it’s a need, not love, then?”

Sed  shrugged.  “Mebbe  not. You’d  left,  an’  he’d  waited  longer  than should’ve.  Had  ta  have  relief,  but  t’was  clear  ta  me  that  t’was  you  he wanted, not me.”

“I  wonder,”  Jisten  said.  Then  he  came  back  to  himself.  “I’m  sorry  I punched  you.  Stil,  bragging  is  indiscrete,  Sed.  He’s  a  high  priest,  an envoy, and Owain’s son. Have a little respect.”

“Tryin’  ta  help  him.  If  th’  good  guards  understand…”  Sed  smiled wryly. “…I like him an’ don’t want him ta suffer.” He stood up and put a hand on the door. “If’n that’s al?”

“One question, why you? Why not a woman?”

“Potions again, th’ ones given ta male sex slaves an dancers like him.

He can’t uhm, top. Hasta be used ta relieve th’ fires.”

“Not just a man, but a man on top?” Jisten looked even more horrified, if that were possible.

“What th’ masters want inna male sex slave, sir. Don’ want him usin’

the  females  neither.  I  dinna  get  that  one,  got  th’  gladiator  one  instead, makes ya more aggressive, fearless-like in battle.”

Jisten withdrew into himself. “Like a living nightmare,” he said quietly, more to himself than Sed. “Like perpetual night raids on Lythadi camps.”

“Those like S’Rak, they don’t get freed often. Or last in freedom fer long.”

Jisten covered his mouth and raised agonized grey eyes to Sed. “And his God sent him here, to Koilatha.”

Sed shook his head. “Not wel done, sir. Ain’t my place ta question th’

Gods, but…not wel done.”

“It was that important,” Jisten said. “That important to save Jethain to send S’Rak, and he said yes. By al twelve creator gods, I would have said no, Sed. I’m not a tenth of the man he is.”

Sed looked thoughtful. “He’s a good un. Hate ta see somethin’ happen ta him.”

“We  can’t,”  Jisten  said.  “We  can’t  let  anything  happen  to  him.  If  he risked al that to come here, we have to do what we can to protect him.”

“Nah, we’l help him,” said Sed. “Anythin’ else, sir?”

Jisten  shook  his  head.  Sedrael  slipped  out,  leaving  the  captain  to  his thoughts.  Jisten  lapsed  into  deep  and  unhappy  thought.  He  felt  as wretched  as  the  teenager  he’d  been  his  first  year  in  the  guard. After  a while, Jisten decided that what he realy needed was a swim to clear his head.




Chapter Three: The Ice Lake

Jisten puled Jughead up at the entrance of a natural pasture. An oblong field  of  rich,  lake-watered  grass  was  surrounded  by  thickets  of  dense bushes that formed a nearly impenetrable barrier. He dismounted and led the  gelding  through  the  narrow  gap.  Once  in  the  field,  he  puled  off  the gelding’s tack and stacked them under a bush. He walked back out and closed  the  stand-alone  wooden  gate  he’d  built  and  instaled  himself  a couple years back. Nobody had complained about it, or even appeared to have noticed it.

He walked the rest of the way to the lake, a hidden gem less than half an hour’s ride from the city, kept private by being on the wrong side of the river. The deep blue waters reflected tal, green trees, and the puffy white cloud strewn sky was the only reminder of the early morning storm.

The lake appeared utterly abandoned, as if it were in a deep wilderness unknown to man. Jisten saw no one around the lake edge where he had emerged from the trees. He stripped off his clothes and threw them, and his towel, on a rock. He stretched, savoring the gentle breeze stil scented with the morning’s rain that caressed his bare skin.

   

Farther  down  the  shoreline,  in  the  shadow  of  a  mighty  oak  tree,  Rak paused in the act of undressing as he saw the captain arrive. He remained absolutely stil as Jisten stripped naked and stretched. He swalowed his drool and forgot how cold he was from the dunking that Scorth had given him to ease his burns.

Jisten dove into the water. A few seconds later his head emerged and his muscular arms stroked the water. He swam out into the lake at a good clip and Rak watched him go with a slight smile of appreciation and no little  respect.  He  wasn’t  about  to  dive  back  into  that  lake—it  was  just short of ice, even now in mid-spring. He had removed most of his soaked clothing,  down  to  his  sleeveless  under-robe. Absently,  he  shivered  and wrapped his arms around himself, but his gaze never left the Valer.



   


Jisten  dove  underwater  again  and  saw  a  large,  underwater  mass.  He swam  closer  to  see  it  better  and  saw  two  glowing  yelow  orbs  coming closer, attached to a triangular black object. He broke back to the surface with  a  shouted,  “Gaaa!”   His  arms  and  legs  powered  him  through  the water towards shore as if his life depended on it.

The wake caused Jisten to pause and look behind him. A large black, triangular head had surfaced. Yelow eyes glowed with internal light, and the contrasting white horns defined the boundary between head and neck.

He exclaimed,  “I taste terrible!”  and resumed swimming.

The dragon snorted. Then, like a crocodile, it flattened out and swam towards shore. It drew even with Jisten, then scooped the man onto his back. Jisten yelped, but when it became apparent that he wasn’t going to be eaten, he patted the iridescent black scales. “Helo.”

The dragon rumbled beneath him. The shoreline quickly drew near, and Jisten squinted against the sun glare as he saw a darker shadow moving against  the  backdrop  of  greenery.  From  the  shore,  Rak’s  voice  asked, “Do you want your towel?”

Jisten yelped and arranged himself so that the high priest couldn’t see anything immodest. The dragon’s double row of neck ridges aided him in that. “Yes, please!”

Scorth’s outflung head reached the shore and Rak lightly leapt onto the dragon's head, his wings flaring briefly as he balanced. He sure-footedly walked  up  the  neck  towards  Jisten.  He  was  barefoot,  dressed  in  a sleeveless black silk robe that appeared soaking wet and clung to him like a second skin. His lips were blue, and he held out Jisten’s towel with a hand that shook from the strength of his shivers.

Jisten reached way far forward and snatched the towel. In the blink of an eye, it was tied around his waist. “Thank you!”

“Our pardon,” said Rak, “for disturbing your swim.” He continued to shiver,  but  he  remained  balanced  on  the  dragon’s  back  despite  his vibrating muscles.

“Looks like I was disturbing you. You were here first.” Jisten watched as Rak’s wings counterbalanced him perfectly.

“This is your land, not ours.” Rak openly admired Jisten’s physique. “I did not know that you liked ice lakes.” The lake water lapped against the dragon as he moved closer to shore.

“I  needed  it,”  Jisten  murmured,  but  added,  “Valer  heritage.  We  love swimming in lakes, and they are al ice cold in the Vales, fed by mountain springs  and  snow  run  off.”  He  looked  down  at  himself,  wondering  if  he had some grass or something on him that Rak was looking at. He brushed away a stray water weed and returned his attention to Rak. “But you’re freezing. Your lips are blue and you’re shivering so hard I’m amazed you haven’t falen off your dragon.”



   


 Is  he  offering  to  warm  me  up?  That  could  be  enjoyable.   Rak  only nodded and offered a hand. “Let me help you down.”

Jisten took it and this time the lust of both men combined. Scorth had clambered  onto  shore  while  they  spoke.  Rak  drew  Jisten  into  his  arms before the captain could resist. He jumped, his wings opened and the sail membranes bilowed slightly as they caught the air.

Jisten  watched  as  Rak’s  wings  spread  for  the  glide.  “Amazing,”  he breathed.  Then  he  saw  them  closer.  “S’Rak?  What  happened  to  your wings?”

“Sunburn,”  said  Rak.  He  winced  with  the  impact  of  landing,  gentle though it had been.

“And  you’re  hurt  elsewhere,”  Jisten  said,  sharp  military  eyes  noticing Rak’s pain. “Tel me what happened?” He stopped short of ordering Rak.

Rak shook his head. “I would rather not speak of it.”

Jisten held both palms up. “Aren’t we alies?”

Rak set his hands in Jisten’s and his fires flared. “We are,” he managed.

He was having a hard time resisting throwing himself in Jisten’s arms. His wings and his scabbed lower lip trembled from the force of the fires, but this was hidden by his shivering.

“How can we defend the prince if one of us is hurt? I don’t even know who has taken you down.” Jisten gripped Rak’s hands gently. “Come, let me put aloen plant on this sunburn, at least. And maybe I can ease your other hurts. Or I can take you to Valer Square and our healers there can help you.”

Listen to the one with Loftoni blood,  Scorth advised, an enormous forefoot casualy covering Jisten’s clothing.

Jisten  cocked  his  head.  “Did  you  hear  something?”  He  scanned  the treeline automaticaly, but nothing was there.

“There  is  nobody  here,”  said  Rak,  wondering  how  Jisten  had  caught the  edge  of  Scorth’s  sending.  The  Loftoni  blood  that  his  dragon  had detected?

“You’re here,” said Jisten. “Wil you let me help you?”

Rak  thought  about  it,  staring  into  Jisten’s  stormy  grey  eyes.  “If  you promise you wil not ask who or what hurt me, then yes, I wil accept your help.”  He  didn’t  want  to  have  to  explain  that  he  was  letting  himself  be tortured  to  atone  for  seducing  the  man  that  he  very  much  wanted  to seduce again. Clearly, Murson’s attempts to purify him of this evil were failing.  Purity be blasted, I want this man. 

“Aloen loves the sun, so it wil be on the edge of the treeline,” Jisten said. He wasn’t about to argue possession of his clothing with the dragon, so he released Rak’s hand and searched the treeline. He quickly gathered a handful of the fat juicy leaves with Rak’s deft assistance. The high priest had a knack for spotting medicinal plants.

Scorth  dragged  a  falen  log  out  of  the  underbrush.  The  log  somehow ended up on top of Jisten’s clothes. Oblivious, or perhaps not, Scorth set the log alight.

“Oh, my clothes,” Jisten said with dismay. He clutched the towel a little tighter  and  chuckled  a  nervous  chuckle.  “Wel,  we’re  al  friends  here, yes?” He gulped and strode quickly over to the fire.

“I  wil  pay  to  replace  them,”  said  Rak.  He  dove  to  rescue  what  he could.

Stop that,  Scorth scolded.  You will be more likely to mate if he only has a towel. 

Rak managed to rescue the shorts Koilathans used instead of wraps, and Jisten’s boots, but the rest of it was already burning. Jisten accepted the shorts with relief as Rak settled by the fire in a desperate attempt to get warm.

Once his shorts were on, Jisten laid the towel on his lap. He mashed several fat leaves in one hand and the juice dripped onto the palm of his other  hand.  “If  only  I  had  oil  to  mix  this  with.”  He  flinched  as  he  felt something on his leg. He dropped the mashed leaves and drew out a glass vial from under the towel.

“Is this your vial of oil?” he asked. He unstoppered it one handed, and the scent of sandalwood drifted to his nose. He dripped it onto the aloen juice.

“That is inefficient,” observed Rak. He quickly climbed Scorth’s side, returning moments later with a battered tin plate and bowl. “I always pack a  survival  kit  on  Scorth’s  harness. You  never  know  when  you  wil  be stuck in the middle of the wilderness.”

Jisten  put  the  mixture  of  aloen  juice  and  oil  into  the  bowl,  and  the remaining leaf mash onto the plate. Now organized, he said, “Spread your wings, please, S’Rak.” Rak had settled near the fire again, far too close to the  flames,  but  he  was  stil  shivering.  He  turned  his  back  to  Jisten  and obediently  spread  his  wings.  “Oh,  Si’Yeni,”  Jisten  breathed  a  prayer, “Help  me.  It’s  said  that  you  have  woven  al  the  wings  of  creation.”  He spread the aloen oil mixture on the topmost part of Rak’s right wing.

Sunset  coolness  flowed  from  Jisten’s  fingers,  healing  the  wing.  Rak craned  his  head  around  to  look  at  Jisten  in  surprise.  “Feels  good,”  he breathed. “The pain is gone.”

“Si’Yeni  doesn’t  like  her  weaving  destroyed,”  Jisten  replied.

“Especialy her works of art.”

Rak  blinked  at  him,  then  looked  further  down,  at  his  wing.  “Did  she pick the colors?”

Jisten  grinned.  “They  are  sunset  colors.”  Apparently  he  was emboldened by his success—his sweeps widened.

Rak  smiled  a  little  as  realized  that  gold,  scarlet,  amethyst,  and  cobalt could indeed be construed as sunset colors. “Then  she  has  my  thanks.”

He relaxed before the fire, thawing out as Jisten treated his wings.

“The  men  in  the  barracks  were  quite,  uhm,  insistent  in  teling  me something,” Jisten said. “Something you may not want to talk about, and that would be fine, if you prefer not to talk about it.”

“What is it?”

“Because if you didn’t want to talk about it, that would be your right, to not  talk  about  it. You’re  the  envoy  here. You  don’t  have  to  talk  about anything you don’t  want to talk about. Right?”

Rak shot Jisten an odd look over his shoulder. “This must be a difficult subject for you.”

“And  realy,  it  is  your  business,  whether  you  want  to  talk  about…

things…or not. Barracks kind of talk. Probably not for the ears of a high priest.” Red crept up Jisten’s throat and face.

“I doubt you can tel me anything that I have not heard before.”

“You have traveled more than Prince Jethain and I. So you've probably heard about it. But realy, if it’s a sensitive topic, you don’t have to talk about it.”

“I understand that I do not have to talk about it. Why do you not just tel me what  it is? Then I wil either talk about it, or not talk about it.”

“It’s  caled,  uhm,  slave  fire  potion.  Seems  like  nasty  stuff.  You’ve probably only heard of it…” Jisten trailed off.

Rak’s  wings  twitched  under  Jisten’s  hands  as  Rak  stared  into  the flames. “Ai, I know that potion,” he finaly said.

“It sounds like one of the most evil things that I have ever heard. To force someone to cooperate with their own rape?” Jisten stroked the wing in his hand. “I can’t understand that mentality.”

“It is not considered rape,” Rak correctly grimly. “You cannot rape a slave, and the potion ensures that the slave is begging for it.”

“Who  would  even  think  of  such  a  thing,  much  less  craft  it?  But  the problem  here  in  Koilatha  is  that  the  laws  wouldn’t  distinguish  between someone  who  had  this  potion  and  someone  who  didn’t.”  Jisten  turned Rak’s chin with a gentle finger to look him in the eyes. “Colar, for any man on the bottom. No matter what the reason.”

Rak’s eyes were dark. “Your men, in the barracks, they only spoke of the one potion?”

“There  was  mention  of  others.  One  given  to  gladiators,  another  to dancers. And you were a dancer. Stil, Koilathan law wouldn’t care. So anyone, uhm, with those potions would need to be circumspect.”

“So I have heard,” said Rak quietly. “Thank you.”

“But I am not Koilathan law,” Jisten said. “I’m a Valer, and I have the mind  and  the  ability  to  not  blame  someone  for  what  was  inflicted  on them.”

“That  is  kind  of  you,”  said  Rak,  but  his  depression  was  clear  in  the drooping set of his wings.

“So Scorth is safe, but you aren’t?” Jisten asked, hesitant.

Rak  blinked  out  of  his  own  thoughts,  then  looked  up  at  the  dragon before  he  looked  at  Jisten  again.  “Scorth?  He  has  no  understanding  of human sexual politics and less patience for them. He does not participate.”

Scorth snorted an agreement.

“S’Rak,” Jisten looked alarmed. “You came to Koilatha without your lover? That was il-advised.”

“It  was  either  that,  or  let  the  prince  die.  And  with  his  death,  the prophecy.”

“So you came to Koilatha without your lover to save the prince? But you do have one. Rather, a spouse you mentioned.”

“S’Tyl does not hold it against me that I am often required to seek help elsewhere. He is often far from home himself.”

“True, a loving spouse wouldn’t want you to die, although a selfish one would.”

“He understands me,” said Rak. “There is a difference between whom I give my body to, and whom I give my heart to. He has no fear that he wil lose me.”

Jisten alowed the conversation to lapse into silence as he continued to spread the aloen mixture on Rak’s wings.




Chapter Four: Lust versus Love

Only  after  every  square  centimeter  of  Rak’s  wings  were  covered  in  the aloen  oil  combination  did  Jisten  lean  back.  Rak  peeked  back  at  him again. “Are you done with my wings?”

After a last look, Jisten nodded. “Now, where else are you hurt? I saw you wince on landing.” He touched Rak's scabbed lower lip with a gentle finger.  “Someone  has  hurt  you  badly  enough  that  you’ve  bitten  your  lip bloody.”

“More burns, and I refused to scream.” Rak  slipped  the  now  merely damp under-robe off, revealing blistered burns and weeping skin.

Jisten  hissed  in  a  combination  of  sympathy  and  anger.  “Aloen  can’t help some of those. They’l need the Mai’eras. Let me do what I can with this combination and prayer.”

“Thank  you,”  said  Rak.  He  looked  down,  wanting  to  say  something about  the  burns  on  his  rear  that  made  sitting  so  uncomfortable,  but  not quite  daring.  He  had  no  notion  of  who  this  Mai’eras  was,  and  he  was suspicious of the unknown. He’d rather accept what Jisten could do, and let time heal the rest.

Jisten  scooted  closer  to  Rak  and  started  with  Rak’s  shoulders.  His large  hands  and  caloused  fingers  were  gentle  as  they  spread  the  lotion.

Rak sighed softly as his pain was eased, and scooted back little by little, drawing closer to Jisten until they were just about touching.

Jisten  sang  about  healing,  the  melody  wel  suited  to  his  mid-range baritone. Rak alowed himself to lean against Jisten, ready to jerk away at a moment’s notice should he complain.

Once the shoulders were done, Jisten moved to Rak’s back. He made no objection to Rak leaning against him, and slid his hands between them to  spread  the  lotion  on  Rak’s  body.  The  back  was  complete,  so  Jisten puled Rak closer and massaged the lotion al over his chest. Neither Rak nor Jisten noticed that the lotion never ran out.

Rak relaxed in Jisten’s arms, looking up at the captain with a sense of pure contentment. Jisten’s sensuous lips curved into a smile. Once Rak’s front was done, Jisten asked, “Where else? I can tel you are stil hurting.”

If  you  don’t  tell  him  the  truth,  I  will,   Scorth  sent.  You  made  him promise not to ask you. He can ask me. I can tell him! 

Be silent,  Rak told Scorth.   I like him living! 

The dragon fel silent, accepting Rak’s argument.

Jisten looked at the treeline again while his hands slid lower. Rak hissed in pain as a finger slid under his wrap and Jisten jerked his hand away.

“Sorry,”  whispered  Rak,  wishing  Jisten’s  hand  would  come  back, despite the pain. “That hurt.”

“Too deep for the lotion?” Jisten asked, eyes dark with fury. “And you made me promise not to ask who. Because you knew I would kil them.”

“You are right.” Rak looked apologetic. “But perhaps it is not too deep for lotion?”

Jisten filed his cupped palm with lotion. “Perhaps this?”

Rak  nodded,  and  undid  the  wrap,  trying  not  to  wince  as  the  friction caused a flare of renewed pain from the multitude of burns on his groin, buttocks, and genitals.

Jisten  placed  his  hand  so  that  Rak’s  left  buttock  could  bathe  in  his cupped palm. But the captain looked away, obviously careful not to gaze upon  Rak’s  nudity,  and  so  didn’t  see  the  extent  of  the  damage.  Rak closed  his  eyes  for  a  moment,  struggling  to  control  the  slave  fires.  He pushed his tight buttock more firmly into Jisten’s hand.

“Don’t  hurt  yourself,”  Jisten  murmured,  but  he  clasped  Rak  to  him  a little tighter with his free hand. Rak moaned when Jisten’s thumb brushed his  opening.  He  had  pretty  thoroughly  lost  the  fight  for  control  over  his raging slave fires. He needed relief, and soon.

“Tel me when,” Jisten breathed in Rak’s ear. Before Rak completely lost it, Jisten finished, “To switch sides.”

“Switch,” said Rak, trying to keep his voice level. His left side felt much better  than  his  right  now,  and  perhaps  the  prolonged  contact  would encourage Jisten to make a move. Jisten put more of the mixture on his hand  and  cupped  Rak’s  other  buttock. Again  Rak  pushed  himself  into Jisten’s hand with a soft moan of desire.



   


 Rak can’t lie, and he called it a sun burn,  thought Jisten,   and this was clearly done by a man. No natural sun burn leaves you covered with blisters  in  stripes.  Rak’s comment from a few days ago, about the Sun Temple hating him, and the burns on Rak’s wrists from the golden chains, niggled at his brain. It clicked and Jisten knew who had done this to Rak.

He filed it away for later.



   


 Has  he  healed  you  enough  to  mate?   Scorth  asked  with  genuine curiosity.   You look ready to mate. 

“Do  the  middle  next,”  murmured  Rak,  ignoring  the  dragon  and  his erection equaly.

Jisten shifted his hand. “Like this?” Rak’s wings shifted around Jisten as he tried valiantly to push himself onto Jisten’s fingers. “Do you need lotion up there?” Jisten asked with al innocence. He leaned closer to Rak. “Tel me who did this so I can kil them.”

“I  need  sex,”  said  Rak.  “I  burn.”  There  was  no  way  to  avoid  the admission, and seduction was not his strong suit. “Please, Jisten, help me.”

“I  can’t,”  said  Jisten,  mournfuly  and  looked  up  at  Rak.  “I  can’t  help you. I’m a package deal. Body and soul.”

You had to go and ruin it,  Scorth complained.   After all the work I did! 

Rak froze, his stomach in a knot. “I understand,” he managed at length.

Blast that vow of purity to the depths of the abyss!  he raged silently.

Humans  and  Loftoni,   Scorth  grumbled.    They  take  something  easy and  pleasurable  and  ruin  it.  He blasted flame at a nearby bush out of sheer irritation, barely missing the two men.

The captain jumped up. “I think your dragon is very angry at me!”

Rak beat the flames out with his damp outer robe before a forest fire could start. “Stop that,” he told the dragon.

Stop what? Stop helping you? You’re right! You’re hopeless! You and that Valer! Vows of purity! Stupid! Hearts! Souls! Bah! Have at each other! Stop all this nonsense! 

“He is angry at me,” Rak told him. “Not you.”

Scorth waddled into the lake and beat his wings so that both men were drenched.

“I think he’s angry with both of us.”

The  dragon  looked  over  his  shoulder  at  both  of  them  and  blew  his breath out. Jisten covered his face from the mini maelstrom of sand and water.

“I apologize for his behavior,” said Rak, not looking up.

“Does  Scorth  love  your  spouse?”  Jisten  asked.  He  brushed  the  sand off himself once the storm was over. Scorth slid into the deeper water to console himself.

“He does not,” said Rak. “He barely tolerates him.”

“We  should  return  to  the  palace,”  Jisten  said,  confused  by  Rak’s answer  and  Scorth’s  behavior.  “Jethain  has  been  there  without  us  long enough.” He watched the dragon, expression inscrutable.

“I suppose we must,” said Rak. He stood and shook out his scorched, wet,  and  sand  covered  outer  robe.  He  suspected  it  would  prove  to  be beyond repair.

“Maybe  he  realy  likes  Sedrael,”  Jisten  said  quietly.  “But  how  did  he meet him?”

“He does not like Sedrael,” said Rak. “He is very insular, and not fond of wingless humans.” He picked up his nearly dry inner robe next. It had fared much better, having missed the fire and the splashing.

Jisten continued to watch the dragon gliding in the water. “Things were going wel until…” He snapped back to himself. “Let me help with your robes.”

Rak looked up at him, expression inscrutable. “Why?”

“Your wings,” Jisten said, as if that explained everything. “They’re stil hurt.”

Rak shrugged and put the under-robe over his head. Jisten’s caloused hands  expertly  guided  the  wings  through  once  Rak’s  head  was  clear.

Rak’s hands clenched into fists as the fires flared higher. The man’s hands felt so good. So gentle. He took a deep breath and consciously relaxed.

The outer robe went on with equal ease. Rak sat down on a boulder to pul his boots on.

“Thank you,” said Rak, once he was dressed. He took one last look at Scorth and turned away from the lake towards the path.

“I have spare clothes in Jughead’s saddlebag,” said Jisten. He led the way to the natural pasture. “I always carry some when I come to the lake, because you never know…” He found the saddle exactly where he’d left it and made short work of donning patched brown pants and a tan tunic.

Rak  caled  Jughead  over  while  Jisten  sorted  himself  out.  By  the  time Jisten  was  dressed,  Jughead  was  tacked  up.  Rak  handed  him  the  reins silently. Jisten started to mount, then paused. “What about you? You can ride pilion…”

“Ix. I wil walk. Riding would hurt too much.” Rak turned and exited the pasture. Jisten folowed him, leading Jughead. Rak trudged silently, his shoulders slumped, and his wings tightly furled. Jisten walked beside him, silent as wel.

Once  they  were  on  the  wider  road,  Rak  was  careful  to  keep  his distance. Jisten had made his position clear, after al. Besides, it made the fires more bearable.

“I’ve offended you and your dragon,” Jisten said at length. “Accept my apologies.”

“There is nothing to apologize for. I wil respect your wishes.”

“Does that mean we cannot be alies, or friends?”

Rak looked at him briefly. It hurt more  than  he  expected  considering that they weren’t together. “It does not,” he admitted, then looked down again.

Jisten walked closer to Rak, increasing Rak's internal torment. “Please do not press me,” said Rak shortly. “I burn.”

“Forgive me,” Jisten replied. He walked further away and punched a tree.

Rak  stopped  and  waited  while  Jisten  cursed  and  shook  his  injured wrist.  After  a  moment,  he  came  over  and  inspected  it.  “Probably  not broken,” he announced and wrapped it up with a few strips of cloth that he  puled  from  a  hidden  pocket.  “Punching  trees  is  about  as  futile  as punching rocks.”

Jisten  ran  his  uninjured  hand  through  his  hair.  “How  do  you  do  it?  I almost wish I could do it,” he said.

“Do what? Burn? I have little choice about that.”

Jisten  shook  his  head  and  looked  at  the  ground.  “Give  your  body without your soul. I would give myself to you and help you, but I would want al of you. And you’re married.”

Rak let go of Jisten’s now bandaged wrist. “I learned, as a young sex slave. I had no choice in the matter. It was either learn how to separate eros  from  agape,  or  suffer  endlessly. And  I  am  not  asking  you  to  do anything. I respect your purity and your wishes. I wil not be the cause of you  becoming  an  oath-breaker.”  Any  more  than  I  already  am,   Rak amended silently.

Jisten  walked  ahead  with  an  angry  stride,  his  long  legs  eating  the ground, Jughead switching to a trot just to pace the man.

Rak watched him go. He felt like punching a tree himself. He slowed his steps to alow Jisten an even greater lead. A smal plant growing in the shade of a tree on the side of the road caught his eye. He detoured, knelt in  the  dirt,  and  harvested  the  mint.  Rak  chewed  on  a  sprig  of  it  as  he carefuly  tucked  the  leaves  into  a  pouch.  He  wanted  to  let  Jisten  get  a good lead.

Rak saw another plant, further into the stand of trees. He went over to it  and  tested  the  leaves.  It  was   ketlak,  used  in  the  soothing  salve.  He harvested  that  plant,  too.  He  tried  to  throttle  his  depression  while  he worked.  The  first  man  he’d  been  truly  interested  in  decades  had  just turned him down. “My Valer,” he muttered. “I wish.”

Rak didn’t see any other plants. He was tempted to sit down and sulk, but he didn’t like to waste time like that. He walked back to the road and stopped in surprise. Jisten had waited for him.

“Are those medicinal plants?”

“One is,” said Rak. “The other is just mint, but I confess a fondness for the taste.”

They  resumed  walking.  Jisten  studied  the  horizon  as  he  said,  “A Loftoni’s Valer oils his wings daily.”

“That  sounds  nice,”  said  Rak.  He  watched  the  road  at  his  feet.  He wondered why the man was so intent on torturing him. Revenge for the broken vows?

The  silence  that  folowed  was  as  awkward  as  the  two  men’s  new relationship.




Chapter Five: Zothian Salve

They separated at the palace gates. Jisten told Rak that he would guard Jethain. Rak told Jisten that he would relieve him in the evening, leaving Jisten with the impression that he intended to sleep without actualy saying it.

The prince was sleeping, so Jisten laid out his best crossbow and his dagger on Jethain’s hearth. He knelt in prayer. “Dearest Si’Yeni, Lady of the Sunset, I have a rapist for one of Your deepest hels. S’Rak, Loftoni high  priest  to  Lord  Zotien,  was  raped  by  the  sun  priest  Murson.  I  wil send him to You. Lady, wil You bless my weapons?”

The sunset flared and brushed across him. “Alas, I cannot. My magic is defensive  only,  and  the  high  priest  wilingly  submitted  to  the  sun  priest.

There was no rape.”

“Lady!” Jisten gasped. He almost asked the goddess if She was sure.

Then he remembered himself. “But he tortured the high priest. There must be some retribution!”

“There  is  nothing  I  can  do.  Perhaps  the  Storm  Lord  would  look  on your request with more favor.”

Jisten’s head fel further on his chest. “Yes, dear Lady.”

Sunset fingers caressed him. “Shal I see if He is wiling to hear you?

Already you have a connection to Him, through your Loftoni.”

“Please, Lady of the Sunset, I beg You.”  Jisten  wondered  about  this connection.

Si’Yeni sang and wove Her sunset. Night fel in the smal space about Jisten, and with the first stars came the Lord of Night.

“Lord Zotien, Storm Lord, I petition the favor of taking retribution for the harm done to S’Rak, Your high priest.”

“What  harm  do  you  speak  of?”  Zotien’s  voice  rumbled  like  thunder, distantly  heard  on  the  horizon,  a  tone  His  servants  knew  as  impending rage, the leading edge of the hurricane.

“A man raped, uhm, tortured S’Rak, burned his wings, his body. Bless my crossbow bolt and I’l sink it in the heart of the bastard who did it! Or bless the blade of my dagger and I’l castrate him instead!” Jisten kept his eyes downcast in proper respect, and didn’t mention that the perpetrator was a sun priest.

Zotien touched both weapons. Cool darkness flowed into them. “When you have this man at your mercy, cal Me.” There was silent approval in Zotien’s eyes as He regarded Jisten.

“Thank You, Lord Zotien.” Jisten gathered the weapons to himself. The gods faded, and the captain began to plan his ambush of the sun priest.

Zotien turned His attention to Si’Yeni. “Did You know Your servant is bonded to Mine?”



   


Rak’s  feet  turned  away  from  his  suite  and  towards  the  slave  trainer’s office. He hadn’t been summoned, but he burned, and Jisten didn’t want him.  He  could  go  to  Tebber,  but  it  seemed  right  somehow,  to  go  to Hasaviz. He puled the bel rope.

Hasaviz answered the door himself. He valued his privacy, and knew that  servants  talked.  They  were  perfect  spies  because  nobody  paid  any attention to them, so low as to be of no account. But they had ears. And tongues. “What do you want? I didn’t summon you.”

“Am I not your slave?” asked Rak in Zafirin. “Please, master, I desire your touch.”

“Inside. Strip in the training room.”

Rak walked into the training room, his damp clothing coming right back off. He folded everything neatly and put it al in the cabinet. Then he knelt on the floor and waited for Hasaviz to lock the colar around his neck.

Hasaviz sat back at his desk and wrote again. Slaves waited for their master. When he signed off on three ledgers, Hasaviz came in and locked Rak’s colar in place. “Tel me why you came to me burning.”

“The  sun  priest  left  me  burning,  master,”  whispered  Rak.  “I  did  not dare  to  ignore  his  appointment  this  time. And  the  Valer  does  not  want me.”

“Was he not drunk on wine and morphea?”

Rak flushed but shook his head.

“Just  drug  him  then,”  Hasaviz  advised.  “Did  Murson  leave  you  with these burns?” There was an edge of anger in the slave trainer’s voice as he studied the damage to Rak’s body.

“Ai, master,” said Rak, eyes properly downcast.

“Get on the rack.”

Rak leapt to comply. “Yes, master, thank you.”

As he tightened straps, Hasaviz said, “I have a Zothian salve which wil help  with  these.”  He  took  a  jar  off  a  high  shelf  and  spent  long  minutes massaging  the  cream  into  Rak’s  burns.  Noticing  the  remnants  of  the previous  oiling,  he  methodicaly  wiped  it  off  with  a  damp  towel  before applying  his  own  cream.  He  ignored  Rak’s  whimpers  of  pain  and  his moans of need equaly. Rak’s reactions were immaterial to him.

When he reached Rak’s crotch, which hadn’t been touched, he said, “I see you made some attempt to treat yourself, or had another do it for you.

You seem to have forgotten that your little prick is burned, too, although your back was wel coated with slime. Who helped you?”

“Jisten,”  said  Rak,  flushing.  “He  would  not  look,  so  he  did  not know…” He moaned deeply as Hasaviz’s hand massaged the cream into the  burns  on  his  shaft  and  bals.  He  came  erect  in  the  man’s  hand,  but Hasaviz did nothing but continue to apply the salve.

“I’m surprised you didn’t turn him.” Done treating the burns, Hasaviz stroked Rak’s cock in appreciation.

“I am a fool,” said Rak. He lifted his pelvis to push himself more firmly in the trainer’s hand, a subtle expression of desire that was permitted of a slave like him.

“Tel me why you were a fool,” Hasaviz said as he thrust a finger from his other hand into Rak’s hole, while stil stroking Rak’s erection.

Rak gasped and arched his back. He worked his hips on the finger. “I explained the difference between lust and love. He wil not settle for lust.”

“You   are a fool to explain,” Hasaviz said and added a second finger.

“Had you kept your tongue for pleasure instead of words, and let Jisten the  Pure  assume,  he  would  have  let  you  keep  using  that  magnificent manhood of his. Or did the sun globe exaggerate?”

Rak closed his eyes in grief. Murson had showed Hasaviz the globe?

Who else would he show it to? “Ai, a fool, and  ix, master, it did not.”

Hasaviz  removed  his  fingers  and  used  the  belt  whip,  careful  to  strike only in the areas without burns. Rak cried out in pain and pleasure, lifting himself  towards  the  blows.  “Jisten  the  Pure  would  never  give  you  this, however,”  Hasaviz  said.  “Best  to  stay  where  you  belong,  bound  to  this rack, used by me.”

Rak moaned an agreement to that idea. “Master knows his slave wel,”

he  said.  “Please,  master,  permit  me  to  experience  the  ecstasy  of  being fucked  by  your  magnificent  cock.”  He  had  spoken  nothing  but  Zafirin since Hasaviz had opened the door.

“Your speech improves,” Hasaviz approved.

“The proper language helps, master. Only Zafirin alows me to express how much I yearn to feel your sublime shaft impaling me.”

“Again,  that  virginal  Valer  would  only  speak  sweet  words  of  love  in Koilathan,”  Hasaviz  said.  He  examined  the  work  of  the  belt  whip  and switched it out for something heavier.

“But he would do something for me that you would not, master.”

Hasaviz paused with his implement. “Tel me, slave.”

“Care, master. He would care.”

Hasaviz  laughed  deep  from  his  bely.  “Oh  slave,  I  care.  I  care  about King  Narvain’s  pet  dearly.”  He  stroked  Rak’s  face  in  a  parody  of concern.

Rak sighed and closed his eyes. “See, master? I  am a fool.”

“Did the drunken, drugged virginal Valer offer his love? He offered his cock when drugged and when sober, he offered his love. And you told him  you  just  wanted  lust!  So  he  turned  you  down  and  now  you’ve changed your mind.” Hasaviz tsk’d.

“I have a family, a spouse who loves me,” whispered Rak. “I cannot promise him anything, and he wil not settle for less than everything. But sometimes, even wretched slaves like I want to be held. I am sure it wil pass, master.”

“Because I care, I’l help you forget,” Hasaviz said. His new implement was more Zothian, and this time, he didn’t avoid the burns, but lashed the slave liberaly from colarbone to knee.

Rak  lost  himself  the  pain  and  pleasure  of  the  whip.  He  cried  out  his enjoyment and spiled seed on his bely twice before the trainer was done.

Hasaviz was good to his word. Rak’s fires burned at a fever pitch, and being cuddled was the last thing on his mind.

“Resume begging and complimenting,” Hasaviz ordered.

“Master,  I  most  humbly  beg  you  to  honor  my  lowly  body  with  the awesome perfection of your magnificent cock.”

Hasaviz pushed his erect shaft into Rak’s waiting hole. “I do so care for you, slave,” he mocked as Rak arched his back and moaned his pleasure at penetration. “Shal I hold you close?”

“Fuck me so I know I am yours, master,” replied Rak between gasps as  his  internal  muscles  massaged  the  impaling  shaft.  “However  master wishes to use me fils me with joy.”

Hasaviz chuckled and set a strong, hard rhythm.  “That is the sex slave I remember from Zoth.”

“Thank  you,  master.”  Rak  moaned,  his  body  working  to  increase Hasaviz’s  pleasure.  For  a  time,  the  only  sounds  were  those  of  sex,  as Hasaviz thrust into Rak over and over, grunting with the effort in time to Rak’s soft cries of pleasure.

Hasaviz  orgasmed  with  a  shout,  his  seed  pumping  into  Rak’s  body.

Rak  cried  out  in  his  wake,  his  own  orgasm  spiling  across  his  bely.

Hasaviz continued to thrust until every drop of his pleasure had spiled into Rak, and the pleasure of Rak’s orgasm had faded from his mind. Then he puled out and asked, “Did that satisfy the slave? Or does he want a nice cuddle?”

“I would enjoy a cuddle, master, but that would rekindle my fires that you just so thoroughly and expertly doused.”

Hasaviz released the straps. “I have work to do. If Murson dares try to scar  you,  I’l  tel  King  Narvain.  I’l  not  take  the  punishment  for  his misdeeds.”

Rak slid to his knees and looked up at Hasaviz. “Master, may I clean you?”

“Be quick about it.” Hasaviz drummed his fingers on his belt.

Rak  quickly  licked  the  trainer’s  cock  clean.  Once  he  was  done,  he settled back on his heels. “Is master done with me?”

“Unless  you  can  finish  ten  ledgers  of  work,”  Hasaviz  said  sourly, unlocking the colar. “Off with you.”

“Thank  you,  master.”  Rak  kissed  his  boots  before  he  stood.  He dressed quickly and slipped out the back door, heading to the suite, and sleep.

“Say helo to Jisten the Pure for me,” Hasaviz caled out as Rak left.

“You two did put on a nice show.”




Chapter Six: Meetings

Jisten  slipped  out  of  Jethain’s  quarters.  His  prince  was  healing,  but  stil had far to go. He’d left Jethain with a book and a pot of café, and hoped that the prince would rest. Fentri and Largo were on duty in the corridor.

Jisten wasn’t more than a dozen paces down the hal when Virien swept up to him.

“There  you  are.  I’ve  looked  al  over  the  palace  for  you,  Captain,”

Virien informed him. He favored the captain with the same look as he did the palace slaves.

“My lord Virien, I apologize. My most important duty is to my prince,”

said Jisten at his most polite. “How may I serve you? Have you need of the guard?”

“Your  most  important  duty  is  to  defend  this  land,”  Virien  responded.

“To that end, why aren’t you at the council meeting? The council wants a report on what you’re doing about the Lythadi raiders.”

Jisten started to walk towards the council room. “Yes, my lord. I agree completely. But Jethain is the future of this land.”

“He won’t have a land to inherit if the Lythadi kil us al!”

“The Lythadi are nowhere in sight. We are secure. I sent my report,”

Jisten reminded the Chancelor, knowing that it was a waste of breath. “I organize the patrols with my best men in charge.”

“The  council  is  not  convinced  of  our  safety,”  said  Virien,  ignoring mention  of  the  report.  “Stop  arguing,  Captain.  You  were  ordered  to report in person an hour ago.”

“Yes, sir,” Jisten replied, stil walking. “I never received a summons.”

“A likely story,” said Virien with a smirk.

Jisten took a deep breath and counted to ten. By the time he reached eight, they were at the council chamber. He hoped that this wouldn’t take too long.

It took over an hour to convince the council that they weren’t about to be overrun by the Lythadi. Leaving the council chamber, Jisten headed for Jethain’s rooms. When he arrived, he found the Queen’s personal guards on Jethain’s door and no sign of his own guards.

“Thank you for your help. You’re dismissed,” Jisten said.

The first guard, Nion, said, “Off with ya, Captain. Queen’s orders.”

“Your impertinence is noted. I am stil captain of the guard no matter who you are assigned to. Stand aside,” Jisten ordered.

“Your prince is busy,” Nion said with a smirk. “We were told to ensure his privacy.” He stroked his crotch to insult and embarrass the captain.

“Stand. Aside.” Jisten’s gaze turned steely.

“I take my orders from the Queen. You don’t outrank  her,  sir.”

The second guard, Gadel, said, “Her Majesty said to keep everyone out, sir. You wouldn’t want some nosy guard walking in on you while you were ah, enjoying the opposite sex?” He yanked on his own crotch in a bold manner.

“The prince was gravely injured. I doubt he is enjoying himself,” Jisten said, pointedly ignoring the men’s motions.

“He’s  had  enough  time  to  recover,”  Nion  said  and  looked  at  Gadel, who nodded.

“Healers  now,  are  you?”  Jisten’s  fingers  drummed  on  the  hilt  of  his sword.

“The sun priests healed him, and Her Majesty wants to take advantage of the magic in his system.” Nion and Gadel shared a snicker.

Jisten muttered, “She never gives up, does she?”

“Would you? It’s the succession!”

“The queen answers to the king. I shal see him straight away,” Jisten said  and  swept  down  the  halway.  Halfway  to  the  throne  room,  he reconsidered. The king was al too likely to agree with his wife on this. He needed an aly, and quickly. He ran. On the way back from the lake, Rak had  mentioned  his  desire  for  sleep.  Hopefuly  the  priest  was  rested enough.



   


Hasaviz walked into Murson’s office and shut the door. “I don’t mind you using the slave, because Gods know, that’s what he’s for. But you must stop burning him. If you damage his precious hide, King Narvain with be most wroth with us. And I think it’s safe to assume that King Narvain’s a stronger mage than you.”

“Glorious Auranz is more powerful than any man,” Murson said, but his hesitation said more than his words.

“Of course He is,” agreed Hasaviz. “But not even Auranz could save you should King Narvain decide to rid the world of you. And if certain things came to the Sun Lord’s attention, you could go the same way as the Ylion you so admired.”

“What burns annoyed you so?” Murson asked as he brushed invisible lint off his gold embroidery. “I’m sure you play with the slave.”

“The  ones  that  were  deep  enough  to  leave  scars,”  replied  Hasaviz.

“Weeping blisters are a bit much. You can hurt him al you want, but only King Narvain is permitted to permanently mark him.”

“Oh, those,” Murson affected indifference. “Very wel.”

“I  was  forced  to  give  the  slave  half  my  supply  of  the  Zothian  healing salve. That won’t be easy to replace, or cheap.”

“Whining about money? You haven’t paid your sun tithe in a year. I’l mark it as paid and we’l cal it even.”

Hasaviz cut off his objection. Changing the subject slightly, he asked, “Why is he permitting you to even touch him?”

“He must atone for sulying the Valer,” Murson replied.

Hasaviz  stared.  Then  he  guffawed.  “He  believed  that  gag  about  the vow of purity?”

Murson’s sour expression cracked into a smile. “I know!” he tittered.

“It  gets  better,”  Hasaviz  told  him.  “The  slave  came  to  me,  almost  in tears, because Jisten the Pure rejected him.”

“What? He didn’t reject him! Want to watch it again? It’s amazing, the size of that buffoon.” Murson summoned the bal of light.

“Not  that  time,”  Hasaviz  said,  waving  a  hand  dismissively,  though  he watched avidly. “Jisten the Pure rejected our little sex slave earlier  today. 

And the slave admitted he’s had the Pure One more than once.”

“What? The slave tried to screw him today? After what I did to him?”

Murson looked dumbfounded. “And I thought those burns hurt.”

“Your  purification leaves the slave stil burning. He has to have relief, pain or no pain. Unfortunately for him, the fool explained to the Captain the difference between lust and love, and the Captain wouldn’t settle for just lust.”

“Sweet sun, he’s a fool,” Murson said. “He just had to say that.” He shook his head and watched the scene in the bal. “I wish I could summon that scene.”

“I would enjoy watching that myself,” agreed Hasaviz.

Murson  changed  his  tone  to  match  Rak’s.  “Oh,  how  I  long  for  your magnificent cock inside me.” Then he mocked Jisten, “Oh, but I want al of  you,  not  just  your  body!”  He  looked  at  Hasaviz,  expecting  him  to answer as Rak.

Hasaviz grinned and tried to imitate Rak’s voice, “But I don’t want to marry you, just fuck you! It’s fun!”

Murson put his hand over his heart. “But, I love you! Marry me please and  my  pure  heart  wil  be  ful  of  joy!  We’l  ride  away  into  the  sunset together!”

“Screw your love! I just want your cock! Mount me, you magnificent stud, and I’l give you a ride al right!”

Murson  dissolved  into  laughter.  It  looked  like  his  sour  face  would crack. Hasaviz joined him in a long laugh. Murson finaly gasped out, “I’l forgive your sun tithe for two years. I haven’t laughed like that since I was a novice.” Then he resumed his usual sour expression and straightened his robes.

“I wil summon the slave at dawn. You may come to the training room to purify him once your morning rites are done. I’l have him warmed up and ready for you.” Hasaviz bowed, then left. He hoped that by inviting Murson to the training room, the damage to Rak would be lessened.




Chapter Seven: Alies

Jisten  found  Rak  in  the  parlor  of  the  envoy  suite,  sipping  café  and squinting at a page in a book. “High priest S’Rak! Please, wil you help me  save  Jethain’s  life?”  He  knew  that  it  sounded  melodramatic,  but  his desperation lent power to his words.

Rak’s eyebrows shot up. “What is it? An assassin? In broad daylight?”

“Uhm, that’s a little harder to explain.” The captain blushed deeply.”But it’s stil true.”

“If I do not know what is going on, how can I help?” chided Rak, but he did stand up and start towards Jethain’s suite.

“Uhm,  there’s  a  woman  in  there.”  Jisten  opened  the  door  for  him.  “I heard the prince. He’s in pain.”

“He is in no condition to be playing bedroom games,” said Rak, picking up  the  pace  as  he  strode  down  the  main  corridor.  “He  wil  burst  his stitches.”  He  ran  up  the  grand  staircase,  taking  the  steps  four  at  a  time with the aid of his wings. Jisten gaped and nearly tripped on his own feet because his gaze was glued on the priest’s wings rather than the stairs.

When  they  approached  royal  wing,  Jisten  said,  “The  guards  on Jethain’s doors are part of the queen’s bodyguard and take their orders from  her.”  They  rounded  the  last  corner  before  Jethain’s  quarters  and approached the doors.

“Halt, demon,” commanded Gadel.

“I wil not. You wil not deny me the right to see my brother.”

“The prince doesn’t want your company,” drawled Nion. “He has his own entertainment of the female kind.”

“I  shal  be  the  judge  of  that  myself.  Stand  aside,  if  you  wish  to  live.”

Rak  stared  at  them  as  if  he  expected  their  instant  compliance  with  his orders.

“You  shal  not  pass,  demon,”  said  Nion  as  he  and  Gadel  drew  their broadswords.

Jisten drew his own sword. “Stand down and let us enter.”

“I was getting bored with practice,” said Rak as his staff appeared in his hands, spitting little green sparks. He darted forward while the guards were  stil  gaping,  slapped  Nion’s  sword  down  with  one  hand,  and cracked  him  on  the  skul  with  his  staff.  Nion’s  eyes  roled  up  and  he colapsed in heap. Rak turned to see the captain bind Gadel’s blade and send  it  flying  across  the  halway.  Jisten  placed  his  sword  tip  to  Gadel’s throat.

“Run,” Jisten ordered.

Gadel ran.

Rak stepped over Nion as he pushed the doors open. “I hope that I did not kil him,” he commented. “Dead guards are awkward.”

They rushed through the office, the study, and into Jethain’s bedroom.

The prince was in bed, wrestling with a naked woman and losing. She had pinned him and was atop him, bouncing up and down in time to Jethain’s cries of pain. Rak did not seem bothered by her nudity as he puled the woman  off  and  told  her,  “I  do  not  think  the  prince  is  interested  in  your services.”

“Marea!”  Jisten  barked.  “Most  unbecoming!”  He  kept  his  voice steady, despite the fact that his neck and face were now a deep red.

Jethain curled into a bal, holding his gut and moaning.

Rak thrust Marea towards the door. With an indignant noise and stiff posture,  she  caught  her  balance  and  turned  to  grab  her  clothing.  “Get.

Out.” Rak’s beryl eyes glowed with anger and power.

Marea  apparently  decided  that  she  could  replace  her  clothing  on  the side  of  the  door  opposite  of  Rak’s  evil,  glowing  eyes.  She  ran  out, clothing clutched to her chest.

Rak tried to coax Jethain onto his back. Failing that, he puled Jethain’s hands away and saw the bloody mess.

“Dragon blast it to the depths of the abyss,” Rak cursed as he ripped the sheet off the bed and pressed it to Jethain’s abdomen. “The stitches have  given  way.  And  may  someone  drop  a  cactus  down  her  skirts!”

Cursing Marea made him feel a little better.

Jisten  peered  over  his  shoulder  and  took  one  of  Jethain’s  hands.

“Prince  Jethain?  By  al  twelve  creator  gods!  Al  that  blood!”  He rummaged  in  his  pockets  with  his  free  hand  and  dropped  every  blood amulet that he had on the prince.

“Jisten, take my brother and go,” Jethain gasped.

“Find Forael before he bleeds to death,” ordered Rak. He didn’t care about protocol, or that he had no right to command the Koilathan captain of the guard. His duty was crystal clear, and he would do what he must.

“At once,” Jisten said. He pounded out the door at the same fast pace as before, showing no signs of fatigue.

“No, don’t tel anyone,” moaned Jethain. “It wil cause Father trouble and  shame.”  Sweat  beaded  on  his  brow  and  dripped  down  to  the drenched sheet twisted beneath his body.

Rak was surprised that the prince could talk. He continued to press the top sheet against the wound. “Stay stil. Your death wil cause even more trouble. I do not care how your injury inconveniences the king. I am here to keep you alive. Everything else is secondary to that aim.”

“No, Araken, the prince wounded and raped by a woman? It’s better if I die.” Jethain ended with a moan and his face paled further.

“I wil see you healed in spite of yourself, brother. I did not come al this way just to watch you die.”

“If I die, you can go home.” Jethain batted feebly at Rak’s hands.

“I wil not fail in my duty to my God just to save your pride,” snapped Rak,  holding  the  prince  down  easily.  “The  Lord  of  Night  wants  you  to live, and I wil see that His wil is done.”

Jethain grimaced as a spasm crossed his bely, then he said, “But you hate it here. No one trusts you. What good can you do? Go home. Zotien might  forgive  you.  It’s  not  your  fault  that  my  cousin  slipped  in  here  and bounced up and down on my bely.”

“Surely you jest. You think my Lord would  forgive  failure  caused  by less  than  my  best  effort? You  think  He  would  understand  the  ruin  of  a thousand  years  of  work  just  because  the  king  of  this  land  might  be politicaly embarrassed?”

Jethain turned his face away. He remained stil, so Rak risked removing his hands. The impromptu bandage held, so Rak moved to the side table, where  he  quickly  mixed  some  morphea  and  a  few  other  herbs  into  a goblet of wine. He pressed it to the prince’s lips. “Drink. It wil help the pain.” As the prince drank the concoction, Jethain looked at him with so much  trust  that  Rak  was  moved  to  say,  “You  are  my  brother  and  my friend. I wil do everything in my power to help you.” An easy silence fel as Jethain slowly relaxed and Rak waited for the potion to take ful effect.

It wasn’t long before Jisten burst back in. It was obvious that he had run both ways and had not had time to fetch the archpriest. “Forael’s with the queen,” he reported. “I can’t get in, but perhaps you?” He looked at Rak with a pleading expression.

“Aı́, I wil make the attempt, but where are her rooms?”

“I would take you, but that would leave the prince unguarded,” Jisten answered. “And what wil stop the blood?”

“It  has  already  stopped,”  replied  Rak.  “The  sheet  is  working  as  a bandage—so long as nothing breaks the clot open, he wil live while we rescue  Forael.  And  to  that  end…”  Rak’s  large  male  death  hound appeared to step out of the stone wal in answer to his master’s mental summons.  “Morth,  guard  the  prince.  Let  no  one  approach  who  wishes him il.” The hound’s crimson tongue loled out in a laughing appearance and  he  jumped  up  onto  the  bed.  “Jethain,  please  remain  stil.”  Jethain mumbled  what  sounded  like  an  agreement,  so  Rak  put  a  hand  on  the captain’s shoulder. “Let us go to the queen’s chambers.”

Once the priest and captain were gone, Jethain groped for the bottle of morphea. Morth set a paw on his hand  and  whined.  Jethain  whispered, “Good  boy,  yes,  good  boy  Morth,  this  is  medicine.  Let  me  take  my medicine,  good  Morth.”  Jethain’s  fingers  brushed  the  bottle.  Morth knocked bottle over and it spiled al over the floor.

“Did  you  do  that  on  purpose?”  Jethain  asked,  too  astonished  to  be angry.  He  looked  into  those  eyes  with  flame  pupils  and  Morth’s  mouth stretched  into  a  canine  grin.  “A  death  hound  with  a  sense  of  humor  is guarding me. Perfect.” But the clot had been broken by his motion and the bleeding began anew.

Jisten  started  off  at  a  slow  jog.  He  wanted  to  run  faster,  but  was unwiling to yank the high priest along.

“Can  you  not  go  any  faster?”  Rak  hated  to  ask,  for  the  captain  was surely winded, but Jethain needed a healer very, very soon. The captain’s acceleration made his runner’s training obvious. Rak was hard pressed to keep  up.  He  was  fighting  fit,  but  no  foot  racer,  and  his  days  of  pacing galoping horses were long past. Jisten slowed enough so that they were even.

“There  are  a  half  dozen  of  the  queen’s  guard  on  her  door.  Forael’s inside, but he wil be in her parlor near the front door. He’s far too canny to go any further into her suite.”

True  to  Jisten’s  word,  a  half  dozen  men  stood  before  the  queen’s doors. “She is expecting an invasion? We shal not disappoint her.” Rak hefted his staff, spread his wings, and let loose an Okyran war cry as he charged the guards.




Chapter Eight: To Heal Jethain

Forael was long used to the queen’s melodrama. He tried to find humor in it,  in  order  to  retain  his  sanity.  Right  now,  she  was  wailing,  “I  am   so worried about my soul and the souls of my subjects!”

“I can see that.” Forael eyed her overly done apparel with distaste, and ducked  when  Jezaia  gesticulated  dramaticaly.  He  wondered  if  she  was going to fal down foaming at the mouth this time.

“I  worry  about  the  darkness  in  our  fair  kingdom!”  The  queen gesticulated again.

Forael  again  ducked  with  apparent  practice  and  said,  “The  only darkness is that within us.”

“There is already darkness amongst us! How can you help us keep the evil dark servants at bay? Surely there are rituals for such desperate times as these. Can you not invoke the high sun purification ritual?”

That  ritual  would  keep  Forael  locked  in  the  Sun  Temple  al  day.  He shook his head, his sorrow a wel-fabricated lie. “No, that only works on the solstice. I recommend a strict fast for you.”

“Oh  no! A  fast  would  serve  no  purpose,  the  threat  is  external. You must perform the conjoined Auranz and Si’Yeni ritual!”

One of her ladies-in-waiting tittered.

“That is only done when childbirth is imminent, and the mother must be there.” The titter sounded again, but this time the offender was shushed.

A scream that sounded like a gryphon whose tail had just been stepped on  was  audible  through  the  stone  wal.  “It’s  the  demons!  They’re attacking us! Ylion, save us from evil!” the queen threw herself at Forael.

The Ylion  dodged  her  and  she  landed  on  the  couch.  Before  she  could remove herself from the soft embrace of the overstuffed piece of furniture, Forael yanked the door open.

“Your  Majesty,  the  only  person  who  can  save  you…is   you,”  Forael said. He dashed out, slammed the door closed, and stopped in surprise.

The queen was  right,  one of the dark ones  was attacking, but so was the captain of the guard! He was further startled when Jisten broke off from the melee and Rak repositioned to hold the guards off by himself.

“The  prince,”  said  Jisten  at  once,  not  making  the  archpriest  guess.

“He’s reinjured himself. Bleeding. Hurry.”

Now  that  he  had  a  destination,  Forael  dashed  off,  leaving  his  cousin and the captain to finish dealing with Jezaia’s guards.



   



The Ylion bent over the pale and sweaty prince, trying to peel Jethain’s hands off his middle. “What happened?” Forael asked gently. There was too much blood on the sheets.

Jethain was curled on his side, face to the wal, resisting Forael’s efforts to see the wound. “Nothing.”

“Let  me  see  you,”  Forael  coaxed.  He  spared  a  glance  for  the  death hound as it jumped back up on Jethain’s bed.

“No, Ylion, don’t waste your time or energy. I’m fine.”

Before Forael could get another word in, their privacy was interrupted by the king’s arrival. Somehow, he managed not to curse.

“What  is  going  on?”  Owain  asked,  in  a  note  below  a  demand,  but  it made  Morth  growl.  “Some  queen’s  guard  ran  to  me  with  the  ridiculous message that dark servants were kiling Jethain.”

“Nothing,  Father.  Please  make  the  Ylion  leave.  I  want  to  sleep,”

Jethain said, face stil to the wal.

“Forael?” Owain asked next.

Forael straightened up, but did not leave Jethain’s side. “S’Rak seemed certain that my help is required. And there is a lot of blood here. He needs to be healed, now, before it’s too late.”

“There  isn’t  that  much  blood.  Certainly  not  enough  to  require  your services. Just slap a bandage on it, give him some morphea, and let him sleep it off,” said Owain in a reasonable tone of voice. “He’l be fine. Tel him, son!”

“I’l be fine,” Jethain said in a low, flat tone.

Rak swept in, his wings flaring open and closed as he walked. “Liar.”

The  captain  entered  unobtrusively  behind  the  Loftoni’s  flaring  wings.

He ducked under them and knelt by the prince’s bedside. He put his hand on the prince’s shoulder and looked up at Rak.

Jethain  didn’t  stir,  but  his  voice  rose,  “Please, Araken,  it’s  best  this way.”

Rak shook his wings, then folded them flat against his back. “It is not, you idiot.”

“Father knows what is best for the kingdom,” said Jethain.

“I am  king! Of course I do!” agreed Owain.

“Being king does not make you omniscient,” snapped Rak. He stood beside Forael. Despite their contrasts in height and coloring, they formed a united front against the king.

Jethain’s voice grew weaker and he pleaded, “Please, Araken, please Forael, you’re making things worse. Give me morphea. The pain grows and I want to sleep.”

“His  death  would  be  better  than  what?”  Rak  puled  Jethain’s  hands away so Forael could see the reopened wound.

“His disgrace wil lead to civil war! Thousands of innocent lives wil be lost!  Jethain  understands  this.  He  knows  his  place,”  Owain  said  in  a theatrical tone to rival that of his queen’s. He skirted Morth and sat down on the bed next to Jethain. “Son, I am sorry, you must know that. I wish that things were different, that you had a son to pass the kingdom to. But we are royalty, and we do what is best for our country, right, Jethain?” He stroked Jethain’s hair. “I would not see Jethain suffer at the end. Please, give him a bottle of morphea. I am not without mercy, and he is my son.”

Owain gave Jethain a final pat and stood up.

Jethain gasped, “Yes, please, morphea.”

Jisten grabbed the falen bottle of morphea under the bed and tucked it into his pants. Only Morth folowed the bottle with his gaze.

“Since when did you care about the lives of your people?” Rak asked.

Owain huffed out his chest and the velvet strained. “I am the king. And a prince wil die for his country. Would  you not die for your people?”

“I would not throw my life away for no purpose,” Rak said. “If Jethain dies,  you  wil  have  no  heir.  There  would  absolutely  be  civil  war  in  that event.”

“You have been declared my heir pro-tem,” Owain said. “Your own God sent you back. He must have foreseen Jethain’s death. Now you can take  the  throne  without  worry  over  displacing  your  brother.  His  few supporters  wil  be  your  supporters,  and  those  who  voted  for  you  wil support you as wel. This is as it must be.”

Forael  laid  his  hands  on  the  wound,  but  Owain  grabbed  his  arm.

“Don’t  murder  the  kingdom,  Forael.  If  he  dies,  Araken  wil  take  his rightful place and we avoid a civil war. Don’t have the blood of thousands on your hands, Ylion. It is your sheep you are leading to the slaughter.”

Rak glared at the king. “Ix, I wil not.”

“You wil, you must! You are a prince, you are a high priest. You serve the people. You would not leave the common folk to die anymore than Forael would.” Owain sounded certain.

“If  Jethain  dies,  I  wil  leave  immediately  and  return  home.  You  wil never see me again.”

“You are not so cruel to let war ravage Koilatha over the loss of one man.”

“My alegiance is to the Lord of Night, not to some smal kingdom and petty king.”

Owain looked aghast. “You mean it? You would let the kingdom fal?”

Rak stood firm. “I would.”

Owain released Forael. The archpriest immediately returned to Jethain and began to pray.

Jethain asked, “Araken, you don’t want the kingdom? Why?”

Rak brushed sweat soaked strands of hair out of Jethain’s face. “If you die, I wil lose everything I care about.”

“Me? I’m nothing.”



   


Rak  saw  Jethain’s  hands  loosen  on  the  captain’s.  “Yes,  you. You  are more than you think. And since I am not Syli, I can only say that your death  wil  invalidate  a  prophecy  we  are  working  very  hard  to  bring about.”

Jethain looked at Rak in wonder and then gave Forael a curt nod of permission. Forael caled down the healing light. Owain shielded his eyes, but  Rak  was  already  looking  away.  In  mid-flare,  the  light  suddenly sputtered and died. Forael colapsed. Jisten leaped to support him before he hit the ground and hauled him over to the couch. He laid the Ylion out gently and checked his pulse, skin, and forehead.

Rak blinked back spots in the aftermath of the healing light. “That was brief.”

Jisten checked Forael’s pulse and felt his forehead. “Strong and steady heartbeat,” he said. “I’l send a message to the Sun Temple.”

A  smal  blue  lizard  peeked  a  head  out  of  Rak’s  pocket  at  the  word message. Jisten scribbled a note and turned to Rak. Trelo whizzed over to Jisten, landing on his thumb. Jisten stroked the little head. “Messenger, are you?” Trelo clicked excitedly.

“Tel Trelo who to take it to and picture that person in your mind.” Rak palpated  Jethain’s  bely.  “Forael  healed  it  before  he  colapsed.  Good man.”

Owain pursed his lips and looked down at Jethain. “Wel, son, was it worth nearly kiling the Ylion?”

“He  did  no  such  thing,”  snapped  Rak.  “Exo!   Out!  You  are  not helping!”

Jethain  roled  over  to  face  the  wal,  no  longer  hampered  by  gut  pain.

“Don’t fuss at Father for speaking the truth. Is the Ylion al right?”

“Ylion Forael wil recover just fine. He is not about to be colected by Pehroz,  he  just  needs  rest. As  do  you.  Rest  without  people  urging  you towards foolishness.”

Jisten  walked  over  and  laid  a  hand  on  Jethain’s  shoulder.  “Forael’s pulse  and  color  are  fine.”  Jisten  cast  the  king  a  worried  look.  Rak succeeded at inserting himself between Owain and Jethain. He spread his wings, so that the king could not see the prince.

“Yes,  do  ignore  the  archpriest’s  health.  Not  like  he’s  important,”

Owain snapped. He stalked out, apparently also not concerned about the man.

“If  he  were  not  my  father,”  growled  Rak.  He  turned  back  to  Jethain and touched him. “He is gone now. We need to clean the blood off of you and change your bedding.”

Jisten rang the Blood Control Squad alarm. The grim faced guards who raced in skidded to a stop at the sight of the bloody prince.

“The  Prince  has  been  healed,”  Jisten  said.  “But  please  attend  to  the bedding and sheets while the high priest and I take care of him.”

“Father’s  stil  right,”  Jethain  said  as  the  two  men  led  him  into  the bathroom.

“He is not,” replied Rak.

Jisten gripped the prince’s arm. “Listen to your brother, your aly, and high priest of a warrior sect.”

They  efficiently  washed  the  blood  off  the  prince,  put  clean  sleeping clothes  on  him  and  changed  his  sodden  socks.  The  sun  priests  came, colected Forael, and departed during Jethain’s bath, for there was no sign of the archpriest when they led a wobbly Jethain out of the bathroom. The Blood  Control  Squad  had  also  replaced  Jethain’s  mattress,  and  the servants were just finishing up making the bed with fresh, crisp linens. Rak and Jisten guided the prince’s unsteady feet back to his bed. Jethain was asleep in no time with two death hounds curled up on the bed with him.

“Thank you, S’Rak,” Jisten said.

“This is what I am here for,” replied the priest. There wasn’t a trace of sarcasm in his voice. He glanced out the window. “If you wil excuse me?

I have rites soon.” Rak swept off, leaving Jisten to wonder what would happen if there was a crisis during the rites.




Chapter Nine: Revenge

Sunset  meant  his  duties  in  the  sun  chapel  were  over  for  the  day  and Murson was free to return to the Sun Temple at last. He walked out of the palace, shoulders hunched, expression sour. He looked around the empty stable yard. “Where’s my horse?” he roared.

“Coming, Senior!” The bold stable boy who’d ducked out to answer him vanished into the stable, a place Murson would never enter, as being beneath him.

Jisten lay on the roof of the palace, crossbow in hand, and sighted on the  sun  priest.  He  had  made  sure  there  was  no  one  to  see  him.  No patrols.  No  guards.  Murson  was  alone  in  the  stable  yard.  One  dead bastard sun priest coming up.

“Lord  Zotien,  I  cal  on  you  now,”  Jisten  murmured.  “Bless  my  hand, bless my sight, bless this bolt.”

Jisten could feel the power that answered, but subtly, with no outward sign of the Storm Lord’s presence. Jisten let the bolt fly.

A  foot  from  Murson’s  body,  it  exploded  in  a  firebal  of  golden  and black flames. Murson was flung backwards by the force of the blast while golden fire roared back along the trajectory of the bolt. Black fire flared around  Jisten  and  another  explosion  occurred,  this  one  flattening  the captain.

Murson blinked at the cloudy sky, dazed. Rage filed him. He shot to his  feet  and  sent  another  stream  of  golden  fire  blasting  back  along  the trajectory  of  the  bolt.  This  time,  there  was  no  black  shield  over  the captain.



   


The stable boys cowered in the stable, eyes wide and mouths open. Every horse  had  panicked,  but  the  avtappi  were  ready  for  battle.  They  knew their Lord had been near.

Zala  and  Vrema  let  themselves  out  and  stood  by  Vyld,  their  pack leader, their cloven hooves pawing the packed clay floor. Rak flew into the  stable  by  the  back  entrance,  unobserved  by  Murson,  and  set  about soothing his avtappi. He wouldn’t risk confronting Murson head on. The three  avtappi  demanded  that  Rak  harness  them  for  battle.  Morth translated to Rak’s side, whining, also ready for battle.

“Sa’sa,” murmured Rak. “Ix battle. Not today.”

“Stop yer gawkin’,” ordered Bharis, taking charge immediately before the  boys  could  panic  along  with  the  horses.  “The  horses  are  hurting themselves!”

Kennit was first to respond. He soothed Jughead, who was kicking the stal door. Rak immediately turned to calming the horses. As they worked, the stable boys told him al about the incident in lavish detail.

At  the  front  of  the  shed  row,  Cupcake  whinnied  in  pain.  She  had kicked over her half door and caught her leg on it. Before the stable boy reached her stal, she puled it free and her leg was torn and bleeding, but not  broken.  Rak  slipped  into  her  stal,  went  down  on  one  knee,  and healed  the  wound.  She  lipped  his  hair  until  it  was  completely  slobber coated, which wasn’t difficult, given how short it was.

Suspicion  grew  in  Rak’s  mind.  Someone  had  attacked  Murson.  He asked  Scorth  to  search  for  anything  out  of  the  ordinary.  It  took  Scorth less than ten heartbeats to reply,   Captain Jisten is on the roof, and he’s not moving. 

Casualy, Rak stood up. The barn was calm again. He walked out the back  door  as  if  nothing  were  amiss,  one  arm  draped  over  Vyld’s shoulder. Behind the barn, he mounted, and Vyld galoped to the farthest pasture, the one right on the border of the King’s Wood. Scorth met him there, and Rak switched mounts. Scorth made short work of returning to the palace roof. Rak jumped off, confident that nobody knew he was on the roof with Jisten. Hopefuly, nobody knew that Jisten was on the roof, either, or everyone would know who tried to kil the sun priest.

Rak  studied  Jisten  for  a  long  moment,  then  slid  a  powdered  herb combination under his tongue.

Jisten awoke to wings overhead. Rak’s wings, silhouetted against the sky. He tried to focus the colorful blur. “Ssss’Rak,” Jisten slurred. “Wha’

happened?”

“I am here,” Rak soothed, wondering where he could take the man. “I do not know, precisely. What do you remember?”

Jisten thought. And thought. And thought some more. Rak grew more and more worried. “Do you remember your name?” he finaly asked.

A baritone chuckle rumbled out of Jisten. “S’Rak,” he chided. Then he chuckled  again.  “My  name  is  Jisten,  not  S’Rak.”  He  was  a  happy  man from that powder.

“That  is  progress,”  said  Rak.  “Do  you  remember  what  you  had  for breakfast?”

Jisten waved a hand. “Ah, who cares if it wasn’t mother’s food.” His hand contacted Rak’s wing. He caressed it. “I remember oiling this wing, but nothing after that, how strange.”

“You do not remember swimming in the lake today?” asked Rak.

Jisten’s eyes looked into Rak’s. “I did? Were you there?”

“Ai, I was there.” Rak cut off what else he might say.

“Is that where I oiled your wings?”

“And what about this afternoon? Marea tried to ride Jethain.”

Anger enabled Jisten to remember that incident. He sat up and nearly knocked  into  Rak.  The  Loftoni  caught  his  balance  by  grabbing  Jisten’s arms. Otherwise he would have landed on his stil sore rear.

“Careful,”  Jisten  said,  but  he  was  entranced  by  the  waving  of  Rak’s wings. “Why are we up here?”

Rak sat down on Jisten’s calves. “This is where I found you. There was a magical explosion in the stable yard.”

Jisten stroked Rak’s wings down to his back. “Odd.”

“It  was  a  day-night  conflict.  I  felt  it.”  Rak  touched  the  crossbow, expression unreadable.

Scorth extended his muzzle toward it.  I think he tried to shoot that excrement and asked Lord Zotien for help. Clever Valer. 

I think you are correct,  replied Rak.

“What excrement?” asked Jisten. Scorth obligingly imaged Murson and rage flared in Jisten’s mind. “And I  missed?”

“I  do  not  think  so,”  said  Rak,  stil  contemplating  the  crossbow.  “A night-touched bolt would explode on his shields.”

“I’l use a regular bolt next time,” Jisten promised.

“Next time?” asked Rak pointedly.

“Of course,” Jisten said. He looked up at Scorth. “Right? Regular bolt and I ask for Si’Yeni to shield me.”

Killing sun priests is against the rules,  said Scorth mournfuly,  since we’re not allowed to start another war. Or so Rak tells me.  However, one large yelow eye closed in what was unmistakably a draconic wink.

“Against the rules for  you,” Jisten said.

“He is a mage,” said Rak. “Leave him be. I like you living. How can you oil my wings if you are dead?” He spread his stil-battered wings.

“He’l be dead before he can blast me,” Jisten said with the confidence of a military man who had never faced a mage.

“I would far rather you spend your time oiling my wings,” Rak cajoled.

If Jisten doesn’t remember the lake, by the night, I am going to keep trying, he told himself.  Why is this man so irresistible to me? 

“There’s time for both,” Jisten said with a briliant smile. “Shal we go to your quarters?”

Remember that drug,   Scorth  sent  privately  to  Rak.  Now  that  Jisten could hear him, he knew to be careful.

“Indeed,” said Rak, as Hasaviz’s advice to drug Jisten rang in his mind.

He picked up the crossbow, stood and offered his unburdened arm. “You are unsteady, let me help you.”

Jisten  took  the  offered  arm,  stood  easily,  and  slid  his  hand  up  and around Rak’s shoulders.

“There is wine waiting in the suite,” added Rak. He sent cats on ahead to  make  sure  the  coast  was  clear.  It  wouldn’t  do  for  anyone,  even  a servant,  to  see  them  coming  down  from  the  roof.  Just  in  case  his  furry sentries missed anyone, he was the one carrying the crossbow. Not Jisten.

“I like the wine from Okyro,” Jisten said, oblivious to the dangers, and hugged Rak to him.

Oh, he will  so  mate with you after wine,  Scorth sent privately again.

I  hope  so.  Hasaviz  was  right.  Guilt  accompanied  Rak’s  reply.  As Jisten continued to lean against him, he asked, “Are you hurt? That was a significant blast.”

“I feel great!” Jisten said. “You’re the one who’s hurt.”

Rak wondered how long it would take Jisten to come off the caffeine and cocoa high. Jisten’s hand wandered down Rak’s back and his fingers played  with  the  waistband  of  his  pants.  Rak  looked  up  at  Jisten  and smiled. “I am yours for the taking,” he murmured.

“To your suite!” Jisten said, stil overly happy.




Chapter Ten: Healing

They slipped into the suite unseen. Cat sentinels were the best. Not one pair of human eyes saw them.

“Now, about your wounds. I see more flakes on your wings, and I do remember  that  you’re  wounded  elsewhere.”  Jisten’s  fingers  started unfastening Rak’s clothing in a most unJistenlike bold manner.

Rak cooperated, and he didn’t stop with the robes—he stripped to the skin.  The  burns  were  healing  wel.  Once  nude,  he  sashayed  over  to  the wine, added most of a vial of morphea directly to the bottle, gently stirred it, and poured two goblets. “Your face is turning red,” he told Jisten. “I am adding some morphea to the wine. What I gave you to wake up wil wear off soon.” He turned around and offered the goblet.

Jisten  looked  down  the  length  of  Rak’s  body,  and  his  expression tightened  in  anger  when  his  gaze  reached  the  burns  on  Rak’s  groin  and genitals.  He  took  the  goblet  and  downed  it.  “I  am  going  to  kil  him  for doing that to you.” He set the goblet aside and embraced Rak carefuly.

“Ix. It is not worth it.” Rak slid a hand under Jisten’s jacket and shirt to caress his skin.

“I’l  be  far  away.  A  regular  bolt.  And  Si’Yeni’s  defensive  magic  is legendary.”

Rak shook his head. “Please do not. I did not want you to know who did this because I feared you would retaliate.”

“Thank you,” Jisten nuzzled Rak’s head. “I’m glad you thought enough of  me  to  know  that.”  His  large  hands  traveled  down  Rak’s  body, tentatively touching here and there. Rak’s body reacted to his touch, both in pleasure and in pain.

“I have a healing salve,” Rak told him. “There wil not even be scars.”

“I’l apply it,” Jisten said. “And your wings need oil, not healing salve.”

Rak  fished  the  jar  of  salve  off  the  table.  He’d  found  it  on  top  of  his clothes when he’d dressed in Hasaviz’s office.

Jisten  removed  his  uniform  jacket  and  shirt,  folding  them  neatly  and stacking them on a smal side table, out of the way. “To the couch. I’l sit down and you lay across my lap.” He sat in the middle of the large couch and patted his lap. “Front or back first?”

Rak detoured, bringing the medicated bottle of wine over. He refiled both  empty  goblets.  “Back,  please.”  Rak  laid  down  on  the  couch,  his upper chest resting on Jisten’s firm thigh. He started working on Jisten’s pants. He undid the laces holding the pants closed, but was confounded by the Koilathan shorts. Then he found the flap.

Jisten sipped his wine and liberaly salved Rak’s upper back first. He skipped to the thighs and calves, saving the buttocks for last. Rak pushed the shorts open and licked Jisten’s growing shaft. Jisten took his time with Rak’s buttocks, caressing them as he massaged the salve into the healing wounds.

Rak’s  tongue  was  everywhere,  stroking  and  teasing  Jisten’s  pole, caressing his bals, and making Jisten very hot and bothered. Jisten eased Rak’s  buttocks  apart,  and  his  anger  flared  when  he  discovered  the macerated  burn  between  Rak’s  cheeks.  He  set  his  empty  goblet  aside, and  worked  extra  salve  into  the  raw  meat  of  the  severe  burn  with exquisite care.

Rak’s  hips  roled,  pressing  his  opening  against  Jisten’s  hand.  His  lips slid  over  the  head  of  Jisten’s  fuly  erect  cock.  Jisten’s  own  hips  pushed upwards at the stimulation and he bit back a moan of pleasure.

Rak murmured happily as Jisten pushed into his mouth. He gave Jisten his ful oral attention. Jisten tried realy hard to remember to apply salve, but soon his hand fel away. His eyes closed and his head loled against the back of the couch as he lost himself in the pleasure Rak was giving him.

Rak moved, sliding to the floor between Jisten’s legs. He deep throated Jisten  and  hummed,  his  tongue  busily  massaging  what  part  of  the  large shaft it could reach. Jisten wiped his hands clean on a towel and massaged Rak’s scalp with one hand and caressed a wing with another. Lacking the experience that would enable him to stave off his orgasm to prolong the pleasure, it took only minutes for Jisten to climax, pumping a large load of his seed into Rak’s mouth.

Rak swalowed every drop, his lips remaining sealed around Jisten until the cock softened in his mouth. He puled off, kissed the head of it, then kissed Jisten’s bals. “Thank you,” he said.

“Oh,  S’Rak,  why  do  you  keep  doing  that? You’re  hurt,  I  should  be helping you,” Jisten said once his breathing evened out.

Rak  looked  up  at  him.  “I  like  giving  you  that.”  It  reminded  him  that Jisten  was  the  dominant  one.  It  was  proper,  and  necessary,  for  him  to honor his user this way. He knew that bone deep. And Jisten’s massive manhood  was  a  chalenge  to  give  proper  oral  service  to.  He  felt  pride every time he managed to take the man completely into his throat. It also made him feel incredibly submissive to have something that big thrusting into his oral entrance.

Jisten  puled  him  gently  up  into  his  arms.  “As  long  as  you  like  it.

Personaly, I love it.” He held Rak for a long time, unknowingly satisfying Rak’s desire for such, before he asked, “Your front?”

“Please,”  said  Rak.  He  poured  Jisten  a  third  cup  of  wine  before  he climbed  back  onto  Jisten’s  lap.  He  straddled  Jisten,  sitting  upright  and facing him.

Jisten thoroughly salved Rak’s chest with one hand, once more sipping the wine from his goblet that he held in his other hand. Again he skipped to Rak’s thighs and calves, saving the groin for last. His manhood stirred as he continued to touch and caress the smaler man, and it came awake again long before he’d have thought possible.

Rak looked down at Jisten’s pole, standing upright between them. He touched it gently, then ran a finger down its length. Jisten’s sharp inhalation of  breath  pleased  Rak,  who  raised  himself  up  and  came  down  on  the erection.

Jisten  gasped  again  as  Rak  impaled  himself,  his  pole  sliding  in  easily despite its size. He set his wine goblet aside, then slid down on the couch, bringing his boots up to rest against the edge of the low table. This angled his  hips  for  easier  penetration,  and  tilted  Rak  closer  to  him.  His  hands massaged the salve into Rak’s erect cock and bals as the Loftoni rode him  with  a  slow  undulation  matched  by  an  internal  massage  that  felt absolutely divine.

His left hand slid the salve up behind Rak’s scrotum, cupping the sac in the process. The scrotal ring pressed into his palm, and without thinking about it, he gave a gentle squeeze. Rak moaned in reaction, the pleasure flaring  in  his  eyes.  He  rested  his  hands  on  Jisten’s  broad  shoulders  and enjoyed  the  sensation  of  the  Valer’s  hands  playing  with  him.  This,  too, was a submissive act to Rak’s mind.

Jisten  squeezed  again,  and  the  mingled  pleasure  and  pain  made  Rak gasp.  He  showed  Jisten  how  much  he  enjoyed  it.  His  internal  muscles massaged Jisten’s cock with extra vigor each time the man squeezed his bals.  When  Jisten’s  other  hand  first  encircled,  then  softly  squeezed  his cock, Rak cried out in pleasure and thrust himself down on Jisten as his internal muscles clenched around the man.

Jisten  exclaimed  softly  as  he  orgasmed,  pumping  his  seed  deep  into Rak’s lithe body. Rak climaxed a moment after he did, and Jisten reveled in the pleasure he sensed. He’d caused Rak to feel this, and that was very satisfying to him. In the aftermath, Rak rested against him, skin to skin, stil enveloping  him.  Jisten  focused  on  Rak’s  wings.  They  stil  needed  to  be oiled.

Jisten reached out for his wine goblet, but instead a vial of oil clinked against his hand. He picked it up, moving carefuly because he didn’t want Rak to remove himself off of him.

Rak rested against his chest. “My Valer,” he murmured, enjoying the post-orgasm haze.

Jisten  kissed  Rak’s  neck.  He  unstoppered  the  vial  and  let  oil  spread across his palm and warm to his body temperature. He then laid that palm across Rak’s wing, which spread in response. The dry membrane soaked up the oil, so that Jisten had very little to spread. The captain repeated the procedure, palmful by palmful.

It  was  easy  to  do  without  disturbing  Rak,  although  it  didn’t  have  the precision  of  stroking  the  oil  into  every  crevice.  The  stimulation  caused Rak’s  body  to  resume,  and  he  undulated  on  Jisten’s  impaling  shaft.

Jisten’s shaft, and lust, sweled.

“Let me lie down,” Rak boldly suggested, “so you can reach my wings more easily while you take me.”

Reluctantly, Jisten released him. Rak stood up off Jisten and stretched his  whole  body  and  his  wings.  Jisten  was  immobilized  by  the  sight  of Rak’s  twelve  foot  wingspan.  Rak  laid  down  on  the  rug  before  the fireplace and stretched again. His wings relaxed to either side of him and he looked back over his shoulder at Jisten in clear invitation.

Jisten  gave  himself  a  little  shake  and  stood.  His  pants  fel  around  his ankles. He sat back down, removed his boots, socks, and pants, and put them with the rest of his clothes, leaving only his shorts. His erection faded during this delay, but at last he grabbed the oil vial and walked over to Rak.

He sat down next to Rak, one wing spread in front of him. “I’m going to oil them by hand, to make sure I don’t miss a spot.”

Rak shifted his rear end in subtle invitation. “It would be easier to reach both wings if you were sitting in the middle of them.”

Jisten grinned. “I don’t want to crush you.”

“You wil not,” Rak assured him with a soft smile.

Jisten  straddled  Rak  and  carefuly  sat  on  him.  “I’m  much  larger  than you.”

“I am not made of glass,” said Rak. He glanced back at his new rider.

“There, is that not better?”

“I can see both of them now,” Jisten studied them. “I wasn’t even in my palm application.” He upended the oil vial and set to work.

Rak moaned in lust beneath him. “I want you in me.”

“I have to oil your wings,” Jisten replied stubbornly.

“Enter me, then oil them. You can do both.”

Jisten  chuckled  and  swiped  first  himself,  then  Rak’s  opening,  with  oil and slid in. His erection had returned the moment he’d sat on Rak’s firm butt.  He  turned  his  attention  to  Rak’s  wings  as  the  Loftoni’s  internal muscles  massaged  his  cock.  Rak’s  hips  roled  pleasingly  beneath  him, doing al the work of pleasuring him so that he could concentrate on the wings.

As  he  spread  the  oil,  it  seemed  to  him  that  he  could  start  to  feel  the wings as part of himself. He prayed to Si’Yeni again to heal her woven creation. He hummed the prayer, folowed by the healing folk chant. The burn  damage  entirely  vanished  beneath  Jisten’s  healing  hands,  leaving healthy,  vibrantly  colored  membrane  behind.  Rak’s  body  rewarded  his efforts with continuous pleasure, and Jisten smiled as he hummed.

Rak’s wings soon glowed with oil and health, but when Jisten spread the  oil  to  Rak’s  body,  there  was  no  healing  power  there.  Si’Yeni’s  gift was  limited  to  wings.  But  wings  had  two  sides,  and  he’d  only  oiled  the backs. “Surround me with wings,” he ordered, and Rak’s wings enfolded him immediately.

Surrounded  by  wings,  Jisten  could  reach  the  sensitive  undersurfaces now.  He  oiled  them  by  feel,  reaching  around  to  Rak’s  front.  Rak shuddered  in  reaction,  internal  muscles  clenching  as  he  cried  out  in pleasure at the intense stimulation.

Jisten  was  encased  by  wings,  his  mind  was  besotted  from  the  wing oiling,  and  he  fuly  shared  the  intense  stimulation  from  touching  the sensitive  undersides  of  Rak’s  wings.  He  orgasmed  immediately,  startling himself and Rak.

“What  happened?”  Jisten  panted  into  Rak’s  ear.  He  continued  to stroke  the  velvety  undersurfaces,  and  a  moment  later,  Rak’s  internal muscles unclenched and continued to massage Jisten’s shaft.

“Feels good,” said Rak.

Jisten  oiled  the  entirety  of  Rak’s  undersurface  wings  by  feel.  Despite three  climaxes,  he  was  fuly  hard  again  by  the  time  he  finished.  Rak pushed himself into Jisten with delightful urgency, hips pumping, his wings caressing  Jisten’s  sides,  his  tunnel  rhythmicaly  working.  They  finished each  other  off  quickly,  aided  by  the  continued  intense  stimulation  from oiling the undersides of Rak’s wings.

“I love you,” Jisten breathed into Rak’s ear as he poured his seed into the Loftoni for the fourth time. “I’m yours, body, mind and soul.”

Rak cried out in pleasure as his own orgasm hit. When he could speak again, he said, “Ix,   I  am  yours,  my Valer. Al that you want of me, you can have.”

Finally,   Scorth  whispered  into  both  their  minds.  He  sounded  utterly content and he went to sleep. Rak was in no hurry to move, and Jisten was a comforting mass atop him and in him. He gazed into the fire only briefly before nodding off. The Valer soon made a triad of sleeping bodies and minds.




Chapter Eleven: Midwatch

Pain,  pain,  and  more  pain  pounded  in  Jisten’s  head.  His  eyes  were crusted shut and his mouth was desert dry. Incongruously, the feel of soft suede  covered  him,  and  there  was  something  warm  next  to  him.  And around him. There. Down there. If his head didn’t hurt so much, and his eyes, and his mouth, it would be wonderful. His hips roled instinctively. It felt good. Finaly, something that didn’t hurt.

Whatever  he  was  in  pushed  back.  He  thrust  again,  only  half  awake, and the velvet warmth roled along his length. He took a deep breath of appreciation. He knew the best thing to do was to keep thrusting. Gods, it felt good.

The pain in his head receded, and the suede sheet stroked his body as the velvet warmth massaged his cock. His thrusts slowly crescendoed in depth  and  speed,  reveling  in  the  way  the  velvet  warmth  first  yielded  to him,  then  massaged  him  and  pushed  into  him  with  every  inward  stroke.

The pleasure helped wash away part of his hangover as he climaxed. A return  wave  of  pleasure  hit  him  before  he’d  recovered  from  his  own orgasm.

He opened his eyes and saw the high priest below him, enfolding him in soft,  briliant  wings.  His  cock  was  buried  to  its  base  in  the  tight  hole between the Loftoni’s widely spread legs. With a sharply indrawn breath and panic clawing at his heart, he scrabbled away, puling out with a soft pop. Rak protested his departure with a wordless vocalization, wings and back  arching,  but  the  priest  didn’t  get  up,  or  even  turn  his  head,  giving Jisten the hope that Rak had managed to sleep through it. Jisten closed his fly  and  gripped  his  head  in  his  hands.  What  had  he  done?  To  the  high priest?

Rak sat up and stretched, his wings spreading to their ful twelve feet.

Jisten stopped his self-condemnation to watch. Rak murmured, “That was a nice dream.”

Jisten  nearly  melted  in  relief.  That  didn’t  explain  why  he  was  in  his under  clothes,  but  the  jar  of  salve  and  the  vial  of  oil  did.  He’d  healed Rak’s wings. He remembered that. He hadn’t wanted to get his uniform oily.

“So,  your  wings  were  hurt  and  I  oiled  them,”  Jisten  said  slowly.  He looked  around  for  his  pants.  He  saw  his  clothing  on  a  smal  table  and nonchalantly  inched  over  to  them.  His  neatly  folded  pants,  shirt,  and jacket  spoke  of  advance  planning.  He  took  the  pants  and  put  them  on with inhuman speed.

“Thank you,” replied Rak, his back to the captain. He turned to look at Jisten  once  the  pants  were  on,  as  if  he’d  somehow  known  it  was  safe.

“You are stil hurt. Let me use the salve on your skin.”

Jisten  buttoned  his  golden  yelow  linen  shirt  with  almost  the  speed  at which  he’d  put  on  his  pants.  “Thank  you,  I’d  appreciate  that. Are  you sure you don’t need any more of it?” He shrugged into the emerald green jacket, but left it unbuttoned.

Rak shook his head and stood up. He was stil naked, but didn’t seem to notice. He picked up the jar and approached Jisten.

“Don’t forget your wrap, S’Rak,” Jisten said politely, sitting down to put his socks on. That position hid his stirring interest at the sight of Rak’s gorgeous body.

“What do you mean?” asked Rak. “I have not misplaced it.”

“You should put it on,” Jisten said. “Rude people might barge in and get the wrong idea. Virien, for example.”

“I  could  be  fuly  dressed  and  people  like  Virien  would  stil  get  the wrong idea,” Rak pointed out wryly. But he did fish his wrap out of the pile  and  don  it,  just  to  ease  his  poor  virginal  partner.  He  stopped  in  a moment of cold shock when he realized that he’d just thought of Jisten as a partner. Partner implied a long-term relationship. Then he remembered what they had said to each other. He prayed that Jisten would remember it,  too.  He  opened  the  jar,  scooped  salve  onto  his  fingers,  and  coated Jisten’s scorched face.

“I have a pounding headache, boiled eyes and a dry mouth. How much did  I  drink  and  was  I  a  funny  drunk,  a  rude  drunk,  a  sleepy  drunk,  or worse?” Jisten tried to sound casual as he puled on his boots.

“We shared a bottle of wine,” said Rak, “which does not sound like a lot, except that each goblet also contained morphea, to help with the pain of  the  sun-blast  you  took.  You  were  a  very  pleasant  drunk,  and  I appreciated your help in dressing my own wounds. And I thank you from the bottom of my heart for healing my wings.”

Jisten nodded, then groaned a little. “Shouldn’t shake my head. I must check the prince. I’m glad I was pleasant. And anything to do with your wings  is  always  my  pleasure.”  He  smiled  faintly.  “When  wil  you  see Jethain?”  Since we just left him unguarded for who knows how long, he  thought.  He  wondered  if  he  could  demote  himself  for  dereliction  of duty.

“After midnight mass,” replied Rak. “It is not yet midwatch.”

“Very wel, I’l see you then,” Jisten said and made his way out.



   


At midnight, Murson walked into Jethain’s chambers with only Avontos at his side. He knew that no dark servant would miss the Lord of Night’s most important ritual, which meant he had a whole hour where Rak would not interfere.

Murson  rendered  the  death  hounds  unconscious,  catching  the unfortunate captain in the blast as wel, and  advanced  on  Jethain’s  bed.

He pushed Jisten off the chair to land in a heap on the floor.

“How  wil  we  know  if  he  is  any  better?” Avontos  asked.  “And  what about this one?” He toed Jisten.

Jethain opened his eyes at Avontos’ voice. “Who? What?”

Murson hand gestured to Avontos to wait, and he smiled down at the prince. “Are you ready for your cleansing?”

“Where’s  my  brother?  Where’s  Jisten?”  Jethain  demanded.  “What cleansing?”

“They are not here,” said Murson. “Nor do they need to be here. The dark  priest  is  the  disease,  you  see,  and  we  are  the  cure.”  He  touched Jethain’s  head  and  took  his  mind  away.  “Avontos,  you  may  purify  him now. Leave the other one for me.”

“That’s  amazing.”  Avontos  put  down  his  paraphernalia.  “And  thank you, your lightness.”

Murson chuckled and began to measure the herbs. “I trust you do not need help with that part?”

“Not  me,” Avontos said. He approached Jethain and puled the covers off. The prince was handsome in his satin bedclothes, but the thick wool socks  looked  sily.  Avontos  removed  the  satin  pants  and  the  socks.

Jethain  silently  cooperated  with  Avontos,  his  body  obeying  commands even  though  his  blank  blue  gaze  indicated  that  nobody  was  home.

Avontos adjusted his robes and pushed his erect cock into the prince. He began  the  chant  that  Murson  had  taught  him.  Its  rhythm  fit  his  pumping perfectly.

“Do  not  forget  to  colect  his  seed.”  Murson  continued  to  mix  the purging wine and Avontos reached over for the cup that he had laid out.

Murson added his own seed to the wine, saying, “To make certain that his insides are truly cleansed by our holiness.”

The prince was moaning and moving in time with Avontos. He seemed to  be  enjoying  it.  Avontos  deftly  caught  the  seed  when  the  prince climaxed.  “I  wish  that  we  could  give  him  the  slave  fire  potion.  Then  he would  have  to wait for me.” He now had to work harder to bring himself to climax and was disgruntled about it.

“Yes.  That  is  one  thing  we  must  change.  The  potions  must  come  to Koilatha.”  Murson  added  Jethain’s  seed  to  the  wine  and  waited  for Avontos to finish. “We wil give him a new plug, as wel. He must absorb your seed for the cleansing magic to work.”

Avontos finaly shuddered in orgasm and said, “There.” He puled out and inserted the herbal plug that was laid out among the other supplies.

Murson  pushed  the  tube  down  Jethain’s  throat.  The  prince  spasmed.

“Start the bloodletting,” Murson commanded as he forced more tube into Jethain. Avontos  was  careful  as  he  made  the  cut.  Murson  attached  the funnel  and  began  to  pour  the  wine  in.  “Tomorrow  night,  we  wil  both purify him.”

“Thank you, your lightness. You are so much more wise than any other priest here.” Avontos carefuly held the shielded blood basin.

Murson smiled at his pupil. “You are the best of the young priests, and I  think  you  wil  go  far.  I  wil  give  you  another  training  session  when  we return to the temple.” He puled the tube out and held the catch basin in position.

“Let me do that, your lightness. You are too lofty for such lowly work.”

Avontos took the catch basin from him. Jethain threw up and he caught it with  skil.  Dethrian  often  punished  him  by  making  him  tend  the  vomiting patients.

Murson  let  the  cut  on  Jethain’s  arm  close.  “That  is  enough  blood  for tonight.” He closed the lid on the magicaly shielded colection basin.

“Plug out?”

“No, the plug wil absorb as wel, and leave him very desirous of more usage.” The thought of the prince  wanting anal sex amused Murson to no end.  Jethain  would  have  no  idea  where  the  odd  cravings  were  coming from.  Not  at  al  painful,  and  not  at  al  requiring  him  to  comply.  Just  an extremely strong desire for it. Very horrifying to an ordinary man.

Avontos stroked the prince’s cock like he would a pet he was fond of before replacing the satin pants. With an impish smile, he puled Jethain’s package out through the fly of the pants and arranged things so his cock and bals would remain exposed, nested on the satin like an offering. He stroked it more, until it was erect. Murson put the wooly socks back on the prince’s feet and said, “Gather everything up and pack it away while I deal with the captain.”

“Yes, your lightness.” Avontos puled the covers up over Jethain and set about doing the senior’s bidding.

Murson  puled  Jisten’s  limp  body  over  the  arm  of  the  chair  and arranged  him  to  his  satisfaction,  face  down  and  butt  up  with  his  pants around his ankles. Murson coated his cock with sacred sun oil and tried to  push  into  Jisten’s  tight  hole.  To  his  surprise,  the  captain  moaned  and writhed enough that he fel off the chair, hitting his head on the floor.

“Avontos,  here.  The  pure  captain  resists.  Help  me.  There  is  much power  in  taking  virginity,  and  the  longer  one  has  held  onto  it,  the  more power to be taken. Hold him and watch me.”

Avontos dragged the captain back up to the chair and again placed him face down and rear up for access.

“Your lightness, the prince didn’t fight this much.”

“The prince, like every royal brat, has been sinking his little prick into female slaves since before he had hair. And while that is not the same as losing  his  anal  virginity,  the  good  captain  has  done  neither  and  is  less wiling. Now hold his arms.”

Murson’s  skeletal  fingers  dug  into  Jisten’s  buttocks  to  separate  them before he shoved in. Again the captain moaned and writhed, so Avontos clung to Jisten’s muscular arms, looking glum that he wasn’t able to play with the captain’s body. Murson pressed a hand to the back of Jisten’s head, and chanted in time with his steady pumping. He poured power into Jisten’s head, trying to erase every memory the man had of Rak, for his own good, of course.

He  used  some  of  the  power  raised  from  Jethain,  and  his  cock  inside Jisten, to make himself the new object of Jisten’s desire. He didn’t think it would  work,  but  if  by  chance  it  did,  he  would  have  a  new  toy  to  play with,  one  close  to  the  prince.  He  amused  himself  with  the  thought  of having Jisten mount Jethain. It would be amusing to leave them both with the  memory  of  the  event.  It  would  be  even  more  amusing  to  alow witnesses. Would Owain colar his own son?

Murson  regretted  that  he  was  short  on  time.  He  wasn’t  able  to  use Jisten  for  nearly  as  long  as  he’d  have  liked  before  he  orgasmed  deep inside the captain’s velvety warmth. He reaped much more power from that  orgasm  than  he  had  spent,  the  captain’s  virginity  officialy  ruined.

Murson puled out and inserted a much smaler plug than the one given to Jethain.  He  spent  a  little  power  to  make  sure  that  the  captain  wouldn’t remember that he had been used. A few minutes later, Jisten’s pants were back on, and the captain was sprawled in a believable pose on the chair.

He and Avontos walked out, using magic to shield them from sight.



   


Rak  padded  into  Jethain’s  bedroom  after  midnight  rites,  sharp  eyes glancing  left  and  right,  able  to  see  despite  al  the  lights  being  out.  Two death  hounds  slumbered.  He  wondered  where  Jisten  was. A  movement caught his eye.

“What hit me?” Jisten moaned and roled to his side.

Rak put a hand on Jisten’s shoulder. “Something hit you? Jisten? Are you okay?”

“The prince!” Jisten grabbed Rak’s wrist.  “Check him!” 

Rak’s  staff  flared  with  green  light,  enough  for  Jisten  to  see  by.  Rak went  immediately  to  Jethain.  “He  is  unchanged,”  said  Rak,  feeling  the prince’s  bely.  The  darkness  and  green  light  didn’t  alow  Rak  see  the man’s palor.

Jisten  crawled  to  his  hands  and  knees,  swayed  a  moment,  and  then pushed up to a sitting position. He hung his head. “I feel like something scraped the inside of my skul. Where are the death hounds?”

“They  are  here,  napping.”  The  near  hound  looked  up  and  yawned.

“Jethain is fine,” Rak pronounced, turning back to  Jisten.  “You  are  not.

Come, to bed.”

Jisten staggered to his feet. Rak helped Jisten to the spare room and got him in bed. “Sleep, Captain.”

Jisten pressed against him. “Th’ pain subsides when I touch you. Why is that? Why were th’ death hounds sleeping?” His grey eyes closed as he spoke.

“I do not know. The hounds do not remember anything.”

“But th’ prince is fine?”

“Ai, Jethain is fine.”

Jisten smiled, eyes stil closed. “Hope I’m not gettin’ th’ brain fever. I remember th’ awful headache when I fel il with it as a child.”

“You  are  warm,  but  not  hot,”  said  Rak,  tucking  the  blankets  back around him.

“Thanks,” Jisten murmured. His breathing altered as he succumbed to sleep.

Chapter Twelve: Dawn of a New Day

Tåtråra Atålio, Tålyssa Fångari

4th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon

Seaday, the 34th of Evphormon

Rak  was  writing  in  his  journal  when  he  felt  the  irresistible  tug  of  the summoning whistle. He scowled in anger. It wasn’t even dawn yet. Part of him  wailed  that  it  just  wasn’t  fair,  but  the  rest  of  him  wondered  at  that.

What  in  life  ever  was  fair?  The  summons  didn’t  lead  him  to  the  slave trainer’s  office  this  time,  but  to  the  wing  where  the  mid-level  palace functionaries had their rooms.  Hasaviz is bringing me to his bedroom! 

The nerve of the man! 

Can I eat him?  asked Scorth.  In his case, I am willing to see if my sire was right about the foul taste of human. 

I am very, very tempted to agree, Scorth, but that would lead to war. People do not take kindly to dragons eating their fellows, even slimy evil vlakai like Hasaviz. 

Hmph! Humans! How can some be so evil and some so good? 

Rak tried the door that had to lead to Hasaviz’s rooms. To his relief, it swung open on silent hinges. He stepped through,  closed  the  door,  and then walked through the smal parlor into the equaly smal bedroom. The slave  handler  didn’t  have  much  space  to  cal  his  own,  but  it  was  his.

Hasaviz  was  sitting  up  in  bed,  stroking  his  erect  cock  as  he  waited  for Rak.

“There you are,” said Hasaviz peevishly. “Took you long enough, slave.

Strip down, you know the rules. Sex slaves like you don’t wear clothing.

Then get up here and pleasure me.”

Rak removed his clothing. It was better if he did it without fighting, for the fabric was less likely to rip. Once he was naked, he crawled onto the bed, between the slave trainer’s legs, and took the shaft into his mouth.

Hasaviz  sighed  and  stroked  Rak’s  hair.  “Good  slave. You  truly  have  a skiled mouth.” He spread his legs more widely.

Rak  massaged  the  cock  with  his  tongue  as  he  deep  throated  it,  and hummed while he bobbed up and down to stimulate the skin with his lips.

Hasaviz clawed Rak’s scalp as he came. Rak swalowed the man’s seed without  spiling  a  drop,  and  continued  to  suck  until  Hasaviz  puled  his softened member out. Rak immediately licked the man’s sac, murmuring, “Thank you, master.”

“Now pleasure my ass with your mouth.” Hasaviz roled to his side and positioned his upper leg to give Rak access. He propped his head on his fist and watched the slave between his legs.

Rak  stuck  his  head  between  Hasaviz’s  thighs  and  kissed  the  man’s puckered  opening.  Then  he  set  his  tongue  to  it,  licking  gently  and thoroughly. He sealed his lips around the hole and sucked for a moment before he probed it with the tip of his tongue. Hasaviz sighed in enjoyment and puled Rak’s body up closer to him. He twisted Rak’s ringed nipples as Rak’s tongue probed him.

Rak  ran  his  tongue  along  the  inside  edge  of  the  man’s  anal  ring, stretching and lubricating the opening before he pushed in further. Hasaviz puled on his scrotal ring then slapped his bals. Rak moaned in pleasure and came erect. His tongue thrust into Hasaviz, writhing and undulating to give him pleasure. Hasaviz slapped Rak's erect cock, mashing it between his hand and Rak’s thigh, and then slapped Rak’s bals again. His other hand continued to twist Rak’s nipples.

Rak pushed his tongue in as far as he could, the mobile tip searching for the special spot that al men had. Hasaviz moaned when he found it, and Rak immediately focused his tongue on that area, massaging it for a time before backing off and withdrawing, then thrusting back in to massage it some more. Hasaviz rewarded him by puling Rak’s body even closer and thrusting three fingers into Rak’s hole.

Rak’s hips roled against Hasaviz hand, and he pressed his tongue to Hasaviz’s spot firmly. Hasaviz slapped Rak’s bals. “Don’t cheat, slave.”

Chastised, Rak backed off. His tongue resumed undulating as he thrust it in and out. Hasaviz’s hips rocked, pushing him into Rak’s face in time with the tonguing. The slave trainer rewarded Rak by thrusting his fingers with the same rhythm. Hasaviz’s body tensed. “Position your hand, slave,”

he  grated  out  a  moment  before  his  orgasm  hit.  The  slave  trainer’s  back passage clenched on Rak’s tongue as his cock shot a load of seed onto Rak’s waiting hand.

Once Hasaviz relaxed, Rak withdrew his tongue, then sat up as best he could with half the man’s hand in his ass and slowly, sensuously, licked the man’s  seed  off  his  hand.  Hasaviz  puled  his  hand  out  of  Rak  and  said, “Your next user wil be ready soon. Get up, slave, and put your clothes on. We’re going to my office, so the decency laws must be observed.”

Rak  hastened  to  comply,  but  he  fumed  a  little  also,  for  Hasaviz  had orgasmed twice, without giving him any relief at al, and after prolonged intimate contact with the slave trainer, he burned quite badly. Hasaviz had to know that.

There were no nobles in the halway—for that, Rak was grateful. Just the palace slaves starting their workday in the early hours. They gawked at the sight of Rak walking with Hasaviz, then hastily averted their eyes.

Tebber would hear al about it via the gossip chain.



   


Hasaviz  opened  the  office  door  on  Rak’s  most  frequent  day  terror  of golden and cream robes. “Here is the slave, as promised,” Hasaviz told Murson. The palace slave trainer took a seat, showing the sun priest that he wasn’t going anywhere.

Rak backed away from Murson until he was pressed against Hasaviz.

Part of him hated himself for his weakness, that he would even think about seeking protection from the slave trainer. The rest of him was panicked at the sight of a sun priest who wanted to folow in Xaethien’s steps.

“He’s not alowed to permanently damage you,” Hasaviz said, in a rare show of mercy, and partly as warning to Murson.

Murson’s lip curled in a sneer. “Get on the rack, slave.”

Hasaviz shoved Rak. “Do as you’re told.” Once Rak was clear of him, Hasaviz took out his belt whip and struck Rak.

Rak  obediently  walked  over  to  the  rack  and  climbed  on.  He  hadn’t flinched when Hasaviz struck him, but his own warm reaction to the glow of approval in the trainer's eyes made him want to cringe.

“Wil you tie him or shal I?” Hasaviz asked.

“You may,” alowed Murson. “I don’t want you to think I’m damaging him. And put this on him.” He held out the gold and crystal colar.

Hasaviz locked the colar on first then fastened Rak in place.

“You  have  stubbornly  resisted  purification,  filth,”  Murson  said.  “How many times have you poluted the Valer now?”

“I  have  never  poluted  him,”  replied  Rak,  taking  poluting  to  mean orgasming within.

Murson  slapped  Rak.  “Liar!  You  have  pushed  yourself  onto  him!  I have  seen  it  in  his  mind!”  Where  Murson’s  hand  contacted  Rak,  a sunburn outline of his hand was left behind.

“I  have  graciously  consented  to  accepting  his  seed,”  replied  Rak, accepting  the  blow  stoicaly.  Rak  decided  that  he  realy  had  nothing  to lose.  “If  you  were  half  the  man  he  was,  I  would  push  myself  onto  you, too.

Hasaviz casualy covered his mouth. Rak was certain that hand covered a smile. The trainer leaned back on his chair and looked at the ceiling.

“And you leave your filth on him! I shal purify his manhood as wel!”

“Ix.  Per  our  agreement,  you  cannot  touch  him,  for  I  am  paying  his price.”

“You are not!” Murson replied. “For you keep poluting him!”

“How can I polute him after you have purified me so wel? Test me. I am clean.” Rak self-cleansed daily. He hated licking filth off his users.

Murson fingered Rak and looked disappointed when it came out clean.

Rak arched his back at the invasion.

“Stop looking so smug,” Murson snarled at the trainer.

“He’s wel trained. I am pleased that he remembers his hygiene.”

“Your polution is in your soul,” Murson said to Rak. “You long for the man’s purity and have destroyed it.”

“Then purify me so that I no longer desire the man,” chalenged Rak, feeling guilt. He had destroyed the man’s vows. Knowingly. Three times.

With  wine  and  drugs.  His  guilt  was  deep.  Rak  prayed  for  his  strange attraction for Jisten to be removed this time.

Murson’s  thin  reedy  voice  sang  a  sun  hymn.  The  sun  priest’s  voice cracked on the high notes about the purity and perfection of Auranz. Rak winced  and  thought  only  a  nasal,  off-pitch  soprano  would  be  worse.

Murson thrust into Rak as he continued to sing. He ran his hands down Rak, leaving a trail of bright red skin.

Hasaviz cleared his throat. “No deeper than that.”

Rak’s  body  pushed  back  against  Murson  in  trained  reaction,  even though he got no pleasure from Murson’s use.  But  Rak  orgasmed  from the pain.



   


Murson made an expression of disgust, interrupting his song, then blinked at the surge of power the slave was feeding him. Narvain had used Rak’s pain to raise power, and Murson was mage enough to not only sense that, but to do likewise. Rak’s orgasm gave him a surge of sweet power.

Rak continued to work himself on Murson’s shaft while the sun priest mentaly  compared  the  two  rides,  Rak  versus  Jisten.  Jisten  was  more pure, unsulied realy, but Rak had training.

Murson climaxed, and with Rak’s climax came the rush of power. The sun priest soaked it in like dry soil receiving water. He was glad that the slave  had  seduced  the  captain  a  third  time.  “A  week  of  purifcation  for each  load  of  seed  you  seduced  from  the  captain.”  He  puled  out  and walked to Rak’s head. “Clean me.”



   


Rak sucked Murson into his mouth, cleaning as quickly as he could. It stil firmed  the  man  back  up.  Murson  stroked  Rak’s  head  with  glowing fingers, sunburning his scalp. “How much morphea did you have to use to force  the  Captain  to  agree  to  use  you,  filth?”  Rak  sucked  on  Murson’s cock,  ignoring  the  question.  The  sooner  the  man  came,  the  sooner  he would leave.

Rak used more tricks oraly than he had rectaly, because he wanted to be  done.  He  hummed  and  used  his  long  tongue  for  best  advantage.

Murson climaxed and Rak swalowed every molten drop.

“The slave gets no pleasure from oral use,” said Hasaviz.

“He  should  never  get  any  pleasure,”  Murson  said  sourly.  He  puled himself  out  and  tucked  himself  away.  “May  the  sun  purify  you  down  to your bones.” He made a sun circle over Rak.

Rak closed his eyes. “Thank you, master.” He left what he was saying thanks for open.

Grumbling, Murson stalked out.

Hasaviz  ambled  over.  “You  burn?  Was  Jisten  the  Pure  worth  it?”  he asked with true curiosity.

Rak opened his eyes again. “Ai, master. I burn. He always leaves me burning…and  ai,  Jisten  was.  To  make  matters  worse,  I  am  unable  to resist the man.”

“Is it his pure heart? Or his enormous cock?” Hasaviz asked, genuinely curious and only mocking a little. “If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I would have thought it a sex slave’s dream.”

Rak blushed and looked away. He didn’t want to answer. He tried to let Hasaviz draw his own conclusions.

“Answer!” Hasaviz struck Rak with the belt whip across his groin.

“It is neither,” said Rak. “He wants me because I am me, not because I am  a  sex  slave.  He  treats  me  with  respect,  and  kindness,  and consideration. He thinks I am special.”

Hasaviz made a gagging noise. “And he holds you close and cuddles you?”

“Yes. And he oils my wings.”

Hasaviz  snorted.  “If  he  had  a  cock  the  size  of  my  little  finger,  you wouldn’t give him a second glance! Admit it!”

“I desired him before I met his cock,” replied Rak. “I dreamt about him before I ever came here.”

“No talk of arcane things, it bores me,” Hasaviz said. “Do you burn or not? If so, pleasure me.”

Rak lifted his rear end towards Hasaviz. “Master, I dream of your cock within me. Please share your magnificence with me.”

Hasaviz  undid  his  pants  and  went  to  Rak’s  mouth.  “Oh  no,  slave.  I want ful oral pleasure first. These Koilathan slobs are nothing compared to you.”

Rak slowly licked Hasaviz’s package, appearing to savor the taste. He spent time on the man’s bals before moving the bulk of his attention to the stiffening member.

“Yes,  your  technique  is  improving  with  practice,”  Hasaviz  approved.

“You have my permission to  not give that sour priest the ful job.”

“Thank you, master,” Rak murmured, then sucked on the trainer’s sac rewardingly.

“But swear that you wil not tel him I said that.”

“I swear, master,” replied Rak, once he’d puled off the scrotum. He eased the man’s cock into his mouth. Hasaviz climaxed in Rak’s mouth.

Rak swalowed the seed without spiling a drop. “Thank you for the gift of your seed, master,” he said formaly, in Zafirin.

“You are welcome,” Hasaviz replied just as formaly. He went to Rak’s rear.

Rak lifted his rear again. “Please honor me with the sensation of your magnificent cock using me.”

Hasaviz pushed into Rak’s wel-stretched opening easily. Rak pushed back and his tunnel contracted rhythmicaly, giving the trainer what he’d refused to give the sun priest.

“Good, good,” Hasaviz said. He twisted Rak’s scrotum ring.

Rak moaned in pain and pleasure. “Please show me your strength and power,” he gasped, begging for more pain.

Hasaviz’s  other  hand  crushed  Rak’s  cock  and  Rak  cried  out.  His internal muscles clenched on Hasaviz pleasingly. The slave trainer worked a  rhythm  of  twist  and  crush.  Rak  humped  himself  on  Hasaviz  in  time  to that rhythm, clearly enjoying it.

“This is what you want, slave. Not love, not cuddling, not purity. You wil always come back to this.”

“Yes, master,” agreed Rak, working himself faster. He knew Hasaviz was right. He was a sex slave, and this was the only man in Koilatha who realy  understood  his  needs.  When  Hasaviz  climaxed,  he  twisted  and crushed exactly right. Rak’s shriek echoed off the stone wals. “I love you, master,” he moaned, stil riding the waves of pleasure and pain.

“Of course you do. You love your master, you love being a slave. Not Jisten the Pure, not cuddling, not even freedom. Now clean me.” Hasaviz presented himself to Rak’s mouth.

Rak  licked  him  clean  with  great  care,  not  hurrying  like  he  had  for Murson. The slave trainer patted Rak’s head with  the  affection  one  has for a dog. Rak paused to kiss that hand.

Once  he  was  done,  Hasaviz  replaced  himself  and  untied  Rak.  He removed the colar and said, “There, and send word if that sun priest tries to corner you. I doubt it, but there it is.”

Rak knelt down and kissed his feet. “Yes, master. Thank you.”

“Now, I’m behind on my ledgers. Off with you.”

Rak dressed himself and walked out.




Chapter Thirteen: Asses and Avtappi

As  he  cleaned  himself  in  preparation  to  face  the  council,  Rak  wished Zotien  had  sent  a  competent  high  priest  here.  Were  his  humiliation  to become public knowledge, his mission here would be a failure. His people and  his  God  would  be  better  served  by  his  suicide  than  to  have  him remain in this land in disgrace. He reminded himself that the only thing that mattered was Jethain. The prince must live to complete the prophecy. To that end, Rak would sacrifice anything—including his dignity, his freedom, and his life. This was warfare far worse than an honest battlefield.

Aching  with  the  aftereffects  of  Murson’s  abuse  and  mockery,  Rak walked into the council, already in session. He inclined his head politely to al, convinced that they could see right through his black robes and know him  for  the  sex  toy  that  he  was.  He  sat  down  and  opened  his  leather folder. “Your Majesty, respected councilors, I have a mandate from the brotherhood  of  dark  servants  to  seek  a  trade  agreement  with  your kingdom. A’filozenoi  produces  things  which  your  country  might  find  of benefit. And  of  course,  Koilatha  produces  that  which  we  are  the  most interested in acquiring, grain.”

Baorik, head of the Merchant’s Guild, leaned forward. “What sorts of things?”

“We  have  rare  spices,  herbs,  medicines,  and,”  Rak  turned  to  a  new piece of parchment, “måtaxi.”

“Metaxi? And what, pray tel, is that?” asked Virien.

How  can  he  not  know  what  måtaxi  is?   Rak  tugged  on  his  tunic.

“Fabric such as I am wearing.  Måtaxi is one of our main trade items.”

Baorik cut Virien off and asked, “You have a steady supply of  silk? ”

“Is that what you cal it here? Silk?  Ai. Silk cloth is something we make in surplus.”

The councilors exchanged furtive glances, but Rak wasn’t fooled. He knew how rare the fabric was outside of A’filozenoi.

“How much are you seeking per bolt?”

A true merchant’s question. Forget making treaties first, go directly for the kil. “We seek the equivalent value in the fruits of the earth. Again, by preference,  grain.”  Rak  added,  “I  have  found  that  a  ful  bolt  of  raw, undyed silk cloth is worth, in your main market, over one hundred gold nomi.”

“The  value  would  decrease  were  it  to  become  commonly  available,”

pointed out the merchant. “And one hundred nomi would purchase a  lot of grain.”

“We are prepared to make a deal for a set rate of exchange,” offered Rak.

Baorik  cracked  his  knuckles  as  he  settled  in  for  a  long  bargaining session.

After the council meeting, Rak was unwiling to face the smug, sneering faces of the courtiers, unworthy to be in the presence of a man as pure as the  Captain,  and  unable  to  help  himself,  much  less  Jethain.  Deeply ashamed by how easily the two men had broken him, Rak sought solace in his favorite place in the whole palace. The stables.



   


Rak was grooming Vyld with Jisten found him. “Please tel me more about the avtappi,” Jisten said, leaning over the stal door. He had a sausage rol in one hand and an easy grin on his face.

“The  avtappi?”  asked  Rak  stupidly  as  he  tried  to  recover  from  the semi-trance  state  of  meditation  that  the  captain  had  interrupted.  “What about them?”

“The  Valers  love  horses,”  Jisten  said.  “My  clan  breeds  sturdy  little mountain ponies, not the elegant beasts of Koilatha, but I like the look of your avtappi. Please, tel me about them?” He smiled encouragingly.

“Horses do not fare wel in A’filozenoi,” Rak said. “Not enough quality fodder, water is very scarce, and the conditions are harsh. The predators make short work of anything that is not armed and armored. Zotien gave us permission to cross his sacred vranyxia with horses. It took many years and much magic. The result of the cross-breeding were the avtappi.”

“The  vee-ran—neexia?  What  are  they?”  Jisten’s  grey  eyes  lit  with excitement. “Tel me!”

“Vrah-nihx-ee-a…your legends cal them nightmares, or demon steeds.

You  saw  a  pack  of  them,  the  night  of  the  attack.  Vranyxia  cannot  be ridden.  Not  only  is  there  a  row  of  sharp  spikes  down  their  backs,  they translate easily, particularly when startled or injured. That is invariably fatal to the rider.”

“Impressive!” Jisten’s admiring gaze was on Vyld, who was curving his neck  and  showing  off  for  the  captain.  “I  can’t  imagine  even  a  warhorse letting a demon steed near him or her.” He entered the stal for a better look.

“Ix,  according to the records, it was not easy.”

“And now they breed true?” Jisten asked. “How long has it been?”

“Three thousand years. We produced a steed that not only lives off the land and fights at our side, but one that is a real partner in the wilderness.”

“Real partner? What does that mean?” Jisten took a bite of sausage.

“Avtappi  are  inteligent,  they  can  communicate,  they  are  loyal  and dependable,  they  can  hunt,  carry  messages,  guard  the  camp,  and  any number of things.” Rak stroked Vyld’s shoulder. “My Vyld is from one of the racer lines. I needed speed more than strength. But we do have war steed lines as wel, strong enough to carry a man in ful plate.”

“What  about  Zala  and  Vrema?  They  are  fine  specimens  also,”  Jisten said. He looked into their stals and Zala preened for him. She wuffled at him, or perhaps his sausage, between the slats dividing the upper half of the stals.

“They  are  ful  sisters.  Their  dam  was  wild,  but  their  sire  was  of  the racer line. Zala is the younger of the pair by many years.”

“So  you  capture  the  ones  that  you  want?  How  young?  Yearlings?

Weanlings?”

“Ix capture. We wil bring in a pack,  ai,  but then we ah, recruit. Free wil applies to avtappi, too.”

“Free wil?” Jisten cocked his head. “For hor—avtappi?” Zala snorted smoke at him and he offered the rest of his sausage rol to her through the slats.

“They  are  sentient,  self-aware  beings,  and  our  laws  give  al  inteligent creatures the same protections.”

“Wel, forgive me, Zala,” Jisten told the grey equine as she puled the sausage out of his hand. “I am Captain Jisten, and I would be pleased to bring you more of these if you wish.” He bowed slightly.

Rak glanced over. “Are you seducing my avtappi?”

Zala  curved  her  neck  and  batted  her  eyelashes  at  the  man.  “I  am merely addressing a beautiful lady,” Jisten replied in a formal tone.

Vrema, who shared a stal with Zala, snorted in equine derision. Jisten withdrew  a  napkin  from  his  pocket  and  unfolded  it  to  reveal  a  puff  of cheese bread. “My apologies, dear sister. Wil this cheese puff appease you?”

Vrema cocked an ear at Jisten and considered him before she gravely accepted the offering.

Rak  leaned  against  Vyld.  He  wasn’t  immune  to  the  man’s  grin.  The equine snorted at him as his depression settled over him once more. “I am sick of this place already,” he muttered.

“Sick? Was the meeting that bad?” Jisten turned back to him. Concern colored the captain’s voice. “What can I do for you?”  Other than kill a certain sun priest,  he silently amended.

“Ai.  Not even a week and I wish I was home. You and your prince are among the very few decent people I have met in this land.”

Jisten offered one hand, palm up. “For that, I am sorry. The nobles eat you for their breakfast? And spit out your bones? How about a ride? Or a hunt? Those ease Jethain’s spirits after a hard council meeting.” His tone was quiet, entreating.

Rak studied Jisten. He almost didn’t put his hand in the captain’s for fear  of  contaminating  the  man  with  his  baseness.  “A  hunt,”  he  decided.

“For  al  of  us.  My  avtappi  are  bored  to  the  point  where  they  wil  start hunting ladies’ lap dogs if I do not let them out for a good kil.”

Jisten seemed to sense Rak’s misery when their hands touched, and he covered Rak’s hand with his other. “To save the lap dogs, then.”

“We cannot leave a trail of dead mops wherever we go,” said Rak. He offered a wan smile that was almost humorous.

“We  will  enjoy  ourselves,”  declared  Jisten.  “The  avtappi  wil  enjoy themselves. The sky is blue, the sun is shining— oh, sorry. We’l stil enjoy ourselves.  And  perhaps  you  can  show  me  the  joys  of  night  hunting sometime soon?” He stil clasped Rak’s hand. He wanted to pul the man against him, stroke his wings, and tel him whatever he wanted to hear.

“I would like that,” said Rak. And to his surprise, he actualy thought he would enjoy both today, and the night hunt to come.

Jisten grinned and continued to hold Rak’s hand while Rak resisted the urge to leap into Jisten’s arms.

Zala  slipped  out  of  her  stal  and  into  Vyld’s.  Working  latches  was child’s  play  for  the  inteligent  beasts.  She  nudged  Jisten  in  the  back, pushing him into Rak.

“We wil work for the good of this land, for Jethain, and somehow, for you,” Jisten murmured when the distance between them closed.

Zala took a step forward, trapping the two men between her bulk and Vyld’s. Rak gave Zala a knowing look. “Wil you carry the Captain?” She arched her neck, and then nuzzled the captain.

Jisten  laughed  at  the  feel  of  her  soft  muzzle  against  his  neck.  His happiness bubbled through Rak, who recaled his own joy at first meeting the avtappi.

Rak fought hard to keep from resting his head on Jisten’s shoulder. It was  so  close,  he  was  so  close.  “Would  you  like  to  ride  Zala?  She  is agreeable.”

“Truly?” Jisten smiled down at Rak, rather than looking at Zala.

Rak remembered kissing those perfectly curved, sensuous lips. “Truly,”

he said.

He’s already broken that vow,  reminded Scorth.

Rak felt it would never be Jisten waiting for him in bed. Only Hasaviz or, far worse, Murson. And realy, that was al he was good for, wasn’t it? To be used and enjoyed by man after man? Who was he to dare to dream of more? Hasaviz was right about him. He was nothing but a sex slave with delusions of grandeur. Scorth sighed in his mind and let him be.

“We should saddle them,” said Rak, not moving.

“We should,” Jisten replied, just as immobile as Rak.

The  avtappi  whickered  in  amusement.  “They  are  laughing  at  us,”

reported Rak.

Jisten smiled down at Rak. “Is that a good thing?”

Zala  imaged  the  two  of  them  standing  there,  day  turning  to  night  and then day again, and cobwebs dripping off them.

“What  was  that?”  Jisten  asked,  startled  by  the  image  thrust  into  his mind.

“That was Zala saying that we are turning into a pair of statues,” said Rak. “That is how they communicate with us, in images.”

Jisten reluctantly let go of Rak’s hand and patted the mare. “I’l bring more sausage rols for you.”

Rak brought out Zala’s saddle as wel as Vyld’s. A hackamore hung off the pommel. “The bridle is for show. The ignorant assume al equines require headgear.”

“That wil free our hands for the hunt,” Jisten said as he took the saddle and placed it on the stal door. “I’l just think about where to go?”

“She wil pick up the intent from your mind,” said Rak.

Jisten fingered the finely made hackamore of black leather worked with silver. “A fine piece of craftsmanship for a regal lady,” he told Zala. The mare bobbed her head and sent an image of herself in parade gear with ful black, silver and scarlet barding.

“Ah,  the  beautiful  lady  al  decked  out  for  a  parade,”  Jisten  said.  “I’l make sure to curry you extra fine after the hunt. Wil we need arrows? Or do we ride them while they make the kil?”

“Bring arrows,” said Rak. “I want to hunt. I wil let them hunt on their own once we have run them for a while.”

“Your aim wil improve if you imagine the prey with the face of certain nobles,” Jisten said as he placed the saddle on Zala.

“I  am  an  indifferent  archer,”  said  Rak.  “I  prefer  to  do  my  kiling  up close and personal.”

“Then you wil need the help with your aim,” Jisten teased. He tightened the  cinch.  “Is  that  al  right,  Zala?”  He  told  Rak,  “I’m  used  to  horses puffing out their chests to avoid a tightened cinch.”

“Avtappi wil not do that,” said Rak as he finished saddling Vyld.

Zala imaged them al racing down arroyos, leaping cacti and boulders.

“Now  that  sounds  fun,”  Jisten  told  her  as  he  put  on  the  hackamore, sliding his hands to make sure it didn’t twist or pinch anywhere. “Zala just showed me desert racing,” Jisten said. “Complete with cacti hurdles.”

“She  images  what  she  knows,  Captain. And  she  knows  the  twisted land of A’filozenoi. But it  is fun.”

Jisten patted Zala. “Do you win much? Or does that big black felow cheat?” he whispered in an outrageously exaggerated way. He nodded at Vyld conspiratorialy.

Zala sighed and hung her head over his shoulder. She imaged Vyld in front,  puling  away.  She  added  images  of  the  Okyran  games,  and  Vyld winning races.

Jisten curled his arm up under her chin and leaned against her. “Ah, he has the build of a racer. Don’t worry, perhaps you’l have the advantage on this different terrain. And I’m not a bad horseman myself.”

Zala  perked  up  and  pricked  her  ears.  She  imaged  the  two  of  them leaving Vyld in their dust and nickered a laugh.

Jisten smiled and told Rak, “I think a race is in order as wel as a hunt.”

“Very wel,” said Rak. He let Vrema out and put a halter on her, just for show.




Chapter Fourteen: Flies

Zala and Vrema kept stride to either side of Vyld, their hooves striking as one, their heads bobbing together, eyes locked. Jisten marveled over the synchronized  actions,  and  was  quick  to  consider  what  that  would  look like extended to a ful cavalry charge.

“What suits your mood to hunt?”

“The  swift  plains  deer.  Large  enough  and  fast  enough  to  make  our friends work.”

“Jethain and I hunt those. Don’t always take one down, but we have fun.” Jisten inspected his arrows as they rode, checking the polished cedar shafts for straightness and flaws, the goose feather fletching for intactness, and the metal leaf-points for secure attachment and sharpness. Rak held out a hand, so Jisten handed him an arrow. Rak inspected it with interest and then offered it back, along with one of his own arrows.

Jisten accepted them both. He slid his arrow back into the quiver and inspected  Rak’s.  The  wood  was  dark,  with  a  very  fine  grain  running  in nearly  perfect  paralel  lines.  The  fletching  was  from  some  bird  that  he didn’t know, with grey and black striped feathers. The nock was smooth, carved directly from the wooden shaft.

The arrowhead was the biggest surprise, for it was not metal. The dark servants chose to tip their arrows with hardened bone heads. The point and scaloped edges were very sharp, though, so Jisten didn’t think that they  were  inferior  to  metal  points.  Jisten  handed  it  back  to  Rak.  They rode side by side, enjoying the day.

“Do you want to discuss the council meeting?” Jisten asked, recaling his sense of Rak’s frustration and anger.

Rak  filed  him  in  on  the  details.  “They  want  an  exorbitant  amount  for their grain, and they want to retain the right to hike the price up further at whim.”

“At least al your limbs and digits are intact,” Jisten consoled.

“As are theirs, but that was a near thing. I do not like political games. I am not trained as a diplomat, nor wish to be.”

“I’m with you. Al they do is talk and squabble. I need action,” Jisten said.

“Talk, squabble, and backstab, you mean.” Rak offered Jisten a wry smile.  “Speaking  of  action—”  He  pointed. Ahead,  to  their  left,  a  smal herd  of  deer  drank  from  a  pond.  The  breeze  was  carrying  their  scent away from the deer. The random copses of trees had shielded them from sight until now, enabling them to ride as close as they had. Rak fit one of his  dark  arrows  to  the  bowstring  and  whispered  a  prayer  as  he  drew, sighting  on  the  deer.  His  arrow  flew  a  moment  before  Jisten’s  did.  Rak missed the target, but Jisten did not.

As the rest of the herd took off in a panic, Rak said, “Nice shot!”

But Jisten wasn’t happy. The deer he’d shot was injured, not slain, and bolting with an arrow in its rump. “We’l have to chase it,” he told Rak.

Rak nodded, and they bent over their avtappi in pursuit. Even injured, the  plains  deer  was  a  fast  animal.  The  herd  of  deer  dove  into  the underbrush, where the shrubs were too thick for an avtappi to folow. The injured deer turned aside, bounding through the trees. Vyld and Zala were able  to  folow,  but  unable  to  gain  on  the  panicked  animal.  Vrema, unencumbered by even Rak’s slight weight, did better, able to draw even with the panicked animal to the left, but her efforts to reach the prey were hampered by the trees.

“The wind is switching,” Jisten’s voice sharpened into the warning of a military commander. “A wind from the west bodes il. Very il. We must hurry.”

“Why?”  asked  Rak,  struggling  to  be  heard  over  the  pounding  of hooves,  the  creak  of  tack,  and  the  blowing  of  equine  breath.  “What’s wrong with a west wind?”

“The scent of blood draws the flies!” Jisten urged Zala to galop faster.

There  were  those  flies  again.  Rak  sighed  and  concentrated  on  his riding. He didn’t understand what the problem was. Al this fear, because of  some  insects?  It  was  ridiculous,  but  Rak  had  been  in  Koilatha  long enough to know that the fear was very real.

The  chase  continued  and  the  deer  showed  few  signs  of  tiring.  They broke out of the trees and into the open. Jisten puled Zala up, shouting, “Whoa, girl!” The avtappi reared up as she came to a stop, snorting.

Vyld  stopped  beside  her  and  Rak  caled  for  Vrema  to  stop  as  wel.

The  blue  roan  skidded  to  a  halt  snorting  in  displeasure.  She  had  been within a few strides of the prey and felt that she was being deprived of the kil.

Rak looked at Jisten to see if he was preparing for an impossibly long shot.  Jisten  had  yet  to  knock  an  arrow,  and  he  pointed.  “There,  see them?”

“See what?” Rak focused his gaze in the direction Jisten was pointing.

He  saw  nothing,  just  waving,  waist  high  grass,  a  faint  haze  of  heat wavering over the golden heads, a cerulean sky, and a few wispy white clouds.

The  deer  saw  whatever  it  was  that  had  Jisten  concerned,  though.  It shrieked,  turned,  and  charged  back  towards  them,  the  hunters.  Rak’s mouth dropped open in surprise. Vrema trembled and slowly backed up, step by cautious step, with the same wary attention that she would pay to a night wasp nest.

The  haze  darkened,  and  a  deep  buzzing  filed  the  air  as  the  haze resolved into smal objects drawing into a long finger of pursuit, aimed at the  deer.  The  deer  closed  half  the  distance  to  where  Rak  and  Jisten watched when the flies, now clearly visible, swarmed over the animal. The deer screamed in mortal terror and agony.

Without pausing to think, Rak puled an arrow from his quiver, sighted, and let fly. Jisten’s arrow whizzed by his ear. Neither missed. The arrows embedded themselves in the deer’s heart, and the beast colapsed. Then there were so many flies on the body that Rak couldn’t see even a scrap of hide.

Rak focused his attention on one of the insects. It was large, the length of his thumb. The body was black, except for the thoracic casing, which gleamed  a  metalic  blood  red.  It  looked  like  a  large  fly,  a  pest,  nothing more. But the buzz of its wings was a low-pitched menacing sound. Then Rak saw the mouth, and the razor sharp mandibles.

“Now  you  know  what  the  flies  can  do.  We  should  go,”  Jisten whispered, “before they notice us.”

Rak  turned  Vyld  in  Jisten’s  wake,  and  they  rode  away  at  a  sedate pace, Vrema at their side again. Rak couldn’t resist glancing back, though.

Those flies were clearly a predatory menace. Only after the deer was out of sight did Rak ask, “Any blood brings them?”

“Any,” Jisten confirmed. “Man or beast, it makes no difference. They drink the blood and lay their eggs in the flesh.”

“They  are  flies,”  Rak  said.  “Why  not  just  kil  them  as  soon  as  they appear?”

“Kiling one is the last mistake you’d ever make. A dying fly attracts al the other flies in the area. They don’t always wait for blood to be spiled, they  hunt,  too.  They’re  such  a  menace  that  we  have  erected  special shields  over  the  city  and  more  over  the  palace.  It  keeps  out  most incursions, but it isn’t fail-proof, so we take precautions against blood.”

Rak  glanced  at  Jisten,  expression  thoughtful.  “What  about  herders?

And slaughterhouses?”

Jisten was glad that Rak was finaly taking the flies seriously. “Herders stay  outside  the  flies’  range.  They  can  travel  on  the  wind  from  time  to time, but there is a wel defined area where we expect to see the flies. It’s rich farmland, so the herds have been pushed back, out of the dangerous area.  Same  for  slaughterhouses.  Those  are  kept  over  a  day’s  ride  from the  city,  and  situated  so  that  the  prevailing  winds  carry  the  scent  away from the flies.”

“And  women?  What  happens  during  their  moon-days?  Or  during childbirth?”

“Those who can afford it, send their women out of town for childbirth.

Usualy to Summer Town, the city that has sprung up around the king’s summer palace. It is three day’s ride from Karpos, so quite safe from the flies.  Those  who  can’t  go  to  the  Sun  Temple,  which  has  additional shielding. As for moon-days, the women, rich and poor, go into seclusion, in special, shielded, windowless stone buildings. I hear that they’re quite nice inside and the women enjoy the vacation from their duties.”

“What about injuries? Brawls? Nosebleeds?”

“Blood amulets like the one I dropped on you. Everyone carries them to ward off the flies. The City Watch and the Palace Guard always carry some in a pouch, just in case. They’re given out free at every temple in the city.”

Rak  digested  that  information.  “It  is  their  turn  to  hunt,”  said  Rak.  He dismounted  from  Vyld  and  removed  the  tack.  “Monstrous  flies,”  he muttered. He replayed their attack in his mind. “Hmm. Why do they only come from the east?” he asked. “Flies live anywhere and everywhere.”

“Legend has it that the katrami flies come from a ruined temple at the heart  of  their  territory.  Nobody’s  gotten  close  enough  to  do  more  than glimpse the ruin in the distance before the flies force them to flee.” Jisten gave Zala a pat. “Thanks for a wonderful ride, lovely lady.” She nuzzled him  before  trotting  off  to  join  up  with  Vyld  and  Vrema.  “Now  what?”

Jisten asked, eying the pile of tack.

“I want to see this ruin,” said Rak.

“How wil we get there?” asked Jisten practicaly. “Even if you recal your avtappi, they can’t outrun the flies, and the forest, nay, jungle, around the ruins is supposed to be impenetrable.”

“We wil fly. Scorth is on his way to pick us up. I assume you want to come?” Rak attached the hackamores to the saddles, and then tied a night stone to each pommel. He stacked the two saddles atop one another and then stashed them under the overhanging branches of a pine tree.



   



Rak pointed to the sky and Jisten folowed his finger. His breath caught in his throat as the dragon broke free of a cloud, trailing cloud-stuff from his immense wings. Sunlight reflected off black scales in rainbow iridescence.

White  horns  curved  protectively  over  the  wedge-shaped  head,  while  a double  ridge  of  white  bone  protected  the  spine.  Jisten  knew  that  the ridges continued past the massive shoulders, down the long back which was  obscured  by  the  wings.  The  long,  membrane-layered  tail  served  as the dragon’s rudder, and there the double ridge was both a defense and a weapon.

The dragon’s hind legs dropped forward, taking the initial impact of the landing  as  the  wings  braked  the  forward  momentum.  The  front  legs touched down, the immense wings furled, and the dragon struck a pose for the open-mouthed Valer.

Rak’s impish side took over. “Ready to fly?”

“Yes!” Jisten’s response was immediate and broke his stunned trance.

Rak  pushed  him  up  Scorth’s  side.  Jisten  scrambled  up,  but  he  was gawking at the giant wings. “That’s a lot of oil,” he mumbled to himself.

Rak folowed him up and showed him where to sit.

The dragon took off as soon as the captain was settled. Jisten didn’t show the slightest bit of fear. In fact, he said, “Whee!” under his breath.

Scorth  went  straight  up  while  Rak  held  on  with  one  hand.  The  other hand was busy securing Jisten to the harness. “Stop bouncing, Scorth is getting annoyed.”

“Sorry!” caroled Jisten, who didn’t look the least bit repentant. Scorth finaly  leveled  out.  They  were  up  so  high  it  was  hard  to  breathe  and houses were no bigger than a fingernail. “Faster! Faster! Higher! Higher!”

Jisten said, and resumed bouncing. He alternated gazing at the wings and the ground below.

Scorth rumbled a warning. Then he tipped his  nose  down,  folded  his wings,  and  dove.  “Whee!”  Jisten  yeled.  He  didn’t  care  if  it  was undignified. Later, he would beg Scorth not to tel anyone.

The ground was getting closer at a very high rate. Rak was laughing in delight. Jisten was stil shrieking, “Whee!” His arms were now held over his  head.  He  was  no  longer  in  contact  with  Scorth’s  back,  the  straps straining to keep him from faling.

Scorth  spread  his  wings  just  enough,  and  with  nose  and  tail membranes, altered his angle so that instead of crashing, they leveled out and  skimmed  the  ground  at  barely  tree  height.  Jisten  would  take  long enough to breathe, and then resume his happy shrieking. Scorth blasted a lone tree that was almost in his way.

“Good one!” Jisten shouted. Scorth found a nice thermal and began to spiral  upwards  again.  Jisten  raised  his  hands  over  his  head  again  and screamed “Higher!”

I  like  Jisten,  Scorth  told  Rak.  For  a  wingless,  he  has  the  proper attitude about flying.

Rak was amused, happy, and ready to rescue Jisten when the straps gave way. Scorth barrel roled. Jisten kept his hands over his head. On the second rol, the straps released.



   


Jisten  was  proud  that  he  didn’t  scream  as  he  plummeted  to  his  death.

Then he noticed that Rak was faling with him, stil holding onto him from behind. He had never had a chance to strap in.

“Sorry,” Jisten said.

Rak tightened his hold and spread his wings. “What for?”

Jisten felt the uplift as Rak’s wings spread. “Oh, I thought that we were going to die,” he explained.

“Hmm. That is an interesting idea,” Rak agreed, “But I think that I wil pass, at least for now.”

Jisten  craned  his  neck  around  to  look  at  Rak.  “I’m  grateful  for  the rescue,” he said. “Can your wings flap?”

“Ix,” Rak said. “Or rather, they can, but it would do no good. I am a glider.”

“They’re even more beautiful in flight.”

“Thank you. Loftoni come off their dragons al the time.”

“Hence the gliding wings,” Jisten said.

“Ai.  Ahzevo took thought to this when he created us.”

“Thank you, Ahzevo!” Jisten said fervently and reverently.

“The  first  time  that  I  fel  off  of  Scorth,  I  did  not  know  that  I  could glide.”

“So what happened?” Jisten asked, “Instinct, or did he grab you?”

“Instinct. Seeing the ground rushing up caused me to spread my wings.

I was very surprised. Scorth thought it was very funny.”

“How  did  you  know  that  you  could  glide  with  my  weight?”  Jisten asked. “Have you had passengers before?”

“Once  we  were  in  Okyro,  we  were  trained,  as  al  young  Loftoni-dragon pairs are.”

Scorth slid beneath them, blocking their view.

“Helo, Scorth!” Jisten caled out, in the grip of a strange elation.

Rak  brought  them  down  on  Scorth’s  back  and  Jisten  sighed  happily.

“Scorth, you’re as amazing as S’Rak.”




Chapter Fifteen: The Chaos Ruins

Once Jisten was safely re-fastened with new straps, Rak directed Scorth across  the  river.  The temple is supposed to be north and east of the city, closer to the inland sea. 

Scorth adjusted his course.  Are you sure this is wise? It’s the middle of  the  day.  Shouldn’t  we  be  doing  this  at  night,  when  you’re stronger? 

The time of day should not matter for this. Why? Are you afraid? 

Rak asked.

Hardly.  Scorth snorted, incinerating a bird midair that he then snapped between his jaws and swalowed.  Tastes like chicken. 

Eat later. We have work to do now.  Rak was focusing on the heavily wooded  landscape  beneath  them.  This  looks  like  the  impenetrable forest I was told about. That means the ruins are close. 

They told you that the forest is impenetrable? 

Ai. 

And they told you what was inside the impenetrable forest? 

Ai. 

And you believed them? 

I have an advantage that they lack. 

Oh? And what might that be? 

I have a dragon. 

Scorth laughed, molified by Rak’s obvious, but sincere, flattery. Jisten also  laughed,  having  folowed  the  entire  exchange,  and  Rak  graced  him with a smile. The forest ended too abruptly for the border between tree and grass to be natural. The meadow beneath them was perfectly circular, and at the center, there was something that did not fit.

Jisten  leaned  first  left,  peering  over  Scorth’s  side,  and  then  right, peering  over  the  other.  He  was  unwiling  to  miss  any  of  the  sights.

“Amazing that the perimeter is perfect. Remains of old magic? Or active magic to keep the growing things at bay?”

“It is too perfectly round to be natural,” Rak agreed.

Scorth flew closer, until they could see the ruins ahead.  We came all this way to look at some old rocks in the grass? 

Ix, we came here to see if these ruins are the source of the katrami flies.  Rak continued to study the scattered, weathered blocks of the ruins as they flew closer. The residual chaos left by the ancient temple twisted the  air  enough  to  make  clarity  impossible.  There  was  also  a  haze  that moved and swirled.

That’s no cloud, it’s a swarm. And it’s swarming this way.  Scorth’s wings tilted and they swept into a tight left turn. The swarm pursued them.

Rak  concentrated  on  the  night  stones  in  the  palm  of  his  hand  and murmured in the ancient language, special words his magic-using wife had taught him. He could feel his strength dwindle as the night stones became imbued with his power. If he hadn’t erred, each stone would now project the fly-repelent barrier. So long as the stones remained intact, the katrami flies  would  not  be  able  to  touch  the  bearer.  Fly  amulets,   thought  Rak amusedly.  I  could  probably  go  into  business.  He  was  now  ready  to investigate the ruined temple.

The  swarm  of  buzzing  flies  swooped  upwards,  heading  directly  for them. Jisten’s hands clamped onto Rak. “Here they come.”

Scorth drew in a deep breath and then blasted flame over the swarm.

Thousands of little crisped motes fel back towards the ground.

“So they are mortal,” said Rak. The rest of the swarm veered off. “And they learn.”

“When you kil them, they bring more of their felows,” Jisten warned.

“Interesting,”  said  Rak.  Scorth  circled  lower,  but  the  flies  declined further attack. The dragon landed before the ruins.

“If you burn a fly kiled body, it explodes, shooting eggs and maggots everywhere,” Jisten said. “But apparently you can burn them directly. At least, a dragon can.”

“Let  us  investigate  more  closely.  Flies  should  not  have  the  mental capacity to learn.”

Rak  started  to  dismount,  but  was  passed  by  Jisten  sliding  past  him.

“Whee!”   Arms  up,  Jisten  shot  down  the  dragon’s  side.  He  landed, bending  his  knees  to  cushion  the  impact.  He  walked  to  Scorth’s  head.

“Many, many thanks, Scorth.” He bowed.

Scorth bumped the man with his muzzle.  I like him,  he announced to Rak yet again.  He has the proper attitude towards me. 

“Wil you be providing aerial coverage with your mighty flame?” Jisten asked.

Yes,  since  you  asked  so  nicely,   said  Scorth,  and  he  launched skywards.

Rak  hid  his  smile  at  Jisten’s  expression.  “He  likes  you.  He  does  not usualy to speak to anyone who lacks wings.”

Jisten turned astonished grey eyes on Rak. “Truly?”

“Truly,” said Rak, handing him a night stone amulet. He looked up at Scorth, and then added, “He says you have the proper attitude towards flight.”

“That was spectacular. I envy you having regular aerial transportation.

And thank you for this.” Jisten tapped the fly amulet.

“You are welcome. Come, let us inspect these ruins.” He ignored the swarm of frustrated flies buzzing around them, unable to come closer than three feet, and stared at the chaos temple. That was what it had to have been, once. But now, it was a ruin. Broken wals leaned drunkenly against each  other,  held  up  by  little  more  than  luck  and  vines.  Loose  blocks ranging in size from a man’s head to larger than a horse lay scattered in a rough circle like a pile of abandoned toys.

“Broken  wals,  but  some  high  enough  to  conceal  something  inside,”

Jisten said.

Rak walked the perimeter, careful not to step over the boundary yet.

He  turned  his  attention  to  the  meadow.  The  grass  was  so  vivid  a  green that it appeared to have a blue tint to it. Smal flowers peeked up between the blue-green blades. The flowers were bone white. He plucked one and studied  it  from  al  angles.  Two  white  petals  curled  about  each  other, forming  most  of  a  dome.  Beneath,  the  third  petal  curled  in  on  itself towards the other two to form the face of the miniature skul. In the gap of the  jaws’  four  white  slender  stamen  emerged,  while  the  pistil  remained wel recessed in the cavity formed by the petals.

Symaia.   The  skul  flower  only  sprouted  in  soil  that  had  been  soaked with  blood.  Finding  one  here  and  there  in  the  wilderness  was  not uncommon,  for  any  blood  could  cause  the  tiny  star-shaped  seeds  to sprout. The seeds were able to float incredible distances on four feathered tufts that resembled a pair of crossed bones. Most people were ignorant of the flower’s meaning. The fact that it was the only flower that was  pure white also escaped the notice of most. Looking up, he swept his attention across the meadow.   Symaia  everywhere.

The  blue-green  grass,  seen  up  close,  was  not  the  simple  grass  it  first appeared  to  be,  either.  Rak  plucked  a  blade  of  this  as  wel.  He  was careful to grip the grass by the middle of the blade, for the edges were serrated and very sharp.  Prioni  grass on its own was meaningless. It was a  tough,  hard  to  kil  form  of  vegetation.  But  prioni  grass  and  symaia together were another matter. “This field was a battleground,” he said. He handed the flower to Jisten.

Jisten examined it and said, “Must be a very   old  battleground.  There are no records of a battle here in Koilathan history in the library.”

“What do the records say about these ruins?”

“Home of the flies ever since the first  Koilathan  records.  Steer  clear.

No one has made it this close before. No fly amulets, you see.”

“I  should  add  the  amulets  to  the  trade  negotiations,”  said  Rak,  half joking. “Maybe that would encourage more favorable terms.”

“You should,” Jisten replied, serious. “Farmers would love to plow this rich land. You should ask for at least half of the grain they harvest.”

“Half? You do not think that excessive? The Temple of Night does not require a tithe to survive, unlike our sun cousins. We mine our own gold.”

“But you need grain from Koilatha,” Jisten said. “Don’t think of it as a tithe, think of it as payment. You need it for your armies.”

“Hmm. I wil think on it.” Rak walked in a slow circle around the ruin, peering  into  the  crevasses.  The  stones  were  smooth  and  unmarked,  a medium grey granite. The edges of the stones were stil as crisp as the day they were laid, even lying in the black loam of the soil. That struck Rak as odd.  The  sense  of  menace  remained  as  wel.  But  there  was  nothing concrete here.

Without carvings, or statuary, or other relics, there was no proof that this was even a chaos temple, much less an active one.  An active ruin, Rak chided himself.  Most unlikely.  The bones that he had not seen on the plain,  he  saw  now,  but  these  were  the  bones  of  beasts,  mainly  deer, horse,  ox  and  cow.  Rak  frowned,  wondering  how  they’d  gotten  there.

Every few minutes, Scorth’s shadow crossed over them.

Continuing the circuit, they came around one of the leaning wals and for the first time, Rak had a clear glimpse of the interior. A tower of bones stood in the center of the space. Rak would be wiling to wager that an altar  had  once  stood  on  that  very  spot.  The  bones  were  cemented together with some substance the color of dried blood. Rak stared at it, but the bone tower stubbornly refused to show him its secrets.

He  would  have  to  approach  that  tower.  He  couldn’t  return  to  the brethren with just a  feeling and a long distance sighting of a bone tower.

There could be a perfectly natural explanation for a tower that stood taler than he was.

Scorth  grumbled,  That  thing  is  as  natural  as  the  mating  of  a  sea serpent and a gryphon. 

“I wonder if that was there before the building was ruined, or if the flies caused its destruction and then set up house, or if they merely took over the ruins,” Jisten said.

Rak touched a stone. “I sense chaos here. Old, very old. I think this place was here long before the flies. If this  was once a chaos temple, it could have caused the flies to become what they are.”

Jisten  looked  up  at  the  swarm  folowing  them  at  the  prescribed distance, then at Scorth’s outline above. “What do you want to do with it?

Have Scorth blast it?”

“I am not sure,” Rak replied. He stepped across the boundary, into the ruins,  and  walked  towards  the  towering  hive.  Nothing  happened.  Rak released  a  breath  that  he  hadn’t  been  aware  of  holding.  He  picked  his way towards the tower, sharp eyes probing for anything that could prove his  hunch,  and  stil  coming  up  empty.  Not  even  an  old  coin  or  tool revealed  itself.  Just  symaia  thickly  clustered  around  the  many  smaler bones. Now Rak saw human bones mixed in with the others. He tilted his head back and looked up the hive.

“Animal  bones  in  the  hive,  but  a  few  human  bones  on  the  ground,”

Jisten said. He stood next to Rak, head also tilted back. The bone tower was twice Jisten’s height, and thicker than the two men could encircle with their arms.

“I feel a tingling. I think that this ground was once sanctified, a very long time ago. The land remembers the evil that has used it.” Rak touched the red stuff with a finger tip and discovered it had a cool, smooth, but slightly nappy texture. He took a dagger out and scraped off a thin sample. He roled  it  in  his  fingers,  and  it  baled  up,  proving  its  maleability.  Then  he handed it to his companion.

“Wax,”  Rak  told  Jisten.  “The  bones  are  being  held  in  place  by  wax, like they were bees; and the bones of their prey, dragged here like they were ants.”

“Part fly, part bee, part ant,” Jisten said, “and al monster.”

Rak  touched  the  hive.  “Do  you  think  burning  this  would  affect  the population?”

“Definitely. I can’t imagine them having another hive. There aren’t any reports  of  flies  anywhere  else  in  Koilatha.”  Jisten  looked  around.  “The number of flies around us is growing, S’Rak. They must know that you’re threatening their hive. Perhaps there’s a queen in there. Shal we go?”

“Very wel. We should strike from the air. I do not want to be on the ground  when  we  do  this.”  Rak  glanced  around.  More  and  more  flies swarmed around them, their anger palpable. He turned and headed out of the ruins. Scorth landed nearby, anticipating his rider’s needs.

Jisten hummed to himself, “Another riiide.”

Rak  leapt  up  the  dragon’s  side,  wings  flapping  to  provide  the  extra boost.  He  dropped  the  rope  for  Jisten.  Jisten  climbed  up  easily.  Scorth launched  as  soon  as  Rak  had  a  strap  on  the  wingless  captain.  Scorth powered straight up to leave the clouds of flies behind. Jisten chortled in excitement.

Scorth  flew  into  a  real  cloud.  Rak  pointed  out  the  wings  to  Jisten.

“Look, do you see it?” The leading edges of the black wings glowed blue.

“The cloud is made of water. Dragons turn water into a special gas that alows them to fly and breathe fire.”

I am ready,  Scorth announced to them both.  Hold tight. 

The dragon did a nose-over and folded his wings. Jisten held onto Rak with a comfortably firm grip. Scorth stooped on the ruins way below. Rak ducked  down  to  minimize  drag,  holding  the  harness  with  both  hands.

Jisten shrieked,  “Whee!” 

Nearing the target, Scorth leveled out. He blasted flame over the hive, which went up like a torch. Scorth circled, blasting again, and again, until he  was  certain  that  the  entire  hive  was  burning.  That  he  crisped  many, many  flies  was  incidental  to  his  goal.  The  dragon  flew  too  fast  for  the infuriated flies to keep up.

Jisten looked over his shoulder at the swarm behind them diminishing in size. “I hope that they can’t reproduce without their hive.”

Scorth circled back and blasted more flies. He kept attacking until the few survivors fled to ground, hiding in the grass.

The  dragon  flew  to  the  nearest  lake,  so  depleted  he  could  barely remain airborne. Rak crooned encouragement and praise al the way. To his surprise, Scorth landed and let the two men dismount, instead of his usual  dunking.  Rak  caled  the  avtappi  as  the  dragon  submerged  in  the water.  “I  am  hungry,”  he  told  Jisten,  “And  Scorth  wil  be  soaking  for several hours.”

Vyld, Vrema, and Zala appeared out of the brush, snorting in pleasure at  their  cleverness  in  finding  their  priest.  They  looked  very  satisfied  and imaged scenes of their hunt to both men. Rak and Jisten rode bareback to where  they’d  left  the  saddles,  grateful  that  it  was  on  the  way  back towards town. They made short work of saddling the equines, and then let them galop back to the city gates.




Chapter Sixteen: At the Ful Pint

When Jisten and Rak entered the tavern, the first thing Jisten noticed was Kal sitting next to Sedrael. Jisten, as wel as Rak, was greeted warmly by the  guard.  The  only  exception  was  Kal,  who  hunched  slightly.  Jisten’s sharp grey eyes noted the slender archer’s odd attitude.

The captain was stil grinning ear to ear. He was drawing looks from soldiers who’d never seen that expression on his face. The high priest at his side had a lot to do with his joy.

“Sedrael  is  here  already,”  commented  Rak.  “When  is  that  man  on duty?”

Rak’s tone was light and teasing, so Jisten knew he meant no criticism.

“Mornings, when you’re asleep. The man is indefatigable. He can work al day and party al night. I’m glad Kal is here with him. Good influence.”

“Hmm,” was Rak’s response.

Jisten slid his grey eyes toward Rak. “Is that upsetting?” he whispered.

Did  Rak  want  more  of  the  handsome  Sedrael?  While  he  was  glad  that Sed shared, he was also upset about it. That gorgeous man was  not  off the market.

“It  is  not  unexpected.  There  was  no  expectation  of  more  on  either side.”

“Good,” Jisten said then bit his lip. The jealousy that he felt was al his own. He stuffed it down. “Let’s have an ale.” He walked to Sed’s table, to show the high priest that Sed and Kal were wel suited for each other.

“Welcome back, Kal,” he said warmly.

Rak inclined his head. “Night’s blessing, Sedrael. Who is your friend?”

“Kala’ithyk,”  Sedrael  said  with  pride.  He  bumped  shoulders  with  the slender  man  with  dusty  blond  hair,  who  muttered  a  greeting,  but  didn’t make eye contact.

“I am pleased to meet you,” said Rak. He didn’t make an issue of the slender man’s rejection of his presence.

“Kal, did you have a good tour?” Jisten asked.

“Uneventful,” said Kal half-sulenly. “Even the scorched Lythadi don’t raid in the winter!”

“It’s good to have you back,” Jisten said. “I know that Sed’s missed you.” He  didn’t know that, but it was his fervent desire.

Sed’s arm curled around Kal’s shoulders. “Ya got that right!”

Jisten was glad that he had been correct. If Sed committed himself to Kal, then he didn’t have to worry about competition for Rak. “I also saw your  name  on  the  list  of  nominations  for  the  palace  guard.  We’l  speak soon.” He pointedly sat on Sedrael’s other side. Kal gave him a grateful look which he acknowledged with a short nod.

Rak sat beside him and signaled the server for ales and stew.

“You should have seen it!” Jisten leaned forward and al guards did as wel, sensing a good story. “S’Rak flew me on his dragon to the ruined temple,” Jisten said. “We found a hive there.” He paused for effect. “The flies’ hive.”

The men murmured. “They didn’t attack you?” asked Orste.

“Fly amulets!” Jisten took his off and held it out. “S’Rak made them.”

His voice was soaked in pride, as if Rak had invented the wheel.

“Incredible!”  Sedrael  exclaimed,  inspecting  it  closely.  “Can  he  make more fer us?”

Rak gave him a nod, then returned his focus to the wood grain of the table.  Jisten,  in  his  excitement  over  the  day’s  events,  didn’t  notice  how subdued Rak was.

“Kept the flies at bay while we walked around the ruins. The hive was monstrous,  made  of  wax  and  bones.  S’Rak  had  his  dragon  flame  the hive! It was incredible, riding a flaming dragon!” Jisten looked around at the faces.

Rak paid the server as the man set two bowls of stew and a basket of bread  on  the  table.  Another  scarred  veteran  delivered  the  tankards  of foamy ale. Rak slid Jisten’s ale and stew before him.

The men al looked suitably awed. “He destroyed the hive?” “Are the flies al dead?”

Jisten shook his head. “S’Rak’s dragon flamed thousands of them, but they learned and hid in the grass. Stil, without their hive, we’l see if they can reproduce. I’m hoping that they had a queen in there and are now at a dead end.”

“Time wil tel,” said Rak, finaly breaking his silence.



   


A handsome man with dark gold hair and hazel eyes sat on Rak’s other side, and he stroked Rak’s thigh under the table. “It was good of you to try to destroy them evil flies,” said Vel.

“You liked riding a dragon?” Sedrael asked Jisten at the same time Vel spoke in Rak's ear.

“It  was  incredible!”  Jisten  enthused.  “Such  power,  such  freedom!  I could see the whole region spread out under me like a map! Can you just imagine how useful that would be in scouting?” Under the table, he put his hand on Rak’s thigh, close to his knee.

Rak took a deep breath and concentrated on controling his fires. He continued to eat, trying to ignore the large, male hands, one of which was far closer to his crotch than the other. The longer the hands touched him, the more his need grew.

“There is this amazing feeling of lift underneath you,” Jisten continued.

“And  you  can  see  the  details  of  the  land  so  far  below  you. And  then, when  he  dove  and  flamed…it  was  exhilarating  beyond  belief.  Such  raw power,  it  was  like  riding  an  elemental  force  of  fiery  destruction.  The Lythadi would scatter like mice were we to ride even a single dragon into battle against them.”

Rak  trembled  as  his  lust  surged. A  hand  rubbed  against  his  growing erection and he wasn’t sure which man was touching him. He closed his eyes and tried to clamp down on the fires again. This time, Jisten noticed something.

“S’Rak,  are  you  al  right?”  Jisten  whispered  in  Rak’s  ear.  His  hand tightened on the priest’s trembling thigh, proving that it was the other man who was stroking his cock.

Rak shook his head and muttered, “It is nothing.”  It is too soon for the fires to be this bad, he reminded himself. He was imagining things. But the other man’s hand on him felt very, very good.

Jisten’s  looked  at  the  man  on  the  other  side  of  the  high  priest.  Vel raised his eyebrows. “Capt’n?”

“Nothing, Vel,” Jisten said.

Rak  pressed  against  Jisten’s  side  and  tried  to  remove  Vel’s  hand. A lifetime of slavery gave Rak the ability to judge men’s character, and Vel gave him pause. Jisten put his arm around Rak, and gave Vel a hard look.

Vel asked, “Are you an’ the priest together? You a couple?”

“The high priest is alowed his secrets. As am I.”

“Wel,  that’s  no  fun,”  retorted  Vel.  “We  like  stories  about  bedroom conquests. You sure you can handle this one?”

“Uhm,” Jisten fel silent.

“Hey, leave the Cap’n alone,” Sedrael said.

Vel boldly stroked Rak again, and Jisten couldn’t miss the motion as the man’s hand rubbed Rak’s crotch. Vel's voice dropped to a whisper, “C’mon Capt’n. Let’s take him in the back and I can show you how to make the most of a man like this.”

Rak  gripped  the  captain’s  tunic  as  he  shuddered.  “I  need,”  he whispered. “Sweet night, it is so soon.”

Sweat beaded Jisten’s forehead. “I…I…can’t.”

“Th’ priest’s burnin’ already!” Sed’s voice was accusatory. He looked surprised, and upset, by the speed of Rak’s fires.

“Night, it hurts,” Rak whispered on. “Please, help me.”

Vel crooned into Rak’s ear, “Poor man, you need something? Too bad the Capt’n won’t help you.”

“I need sex,” said Rak. Jisten and Vel weren’t the only ones to hear him. Several guards laughed.

Sed looked concerned. “Cap’n, he ain’t kiddin’.”

Jisten’s face reddened, but he stil had his arm around Rak. “I know.

Sed?”

Kal’s hands were fisted and he glared at Jisten.  “Fine!”  He shot to his feet  “Go right ahead!” 

Sedrael grabbed Kal. “Hey! Wasn’t! Won’t! I’m yers now!”

“But—”Jisten cut off when both Sed and Kal shot him kiling looks.

“Kal,”  said  Sedrael,  “I  love  ya,  not  th’  priest!  C’mon,  let’s  go!”  He puled the archer towards the back rooms.

“Let’s  go,  Capt’n,”  Vel  said  with  a  smile.  He  stood  up  and  gestured towards the back. “I’l show you what to do. I’l hold his legs apart, while you—”He puled Rak up easily and stroked the priest’s bulge.

“No!” Jisten pushed away.

Rak looked at Jisten mournfuly, even reaching out a hand. He needed so badly. “Please, Jisten,” he groaned. “Please help me.”

“Yeah, come, Capt’n. He wants us both,” Vel urged. “You can hold his legs apart, then. ”

“Stop!  I  can’t,  S’Rak.  Go  with  someone  who  knows  what  they’re doing,” Jisten said, looking wretched.

Rak  flinched  as  Jisten  rejected  him.  He  abruptly  twisted  out  of  Vel’s grip.  “Ix,”  he snapped. He cast a burning glance at Jisten that was so ful of hurt and anguish that Jisten wanted to sink into the floor. The captain watched, utterly forlorn, as Rak stalked out the door, his wings rustling, half spread in agitation.

Chapter Seventeen: A Visit with a Luthier Påndåra Atålio, Tålyssa Fångari

5th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon

Rak quickly made his way across town to the other tavern. If Jisten didn’t want him, he wasn’t about to settle for any random user who wanted a piece of him. There was something about Vel he didn’t like, didn’t trust, and wouldn’t abide if he had a choice in the matter. The fires might drive him  to  seek  relief,  but  he  had  some  pride,  and  some  control,  and  he exerted that control now. He slipped into the Sunny Boy, found Yonaph at his usual table, and sat down across from the man.

Yonaph looked up at him. “You need?”

“Ai, I do,” said Rak. “I am happy you are here.”

“I wil get the room, and the colar. Wait here. Finish this, you’l need your strength.” Yonaph pushed the remnants of his meal across the table.

He stood up and strode over to the bar where the innkeeper watched his taproom with an eagle eye. The two engaged in a brief discussion while Rak obediently finished the roast ox, potatoes, and wilted stewed greens.

Yonaph  came  back  to  the  table  with  the  colar  in  his  hands.  “You wiling?”

“I am wiling,” replied Rak, and the man locked the colar around his neck. He winced, ever so slightly, as the lock clicked, and wondered, as he always did, if this time the colar would be permanent.

Yonaph clipped a braided leather leash to the colar and asked, “You ready?”

“I am ready, master.”

Yonaph  picked  up  his  leather  tool  case  in  one  hand  and  held  Rak’s leash in the other. He led Rak downstairs and into the reserved room. He closed and latched the door behind them, then unclipped the leash. “Strip, then kneel.”

Rak removed his clothing, set it aside, and knelt at Yonaph’s bare feet.

The man had removed his boots while Rak undressed, and was sitting in the room’s only chair. “Lick my feet,” he said.

Rak went to al fours and proceeded to lick and kiss Yonaph’s feet. He thoroughly washed them with his tongue before he slipped the toes into his mouth  to  suck  on. Yonaph  sighed  in  bliss  when  he  did  that.  “That  feels realy good after a long day’s work. Massage them with your hands, too.”

Rak shifted position, bringing Yonaph’s feet up to him, resting the one he  wasn’t  working  on  in  his  lap.  His  strong  fingers  massaged Yonaph’s foot  as  he  continued  to  lick  and  suck  on  the  toes.  He  switched  feet regularly and paid them equal attention.

   

Jisten had waited for Rak to clear the door and then folowed. He stayed far enough back that Rak never noticed him, relying more on his sense of where Rak was than a visual sighting. He ended up in front of the Sunny Boy Tavern. He wasn’t happy about this. The area and tavern were not the best and he knew that the tastes here differed from the norm. He also knew  that  slavers  sometimes  dragged  their  nets  here.  He  had  barely gotten one of his guards out in time several years ago and had forbidden the rest from ever frequenting this tavern again.

Jisten  snared  a  smal  table  for  two  and  ordered  bread  and  ale.  He slumped down and looked as hostile as he felt. He put his booted feet up on  the  other  seat,  just  to  make  things  clear.  The  almost  naked  tavern wench  brought  the  warm,  coarse  brown  bread  and  a  cool  mug  of  dark brown ale.

She  struck  a  pose  that  let  Jisten  look  down  her  scanty  top.  “Two coppers. Ten if you want me, too.”

“No  company.  Just  bread  and  ale,  thank  you,”  Jisten  said,  always polite, no matter what the other’s station. He gave her three coppers.

The wench shrugged, colected the money, and sashayed off with much wagging of hips. Time went by. Ales were consumed. The tavern patrons continued to pretend Jisten wasn’t there. He proceeded to get drunk.

   

A  half  an  hour  passed  before Yonaph  said,  “That’s  enough.  Bring  that mouth  to  my  manhood  now.”  Rak  rose  up  on  his  knees  and  came forward. Gently, he kissed the man’s bals, then his cock, before he set his tongue to work, licking the man’s package thoroughly. He massaged the sac, and sucked on it, then wrapped his  tongue  around Yonaph’s  cock and tugged and teased it.

Yonaph gripped his head and pushed him into his crotch at that, so Rak slid the man’s cock down his throat, humming and massaging and sucking.

Yonaph’s  hot  seed  splashed  in  his  throat  and  he  quickly  swalowed  the man’s gift, and once the cock was soft in his mouth, he resumed sucking until it was hard once more.

Yonaph stood up, puling himself out of Rak’s mouth. “Get on the bed.

Face down.”

Rak climbed on the bed and waited. Yonaph strapped his limbs to the corner posts, then stroked his body possessively. He noticed that Rak’s skin  twitched  uncontrolably  when  he  stroked  the  back,  near  the  wings, and he could see the build-up there. “Back itchy?” he asked.

“Ai, the wingbases. They always itch,” Rak told him. “Oil helps.”

Yonaph dumped a bottle of massage oil on Rak’s wings. “There, feel better?”  He  rubbed  his  cock  along  Rak’s  wingbases  and  hummed.  “I think it feels nice.”

Rak  hummed  softly  himself.  The  rubbing  felt  realy  good.  It  wasn’t relieving  the  itch,  or  the  dry  patches  on  his  wings,  but  it  felt  good.  Rak rubbed  his  wings  together,  smearing  the  oil  and  spreading  it  to  some extent. Yonaph, straddling Rak and sitting on his butt, got very oiled in the process.

Rak wiggled beneath Yonaph. “Feels good,” he moaned.

Yonaph  laughed  and  slapped  Rak’s  back,  al  along  the  itchy wingbases. The oil spattered and the itch was relieved in a unique way.

Yonaph slid oily fingers inside Rak and worked them.

Rak pushed his rear end up invitingly.

“You want me? I don’t think you do. No, you don’t.”

“Ai, please, use me. I want you in me,” Rak immediately replied.

Yonaph  pushed  the  fingers  harder  and  faster.  “No,  you  don’t. Your wings are limp. So limp. Your body is just lying there. So sad.”

“More,”  moaned  Rak.  He  pumped  against  the  finger,  wanting  more than  just  fingers.  His  wings  continued  to  rustle  as  they  rubbed  the  oil between them.

Yonaph puled the fingers out and retrieved the whip. With each blow across Rak’s rear he said. “You. Don’t. Want. Me.”

“I  do  want  you,  I  do  want  you,”  Rak  panted  in  time  to  the  blows.

“More whip, please!”

Yonaph unfastened one leg so that he could spread it wide, exposing Rak’s groin. He puled down Rak’s scrotum and manhood painfuly and held it with one hand and whipped it with the other.

Rak shrieked in pleasure and pain, climaxing right then and there.

“You  messed  me!”  Yonaph  shrieked.  “Bad!  Bad!”  He  whipped furiously.  Rak  shuddered  and  groaned  under  the  blows,  loving  every minute of it. “Do you want me now?” Yonaph roared.

“Ai, master!” Rak cried. “Take me, make me yours!” He was lost in his own little world of pain, pleasure, lust, fires, and submission.

Yonaph  shoved  in,  stil  holding  Rak  in  one  hand.  He  clamped  down, pumping like a powerhouse. So did Rak, contracting powerfuly around Yonaph. The man groaned in climax. Rak moaned in anguish. He’d hardly been used at al when his dependent climax hit, and with Yonaph’s hand gripping him like a vise, he felt the orgasm, but nothing came out.

Yonaph looked down at Rak. “No messing the master.”

Rak looked up at him and moaned in deep, submissive need.

“To the post,” Yonaph replied.

Rak waited for Yonaph to untie him. He sighed in relief when the man removed his clamping hand and his seed was able to pass. He walked to the post with a great deal of intentional hip wagging.

This time Yonaph clamped one of Rak’s ankles and one of his wrists to the top of the whipping post. Rak shifted his balance easily, standing on the toes of one foot only. His wings spread out of the way, cupping the air in graceful curves to either side.

Yonaph  caressed  Rak’s  widely  opened  groin.  He  puled  out  his  neat toolbox and opened it. “Woodworker,” he explained. Rak’s eyes fixated on  Yonaph.  Woodworking  involved  knives,  and  files,  and  other  sharp things. Instead, the man produced a fine metal woodworking clip. He felt the skin of Rak’s thigh, pinched the inner surface and secured it with the clip. He felt further up Rak’s thigh.

Rak  ooohed  in  pain  and  appreciation. Another  clip,  closer  to  Rak’s groin.  Rak  trembled,  his  only  visible  reaction  other  than  an  erection.

Yonaph worked slowly, deliberately, his fingers skiled as he pinched the soft skin of the inner thighs, working from the knees in. Before long, two neat  lines  of  clips  appeared  on  Rak’s  legs,  each  leading  inexorably towards Rak’s package.

Rak  glanced  down  and  moaned  in  pain-fueled  lust. Yonaph  stroked Rak’s thighs and then clipped his scrotum.

Rak cried out in pleasure as Yonaph moved to more intimate places. It was  difficult  to  rol  extra  skin  off  Rak’s  manhood,  but Yonaph’s  skiled fingers  managed  to  pinch  some  into  the  wood  clip.  Soon  Rak’s  shaft sprouted  its  own  neat  line  of  clips. Yonaph  considered  Rak’s  rear.  He roled Rak’s anal ring.

Rak  leaned  his  head  back  and  groaned  in  lust. Yonaph’s  thumb  and forefinger tweaked a bit of skin and muscle and secured them with a tiny clip meant for delicate woodwork.

Rak whimpered, then begged. “Please, master, use me. I need you so bad. I want you in me. Please?”

“Hmm, yes, let me try with one clip first. I’m not sure about this one.”

He tweaked the delicate clip.

Rak wiggled in impatience and lust. Yonaph grabbed Rak’s hips and pushed in. Rak cried out loudly. Every clip attached to his body shook, sending  little  jolts  of  pain  through  him.  The  smal  clip  flew  off  from  the force of his entry but Yonaph was too lost in pleasure to notice.

Rak pushed back against him, crying out again as his own motion set the  clips  off  again.  He  reveled  in  it  as  he  vigorously  worked  himself  on Yonaph.  Yonaph  grabbed  Rak’s  free  leg  and  wrapped  it  around  his waist,  putting  tension  and  pressure  on  al  the  clips.  Rak  worked  himself even harder after that, crying out with each inward thrust and downstroke.

Yonaph  methodicaly  twisted  each  clip  with  each  thrust.  One  or  two clips popped off from the tension of Rak’s skin and the vigorous shaking.

The metal clips were smooth sanded, a craftsman’s finest tools, not rough ones for large jobs.

Rak  continued  to  enjoy  the  deep  pounding.  When  Yonaph  neared climax, he twisted the clip on Rak’s sac. But stil he pounded, not quite there yet.

Rak worked himself harder. He wanted release, and he knew Yonaph was close, because he wasn’t able to climax. Yonaph began on the clips on the base of Rak’s manhood, his breathing coming faster. Rak’s fingers clawed at the wooden post. When Yonaph reached Rak’s tip, he yanked hard and climaxed, screaming with joy and ramming hard.

Rak  screamed,  too,  in  pain,  in  ecstasy,  his  orgasm  shooting  out  with great force. He colapsed against the pole, taking in deep breaths.

Yonaph removed each clip, carefuly cleaning them and replacing them in the finely grained toolbox. Rak made a smal noise with each removal as circulation returned. His penis twitched, too.

Once  al  the  clips  were  nestled  in  place,  Yonaph  released  Rak.

“Satisfied?”

“Ai,  thank  you.  It  is  fortunate  for  me  that  you  eat  your  dinner  here nightly.”

“No wife,” Yonaph said. “Married to my woodwork.”

“I would like to see your work. Musical instruments,  ai?”

“You play?” Yonaph tilted his head at him. “I make lutes, gitterns, and fiddles.”

Rak thought about having something made for Tyl, or perhaps Tarryn.

A student-sized lute? “Not if you treasure your hearing,” laughed Rak. “I can play basic melodies on flutes, and I have a passable chanting voice.

But I have a son who is skiled at lute.”

“Ah, I have just received a shipment of the finest dragon’s eye maple from  Kyzamo.  Sweet  sounding  and  very  light.  It  would  make  a  fine student lute.” Yonaph turned from user to skiled craftsman in an instant.

He jotted something down on a scrap of parchment and handed it to Rak.

“My shop’s address. You are welcome anytime.”

Rak finished dressing and accepted the scrap of paper. “Thank you.”



   


Rak walked into the taproom and had a brief word with the innkeeper.

Coins  changed  hands.  The  regulars  knew  Rak  now,  and  ignored  him.

What he and Yonaph did was their business, and this tavern was known for  a  strict  enforcement  of  privacy. You  didn’t  get  into  other  people’s business  here,  or  you  didn’t  get  to  come  back.  Slavers  were  no  longer welcome.

Rak stopped in surprise when he saw Jisten.

The  captain  looked  up  and  saw  him.  “S’Rak!”  He  stood  up  and overturned the smal table.

“Captain, what are you doing here?” Rak dodged the table.

“Makin’ sure ya don’ get colared!” Jisten spoke the loud tone of the drunk.  He  took  out  his  sword  and  brandished  it.  Jisten,  despite  having consumed a massive quantity of ale, stil didn't permit his blade to waver more than a hair's breadth as he showed Rak the opening moves of the fifth form of fire.

“Sa’sa, I am safe now with you here to protect me.” Rak pitched his voice  not  to  carry.  “And  now  you  wil  escort  me  home,  ai?”  He  put  a hand on Jisten’s sword arm.

Jisten  tried  and  failed  to  sheath  his  sword.  He  tried  and  failed  again.

Rak  adroitly  assisted  him,  so  that  the  third  attempt  succeeded  “Sure,”

Jisten said, stil loudly.

Rak guided him out the door. Thank the night, it was late enough that anything the Captain said would be ignored as wine talk.

“Are you okay yourself? Not hurt are you? Cause I’l kil anyone who hurt you!”

“I  am  wel,”  said  Rak,  guiding  the  sword  right  back  into  the  sheath.

“Look, here is Zala and Vyld.”

“Zala!” Jisten cried happily and hugged her neck.

She accepted it with good grace.

Rak  stroked  her  nose.  “My  guardian  had  a  little  too  much  to  drink.

Like  Alga,  when  she  found  that  barrel  of  brandy.  Wil  you  take  him home?”  She  nuzzled  first  Rak’s  face  then  Jisten’s.  Jisten  laughed drunkenly. Rak offered Jisten a leg up. The captain accepted it, and now his cavalry training showed. He mounted easily, and didn’t pour over the other side.

Rak mounted Vyld and the two men set off riding knee to knee. Jisten sang a popular drinking song. After a sideways glance and a smile, Rak joined in, adding his light tenor to the Valer’s deeper baritone, forming a pleasant harmony.



   


The chaos priest stared across his battle plain at the tossing trees. Behind him, the granite blocks were almost done righting themselves, the chaos temple reforming now that the dark priest was gone. Soon, the day would come when the temple would not hide itself from the dark servants. But for now, the chaos priest and his temple had an added layer of safety. The threat had come and had not discerned the secret. Now he was gone, and he would be unaware of their actions.
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