
        
            
                
            
        

    


There’s an assassin in the pantry.

High priest S’Rak is a man beset by many problems. The king wants to crown him, the sun priests want to purify him, and the palace slave trainer just  wants  him.  Captain  Jisten  stands  at  the  heart  of  an  ethical  dilemma that continues to plague Rak, for either Jisten is an oathbreaker or Rak is a rapist, and neither result bodes wel for their future in the service of a God whose punishment for either crime is death. On top of al that, chaos-wielding assassins are trying to kil his brother.

What’s a high priest to do when the man of his dreams is under a vow of purity and assassins lurk around every corner?
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Assassins

The Dark Servant Book 6

By

AC Elas

To the one who left. 

Prologue: A Few Days Earlier

Harday, the 32nd of Evphormon

Early afternoon seemed like such an odd time of day for a seduction, but Scorth  had  assured  her  this  would  be  the  best  time,  before  Rak  was entirely awake. Tebber was off like he was every afternoon, listening to the gossip and convincing Cook to give him trays for the dark ones. So no one saw her slip into Rak’s suite.

She  made  her  way  to  the  bedroom  and  slid  in  between  Scorth  and Rak. She hadn’t realized that her black-skinned friend would be so hot.

Heat radiated off of his bare skin like a furnace. But she wasn’t here for Scorth. She turned her attention to the black one’s partner.

Rak’s dreams, usualy troubled, took an unexpected turn. This was a pleasant dream, an erotic dream. Little hands, soft lips. “Ave,” he moaned in his sleep. How like her to surprise him like this. Of course this was a dream, for there was no pain as Ave enveloped him and rode him ever so gently. Rak roled with the sensuous dream, reveling in the ability to make love to his wife without pain, without ropes.

Scorth  cracked  an  eyelid  open.  The  mounting  pleasure  of  his  soul-bonded rider was hard to sleep through. Some dragons joked that their riders were so sexualy active because they, the dragons, were not. But Scorth knew better. Excessive sexual activity was endemic in the human type  species,  not  just  the  Loftoni.  He  stil  enjoyed  sharing  his  rider’s pleasure. His yelow eye took in Essina. He smiled and closed the eye. He liked the bold little slave girl.

Essina  knew  to  keep  very,  very  quiet.  She  looked  down  at  the handsome face of the high priest and prayed that he would not hate her for this.

Rak awoke as he climaxed. With a gasp of pleasure, he clutched her body to him, bubbling over with excitement of pain-free sex with his wife.

“Av—” he started to say, eyes opening. “Aaahh! ” he exclaimed at seeing a stranger atop him.

Essina  made  a  noise  of  shock  herself.  She  hadn’t  expected  him  to wake up. To make matters worse, she was pinned by the priest’s strong arms.  His  arms  tightened  around  her  as  his  beryl  eyes  bored  into  her.

“Who are you?” he grated, “And what are you doing in my bed and on me?”

Essina  trembled  in  his  arms.  “I’m  sorry,  I’m  sorry,  I’m  sorry,”  she whispered over and over. He let go of her, for which she was profoundly grateful.  She  roled  off  of  him  and  sat  up  on  the  edge  of  the  bed.  “As ordered, my lord.”

“You  were  ordered  to  have  sex  me?”  Rak  asked  as  he  gathered  his wits.

“Ah, yes, my lord,” she stammered, flushing. She wondered if the black demon was stil her aly.

“It’s  not  her  fault,  Rak.  You   know  that.”  Scorth  sat  up,  muscles rippling under skin so black and smooth that it reflected light. The demon had  a  remarkably  beautiful  body.  Essina  could  see  why  the  high  priest took him for a lover.

Rak ignored Scorth. “By whom?”

Hesitantly, she reached for her clothes. “Lord Virien thought that you would like a change.” She puled her dress on over her head.

“Oh, did he, now.” Rak scowled. He sat up and stretched his back and wings.  Unlike  Scorth’s  pitch  black  wings,  Rak’s  wings  were  vibrantly colored and as intricately patterned as the wings on a flutter-by.

“Wil  there  be  anything  else,  my  lord?”  Essina  smoothed  down  her dress,  tied  the  ribbon-belt  around  her  waist  to  give  the  dress  its  shape, and lifted her chin. “Scones and cream, perhaps?”

“Scones and cream are always welcome, Essina,” said Scorth.

Rak was more practical. “Café?”

Essina  curtsied  prettily.  “Scones,  cream,  and  café,  coming  right  up.”

She scurried out.

“I wil bet you that she does not come back,” said Rak as he slid out of bed.

“I’l take that bet,” said Scorth. “Stakes?”

“Hmm. Loser does a ful wing treatment on the winner.”

“Agreed.”



   


Essina was waiting for them when they walked into the parlor. She had a tray  laden  with  the  promised  items.  Rak  gave  Scorth  a  rueful  smile.

Tonight? 

That is acceptable,  Scorth replied.   Or tomorrow, as events permit. 

They sat down, and Essina served the café, though Rak waved off the scones with a shake of his head. “Ix, thank you. My stomach wakes up two hours after the rest of me. Al I desire this early is café.” He winked at her and was rewarded with a shy smile.

“Sit down,” Scorth commanded her once the café had been served. He placed  the  platter  of  scones  that  she  had  given  him  on  the  table  and handed  her  a  smal  plate.  Rak  masked  surprise  as  his  usualy  antisocial dragon socialized with her. Scorth had mentioned the slave girl, but Rak hadn’t realized that he cared for her.

“Mm,  much  better  than  meat  cakes,”  Essina  said  as  she  bit  into  a cream-soaked scone. “And café that’s stil hot! What a treat!”

Rak sipped his café. “Now, Essina, is it?”

She nodded, mouth now ful of scone.

“How  do  you  want  to  proceed  here?”  asked  Rak.  “Do  you  want freedom? Or would you rather Scorth and I made a big fuss and pretend to toss you out?”

“I  want  freedom,  my  lord.  Perhaps  I  won’t  disappear  like  the  slaves who bed Prince Jethain.”

“Do they  all disappear?” Rak was skeptical.

“Al of them,” Essina affirmed. “Our poor prince says that they run. I find that hard to believe, but I’m not contradicting royalty!”

“Al  of  them,”  repeated  Rak,  shaking  his  head.  “That  is  hard  to fathom.”

“Even so, the thought of freedom is too tempting to give up.”

See why I like her? She has spirit,  Scorth told Rak.

“Of course,” Rak answered them both. He pushed away from the table and paced.

“Perhaps Hasaviz tels them to leave,” said Essina.

“Unlikely. He is a typical Zothian slave trainer, which means he would rather  die  than  release  a  slave.  What  wil  you  do  with  your  freedom, Essina?” Rak knew most slaves had a dream, rarely realized, but a source of hope nonetheless.

“When I’m free, I’m setting up a scribe’s shop. I have a good hand, the Librarian says, and I’m learning to make ink and bind books.”

“Good for you.” Rak was pleased by the practicality of her dream. He continued  to  pace  as  Essina  ate  another  scone  and  drank  more  of  the novel  hot  café.  Two  transits  later,  he  asked,  “What  happens  if  you  are with child?”

“Freedom again,” said Essina. “And His Majesty has a new heir if it’s a boy. If it’s a girl, he has a princess. But the child wil be free regardless.

Our poor prince, I hope they don’t kil him slowly.” She looked at Scorth, who cocked his head at the reference to their first conversation.

“If you are pregnant, come to me first. I wil make sure that the prince leaves Koilatha alive.”

Essina  looked  happy.  “Oh,  thank  you!  No  slave  wishes  il  of  our prince.”  She  dropped  her  voice  to  a  conspiratorial  whisper.  “They  say that  when  he  was  younger,  he  was  whipped  for  speaking  out  against slavery after one of the Ylion’s sermons.”

“I  see,”  said  Rak,  wondering  why  she  was  whispering  in  this  private parlor.  Did  she  think  the  wals  had  ears?  He  turned  his  attention  to  the wals  and  found  nothing  but  a  few  mice  and  the  cat  hunting  them.  He puled back into his own head as Essina continued to speak.

“And he talks of eliminating slavery once he ascends the throne. As if he would live long enough.” She sighed. “It is a nice dream.”

“Ix  dream,” Rak assured her. “There are no slaves in A’filozenoi, and we get by just fine. So it  can be done.”

Essina  gave  him  an  odd  look  and  ate  another  scone.  “No  slavery?  I thought that was fairy tale talk.”

“None. It is against the laws of Zotien, the Lord of Night.”

Essina offered the last scone to Scorth. Scorth declined so she offered it to Rak. Rak shook his head and indicated that she could have it.

“It’s  said  that  he’s  the  god  of  escaped  slaves.  Another  fairy  tale,  I thought.” She took the scone and dumped the rest of the cream on it.

“He  helped  me  escape,”  Rak  told  her.  “He  removed  my  colar Himself.” He paused his pacing to refil his café. He could pace and drink café at the same time without spiling a drop of the hot liquid.

“I wish that He would help me escape, then,” Essina said, and took a bite of cream soaked scone.

“Perhaps he wil.”

Essina had the look of one stifling laughter, and once she swalowed, she said, “Oh yes, a  dragon wil come out of the sky and pluck me up!”

“Like in the song?” Rak asked. He stopped again and tucked an oval cut nightstone as big as her thumb into her breast pocket.

“It  has  a  pretty  melody,  even  if  the  verses  are  sily,”  she  said.  She patted the nightstone.

“The event actualy happened. Not as it was in the song, but  ai, it did happen,” said Rak.




Chapter One: Niele

Seaday, the 34th of Evphormon

Påndåra Atålio, Tålyssa Fångari

5th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon

Tebber had been attending the rites since Rak had freed him, earnest in his desire to learn his superior’s religion. Tonight, Essina sat beside him, and the two young people were holding hands. Rak smiled to himself and winked at Tebber. The other surprise of the night was Kennit’s presence.

The stable boy should have been sleeping, yet he was sitting on the edge of the bench with bright eyes and an alert expression.

Rak  didn’t  have  time  to  speak  to  the  youth.  He  turned  to  the  altar without  a  moment  to  spare  and  began  to  chant.  Immediately  he  felt  at ease, at peace within himself. This was his proper place, before the altar of his Lord, celebrating the God’s rites, and while he was in this sacred space, nothing of the outside world could touch him.

The  hymns  roled  from  his  lips  without  hesitation  as  did  the  night’s passages  from  the  heavy  black  tome.  Rak  turned  towards  his  audience and offered the goblet. “Drink.”

Each of them sipped of the sweet, strong wine in turn before Rak took a sip himself. He poured the rest onto a plate and black fire roared on the altar  as  the  offering  was  accepted,  the  power  filing  Rak  with  ecstasy.

Even  those  who  observed  the  rites  felt  some  of  the  pleasure.  Not  as intense,  but  more  than  could  be  brushed  off  as  imagination.  Rak  turned again  and  blessed  each  of  them  in  turn,  the  tradition  for  those  who witnessed, and partook of, the midnight offering.

Rak  stifled  his  disappointment  as  the  rite  ended  and  he  felt  the corresponding  depression  as  the  divine  departed,  returning  him  to  the cold, mundane world. Tonight he was in an even colder part of the world where he had returned to the nightmare of his past. He had only an injured half brother and a naïve Valer for companions, neither of whom knew the entire truth, nor could be alowed to know it.

Rak hated the echoing absence of the rite’s end, and at home, he often joined the Movai in their continuous devotions to avoid the feeling. Since there were no rites to join here in this cold, sun drenched land, he spent the time in the stable, and tonight was no exception.

Rak  touched  Kennit’s  shoulder  as  Tebber  and  Essina  slipped  out together. “Come, Kennit,” he said. “Let us check on my avtappi. Did you enjoy the rite?”

“Oh, yessir,” said Kennit. The boy had a thoughtful look on his face, one that Rak knew wel. The youth had felt the presence of a God for the first time, and it had affected him deeply.  Time will tell,  thought Rak, but he remained silent and left Kennit to his thoughts.

The silence lasted until they reached the stable,  which  was  lit  brightly for such a late hour. People were miling about and taking turns depositing items  so  they  could  look  into  a  particular  stal  before  moving  off.  Rak wondered how many blankets, towels, and buckets a single horse could need. There appeared to be enough supplies for an entire cavalry unit.

“It’s th’ high priest!” Dahser jabbed another stable boy hard.

“Ya! He’l help!” replied Hino.

“This is the prince’s breeding,” said Norr, voice muffled by his load of towels. “He should be here!”

“Priest’l save the foal,” Dahser said sagely.

“Priest’l save the  mare!”  countered Hino.

“What is going on?” asked Rak, looking from one boy to the next.

“It’s Niele, she’s foalin’! Th’ Prince bred her to his Saber last spring, he’s been lookin’ forward to this foal fer a whole year.”

Rak  kept  a  hand  on  Kennit’s  shoulder  and  led  him  to  the  stal  door.

The  stable  boys  opened  a  path  for  him  with  respectful  nods  that  Rak answered in the same manner. The courtiers and nobles might spurn him and degrade him, but these were his sort of people, and he felt welcomed, safe, and at home here.

Niele  was  a  fine  black  mare  who  wouldn’t  look  out  of  place  in  any racing stable, not even Rak’s. The mare’s neck was foamed with sweat, her  nostrils  flaring  with  effort.  Her  swolen  bely  rippled,  but  something wasn’t right. The mare was straining too hard. Rak opened the stal door and slipped in.

Bharis  was  at  her  side,  feeling  for  the  foal’s  position.  “I  think  he  be breech,” said the stable master in greeting.

Rak knelt beside him and stroked the mare’s bely as he concentrated.

“Aí,  you are correct.” He chanted, not strictly required, but it helped him focus. He pressed, and urged, and used power to try to turn the foal, but in  vain.  The  infant  equine’s  rear  was  stuck  in  the  birth  canal  and  the mare’s  body  was  intent  on  expeling  it.  He  cursed  softly  and  changed positions. Al  he  could  do  now  was  ease  the  foal  out  and  pray  for  the best,  but  the  rear  legs…  “I  cannot  turn  him,”  he  murmured  to  Bharis.

“And if I pul him out, his legs may break.”

“She can’t take much more o’ this,” said Bharis. “What the Gods wil, wil be. If we c’n save her, we c’n try again in a year or two.” His eyes met  Rak’s,  the  mutual  understanding  of  two  horsemen  flowing  between them. If Rak couldn’t save them both, and he didn’t think that he’d have enough  strength  for  that,  the  mare’s  life  was  the  more  important  of  the two,  both  for  the  prince  and  the  stable  as  a  whole.  She  was  a  known quantity, a proven winner.

Rak stroked the mare’s flank and whispered an  apology  for  what  he was about to do. He roled up his sleeves, reached in and found the foal.

He  pushed  the  roundness  of  the  haunches  forward  with  one  hand  and found a leg with the other. He puled the leg towards him, wincing as he felt  the  dul  snap  of  bone,  but  holding  it  as  he  groped  for  its  mate.  He sensed that the mare had torn but did not stop, for he had to get the foal out before he could heal her.

He snagged the left hind leg and puled it to join the right, breaking it in the process as wel. He puled the foal out in a smooth motion that left him covered in fluids, sitting on the straw with a limp, weakly struggling foal on his lap. Rak passed the foal to the nearest pair of hands and surged up to his knees, the power coming at his cal, focused into the mare. The tear wasn’t  as  bad  as  he’d  feared,  and  he  had  strength  to  spare  when  he finished.  He  turned  to  the  stil  struggling  foal,  amazed  at  the  stubborn tenacity of life.

Rak stroked both hind legs, healing the simple breaks that he’d caused.

The  foal  settled  down  as  the  pain  eased  and  then  vanished.  As  Rak slumped  against  the  wooden  wal  in  exhaustion,  the  foal  wobbled  to  his feet. “A fine colt,” murmured Rak.

“Fine,  at  that.  The  prince  be  owin’  ye  for  savin’  him  and  the  dam,”

Bharis said. Then he snapped orders. The mare was cleaned, the straw replaced,  the  foal  rubbed  down  and  acclimated  to  humans.  Rak  was covered with blankets and given a tin cup of honey sweetened cider.

“Where’s th’ prince?” Dahser asked.

“He is il,” said Rak, sipping the cider.

“Too il ta see his foal born?” Hino scoffed.

Dahser jabbed him. “Must be real sick.”

Rak frowned at the boy and glanced at the foal.

“Prince  gave  us  al  silver  pennies  when  Saber  covered  Niele,”  Hino grieved.

“Word is prince’l die,” Norr said.

Kennit scowled at his stable mates. “Yer talkin’ nonsense!”

“He wil not die,” said Rak.

“You gonna heal him?”

“I can only heal beasts,” said Rak sadly. “And Jethain is a man.”

“If he dies, you’l be a  great king!” Dahser said, with utter admiration.

Kennit  looked  proud,  like  he  was  the  cause  of  Rak’s  abilities.  “He heal’d Saber  and Niele  and her colt. He’s th’ greatest! Should be king!”

Muffled cheers erupted.

Rak sputtered in his cider.  “Ix!  I do not want the throne!”

Kennit looked crestfalen, “Why not?”

“We’d support you!” the boys chimed.

Rak mentaly scrambled to find an answer the boys could understand.

“I cannot be king, I am a high priest. My God would be angry if I were to pay less attention to my priestly duties in order to rule. And then I might not be able to heal Saber, or Niele, or anything else.”

The  boys  stared  at  him  for  a  moment.  Then  Kennit  said,  “Horses, beasts, Zotien, more important’n throne.”

Rak nodded at Kennit.  “Ai! I would rather be here grooming a horse than sitting on that golden throne listening to petitioners drone on.”

The boys laughed and nudged each other in understanding.

“Sitting  on  that  throne  is  my  brother’s  duty,  not  mine,”  added  Rak.

“Just as it was my duty to save this mare and foal.”

Almost as a whole, the boys looked at the pair. Rak sat and drank the cider, watching the colt’s first tentative steps to Niele’s side. He smiled with the others when the colt found the teat and began to nurse.



   


Murson  stroled  into  the  prince’s  bedchamber  and  rendered  the  hounds unconscious.  Then  he  touched  the  spare  room’s  door.  “The  mule’s guardian is asleep,” he chuckled to Avontos. “Undress the prince while I make certain he cannot interfere.”

Avontos  advanced  on  the  prince  and  touched  his  forehead  straight away.  Golden  light  flared,  and  when  Jethain  opened  his  eyes,  he  didn’t protest as he was undressed. He blinked and smiled stupidly at Avontos as  the  sun  priest  bared  his  nether  regions,  and  when Avontos  rubbed  a finger against his opening, the prince moaned in desire.

Murson painted several runes on the door to the spare bedroom, then stepped  back  to  supervise  his  handiwork.  He  lifted  a  hand  to  the  door and  whispered  a  few  words.  The  runes  flashed  with  golden  light  and disappeared.  Jethain’s  moan  caused  him  to  glance  over  and  he  smiled indulgently. “Go ahead and bless him with your seed,” he said. “This one won’t hear anything, or wake before dawn.”

“Yes,  sir,”  said  Avontos.  “Thank  you,  sir.”  He  roled  Jethain  over, giggling when the prince lifted his rear towards him. He stroked Jethain’s buttocks,  adjusted  his  robes,  and  thrust  in.  “My  father  would  give  his eyeteeth to do this to you,” he told the prince. “But this is for your own good, to erase the evil influence of the dark one.”

Murson turned Jethain’s head and forcefed him the leather tube. “He wil  be  blessed  by  both  of  us  tonight,”  said  Murson  as  he  poured  the medicine into the funnel. “Since single loads of our holy seed have thus far proven ineffective against his growing darkness.”

“He  desires  our  light  now,” Avontos  said,  watching  the  prince’s  hips move in counterpoint.

“Yes,” said Murson. He patted Jethain’s head. “His body knows that we’re trying to help him.” He puled the tube out and positioned the catch basin.

“I like it when he wants me.”

“It’s  a  pleasant  change,  but  immaterial.  He  must  have  our  seed regardless of what he wants, for the sake of his soul.”

“But  I  also  like  it  when  they  fight.  Is  that  wrong,  holiness?” Avontos caressed the prince’s body with possessiveness.

“No, it isn’t wrong. They who fight are the most in need of our help.”

Murson  cleaned  Jethain’s  mouth  and  chin.  “I  am  pleased  with  your progress. You did a good job of removing his wil.”

“I want to purify the dark one,” Avontos said.

“I think I can arrange that.”

“Your  lightness!” Avontos  gasped.  “But…am  I  up  to  the  task?  The power! He’s high priest.”

“The dark one was, and remains, a sex slave. His soul is corrupt almost past redemption, but we can try to help him. The palace slave trainer has taken control of him. He wil be as pliant as the prince, but fuly awake.”

Avontos thrust harder, excited by the prospect, and Jethain gasped in enjoyment.

“Ah, the mule responds to you. Keep thrusting that way.”

“Oh, my prince,” Avontos said. “If only the court could see you now.”

Murson smiled to himself and imagined having both the prince and the dark priest colared, chained side by side at his feet. He painted runes on Jethain’s back, using a potion that had been prepared from the prince’s own  blood.  “He  is  ours  now,”  Murson  whispered  as  the  runes  flared golden and disappeared.

“I  don’t  recognize  those  runes,”  Avontos  said.  “But  I  did  fail  rune class.”

“I wil teach you,” offered Murson. “The study of runes is important.”

Avontos grunted as he shot his load into the Prince’s body. Jethain’s discharge  was  captured  by  a  cleverly  placed  container. Avontos  puled out and his ego soared when the prince strained for him.

“He knows we’re trying to help him,” said Murson approvingly.

Avontos stepped aside for the senior priest. Murson gave Jethain’s butt a slap and thrust in hard. The prince gasped and pushed back, his eyes opening  as  if  to  watch  them. Avontos  watched  avidly  as  Murson  rode Jethain hard, deep, and fast. The prince climaxed in the middle of it, but Murson didn’t even pause. Once Murson finished, he colected the seed container  and  pushed  another  herbal  plug  into  Jethain’s  hole.  Then  he said, “Now bring the blood basin.”

Avontos bustled up with it. Murson expertly nicked the vein and held the arm to let the blood drain out. Jethain wasn’t moving when the senior priest  was  finaly  satisfied.  “You  do  that  so  wel,”  Avontos  said.  He peered at the nicked skin. There wasn’t even a bruise. Avontos stroked the prince before replacing his satin bedclothes. Once again he puled the prince’s package through the pants flap and arranged the cock and bals to  rest  on  top  of  the  satin  fabric.  He  stroked  the  cock  erect  before  he turned to packing up their equipment.

“Soon, you wil offer your blessed seed to the dark priest.”

“I thank the light you chose me as your acolyte,” Avontos said. Murson and Avontos finished cleaning up after themselves and headed back to the sun temple.




Chapter Two: Morning Reports

Winday, the 35th of Evphormon

Head throbbing, Jisten opened burning eyes, and the dancing wings of his dreams vanished. “S’Rak?” he asked, but the priest wasn’t there. What had he done? Then he remembered. The Loftoni had asked  him, reached for  him, but he had failed. S’Rak had walked out after Jisten had proven too cowardly to answer his plea. Al the ale in the world couldn’t erase his guilt.

The grey light filtering in the windows told him that dawn had arrived, unwanted for once. Jisten sat up and was  rewarded  with  stabbing  head pains  and  a  roiling  stomach. A  death  hound  roled  bely  up  and  yawn-whined. The whine grated on Jisten’s ears.

“Shhh.” Jisten rubbed the hound’s bely. A massive foot pawed the air, but  the  hound  stopped  whining.  Jisten  staggered  to  the  door.  “Gotta check  the  prince,”  he  told  the  hound.  The  hound  moved  into  the depression  in  the  sheets,  keeping  his  spot  warm.  Jisten  wove  his  way across  the  prince’s  bedroom.  He  knelt  by  the  snoring  prince’s  bed  and laid his forehead on the nice, cool sheets.

“I’m  gonna  be  a  virgin  forever,”  he  said  into  the  bed  sheet.  “Stupid, inept—”

“Forever is a very long time,” said Dethrian as he walked in. Typical of sun priests, it never occurred to him to knock.

Jisten cupped his hands over the sides of his face. “Joy of the sunrise to you, Dethrian.”

“I think I’m finding much more joy in this day than you are.” Dethrian looked the captain over. “You look worse for wear. Drinking contest?”

“Just  idiocy.  Pure,  unadulterated  idiocy.  Emphasis  on  the  pure. Add cowardice to that. “

Dethrian  touched  Jisten  and  golden  light  spiled  out,  curing  the hangover. “You aren’t a coward. I know you too wel to believe that. So it must be your fear of entanglement, given  your  comment  about  eternal virginity. I won’t pry, of course, but I think you could do worse.”

“Thank you, Iatrion.” Jisten sighed in relief. “Worse? Than what?”

Dethrian  only  smiled  and  turned  away.  “Now,  how  is  the  prince today?” He flipped the covers back and palpated Jethain’s bely.

“Ow!”  shouted Jethain, almost convulsing. “Sun scorch it! Is that any way to wake someone up?”

Jisten  stood  up  and  watched  closely.  “Shouldn’t  he  feel  better  by now?”

“He’s pale,” said Dethrian, as if the prince hadn’t spoken. “Perhaps he lacks  reserves.  Give  him  beef  and  chicken  stock  and  we’l  see  if  that helps.”

“I’l tel my mother, my Prince,” Jisten said in an enticing tone.

Jethain’s  countenance  brightened.  “That  would  be  nice.  It  would  be even nicer if there was some beef or chicken in it! I’m starving to death on the sips of water and weak tea I’m alowed.”

“I’l make sure that beef and chicken are involved in the making of it,”

Jisten said.

“Waving a chicken over the pot doesn’t qualify!”

“I suppose you can handle a little more substance,” Dethrian alowed.

“Smal amounts of meat and vegetables may be left in the broth now.” He left muttering about noncompliant patients.

Jisten sat in the chair. “Would you like the news of the kingdom? I have yesterday’s reports.”

“I want pancakes, with the good tree syrup, and bacon, and ham, and crisp fried potatoes. And café. But I’l settle for the reports.”

Jisten picked up the parchments from the table by the door and began to read.



   



The  mare  and  foal  were  both  fine  when  Rak  exited  the  stal.  Kennit signaled him before he could leave the stable. “I saw a man just as the sun was comin’ up,” Kennit told him, “and he didn’t look right, sir. I saw him slippin’ into the kitchen.”

“Tel me more, son.”

“He  was  taler  than  you,  beggin’  your  pardon,  sir,  but  shorter  than Dahser. His skin wasn’t nothin’ special, medium brown, I guess. Hair was red-brown,  three  braids.  But  his  eyes.”  Kennit  shivered.  “Dead  eyes, looked right through me like I weren’t even there.”

“How was he dressed?” Rak probed.

“He was in servant’s livery, sir, but I ain’t never seen him afore, and I ain’t hearin’ that we got a new lot of servants in. Also, sir, there be that walk of his. He slunk, furtive-like.”

“You are a smart young man, very observant,” said Rak, impressed.

“You’re kind, milord.” Kennit bobbed his head. “Vyld don’t like that man. Snorted something fierce when he caught wind of him. But the man just melted away.”

“Vyld is nearly as shrewd a judge of character as you are.”

“May I sleep in Vyld’s stal?” asked Kennit. “Can you ask him ta let me?”

“Ai,  if you wish, I do not mind if you sleep with Vyld. I have done so myself,  from  time  to  time.  It  is  a  good  thing  avtappi  are  stal-broken, hmm?”

“I’d rather a dirty stal than ta disappear,” replied Kennit. “Can we ask him now, please?”

Rak escorted Kennit to the back of the barn where the avtappi were stabled,  pleased  that  the  boy  knew  that  Vyld  should  be  asked,  not ordered.  Rak  stroked  the  jet  black  nose  that  thrust  over  the  stal  door.

Vyld  was  not  opposed  to  letting  the  boy  sleep  in  his  stal.  Vyld  liked Kennit, thinking of him as a funny little human foal. Zala stuck her head over  the  stal  door  and  bobbed  her  head.  She  wanted  a  human  foal  to sleep with as wel, and let Rak know it in no uncertain terms. “It appears that you can choose which stal to sleep in,” he told Kennit.

Rak went back to his suite to speak with Tebber. If the stable boy had seen  the  strange  man,  Tebber,  with  his  affability  and  keen  ears,  should have as wel. Tebber was always current on the palace gossip. He was putting  laundry  away  when  Rak  walked  in.  With  a  flourish  worthy  of  a court  mage,  he  presented  Rak  with  a  freshly  brewed  mug  of  café.  Rak chuckled  as  he  accepted  the  mug. After  he  savored  the  first  sip  of  the brew, Rak said, “Kennit told me about a man with strange eyes. He was frightened. Have you heard of this man?”

“The man with no soul? I thought it was just another story to discredit you, sir.”

“Tel me.” Rak sat down on the settee and motioned for Tebber to join him.

“I  tracked  down  al  the  gossip  for  you,  sir,”  said  Tebber  with  a  grin.

“This  is  what  I  know.”  He  started  ticking  them  off  on  his  fingers.

“Apparently, sir, you suck souls out of people’s mouths. The ladies seem eager  to  let  you  try.  The  young  courtiers  are  sure  you  suck  souls  from somewhere else and are just as eager to let you try. The older lords have a  differing  opinion,  they  think  you’re  stealing  souls  in  order  to  wrest control  of  the  throne.  You’ve  already  taken  the  captain’s  and  Prince Jethain’s. Cook opined that perhaps you eat the souls you harvest. And Bharis says that if you were stealing souls, it was to use as washrags and bandages for their horses.”

Rak listened intently, and his lips twitched at Bharis’s version, but when Tebber fel silent, he scowled. “I did not steal  anyone’s soul!”

“There seems to be no end to the tales told about you,” said Tebber.

“As soon as I squash one rumor, two pop up.”

Rak drained his café. “Where is this souless man now?”

“As near as I can track him through the rumors, he was last seen down in  the  kitchen  celars.  The  youngest  kitchen  slave  was  crying  he  didn’t want to go down there to fetch the potatoes.”

“Thank you, Tebber. I wil look into this.”




Chapter Three: Assassin in the Pantry

Rak paused in a shadow. He knelt down, rested a palm flat on the dry stone floor of the celar and sent out his mental cal. A rat scurried over his booted foot, folowed by a dozen more. A cat stalked out of the gloom, green eyes glowing. It hissed and swiped at the closest rat, but the claws were sheathed.

The  animals  ran  over  his  hands  and  Rak  stroked  their  furry  backs, healing any little injuries they had. As he touched them, images flooded his mind. The animals told him everything he needed to know. Rak tossed out a handful of bread crumbs for the rats and a bit of sausage for the cat. He stood and folowed the trail of images that he’d received from the animals.

Through the celars to the staircase on the left, and up the stairs, Rak went one slow step at a time. He tested each step before he put his weight on it, and paused to listen after. The man with the dead eyes and chaos-smel  could  be  anywhere  ahead.  Rak  reached  the  first  floor  landing without incident. The heavy oak door that barred his way did not inspire him to press his ear against it in the vain hopes of hearing anything.

Rak caled more animals, instead. A mouse squirmed under the door and  rested  on  his  hand.  As  she  ate  the  bread  crumb  the  dark  priest offered,  she  let  Rak  examine  her  recent  memories.  His  quarry  had  not exited the stairs on this floor. Rak released the mouse and moved on.

He slid up each step now, moving with great care for foot placement.

This  stair  ended  on  the  second  floor,  at  the  back  of  the  smal  auxiliary kitchen attached to the royal wing. The celar staircase door had no lock and no guard. Rak wondered if Captain Jisten was aware of this gaping hole in the palace security.

Ahead, there was only silence. Rak eased up another step. He could just see the landing. It was empty. Rak bit back a curse. The quarry could be as close as the other side of the door. He reached out with his mind and  touched  another  mouse.  This  one  gave  him  a  view  of  giant  dust sculptures and boulder sized crumbs. He scanned the wooden world of the pantry floor for human feet. Not seeing any, he drenched the hinges in oil  before  he  eased  the  staircase  door  open  a  sliver.  There  was  no reaction to that, no movement that the mouse could see, no new noises, no  changes  in  odor.  Satisfied,  Rak  slipped  into  the  panty  and  sent  the mouse into the auxiliary kitchen itself.

The mouse scuttled under the nearest table. The open space between pantry door and that table was clear. Rak waited, eyes closed to minimize distractions, and holding tightly onto the contact he had with the tiny mind of the mouse. The mouse scurried towards the door that led into the royal halway.

The mouse, and Rak, froze. There was a boot, and beside it, another boot. The mouse edged forward, nose twitching. The man reeked of oil, sweat,  dust,  leather,  and  wool.  To  a  human  nose,  he  wouldn’t  have  a detectable odor. To other creatures, his scent was as obvious as a purple basilisk in the snow.

The man was doing something to the other door, his back to the panty.

Rak  oiled  the  door  hinges.  He  did  not want a creaky hinge to give him away. With the mouse as a lookout, Rak eased the pantry door open. He crouched down and, like his rodent companion, dived behind a table.

The target had his eyes closed in concentration, ear pressed to a glass against  the  door,  and  hadn’t  even  stirred.  Rak  used  a  foot  to  ease  the pantry  door  closed.  Despite  his  care,  the  door  thumped,  and  Rak withdrew his foot just as the man looked over to see what had made the noise. Rak thought he had gotten under cover in time, but the quarry was cautious.

The man came back through the kitchen. His dead, dul eyes probed the shadows, looking in the nooks and crannies. Rak had only moments before  discovery.  He  wrapped  his  hands  around  the  hilts  of  his  short swords. He didn’t draw them for that would make a sound. Predictably, his nose started to itch.

The  man  glided  into  view  just  as  Rak  was  making  the  most  awful scrunched-up face, trying to rub his nose with his upper lip. That didn’t stop  Rak  from  drawing  his  swords  and  lunging.  The  man  barely  had  a chance to register the oddly contorted face of the dark priest before two slivers of steel sliced into his chest.

Rak stood and rubbed his nose and considered the would-be assassin who sprawled at his feet, dead, in a spreading pool of blood. The chaos magic was fleeing from the corpse like rats off a sinking river barge. There was something about the blood that tugged at Rak’s memory, and after a moment,  he  thought,  flies.   He  dropped  a  fly  amulet  on  the  corpse,  and decided  that  the  best  thing  to  do  was  tel  someone  about  the  corpse before some hapless servant entered to fetch the king a canapé.

Captain  Jisten  was  the  logical  person  to  approach,  and  besides,  he needed to warn the man about the gaping hole in the palace security. He just hoped that Jisten had found a way to relieve his hangover.

Rak slipped out of the palace and crossed the guard courtyard to the barracks against the curtain wal. He nodded to the guard on duty at the barracks door, amused that the barracks had a guard while that staircase did not. The guard nodded back and said, “Capt’n’s in his office.”

“Thank you,” said Rak. He walked into the barracks and immediately located Jisten’s office. It was to his left, and the door was open. He took a moment to just admire the man’s profile before he politely tapped on the doorframe to get Jisten’s attention.

“S’Rak! You’re bloody!” Jisten shot to his feet. “I’l   kill  whoever  did this! Just name a name!”

“It is not mine, and there is no need to kil anyone, I already did,” said Rak, leaning against the doorframe wearily. “I found an uninvited guest in the royal auxiliary kitchen.”

“What?”  Jisten  came  around  his  desk,  put  an  arm  around  Rak’s shoulder,  and  guided  him  to  one  of  the  wooden  chairs.  He  hung  two blood amulets on the back of the chair.

“Kennit  told  me  he  saw  a  dead-eyed  man.  I  found  that  suspicious, given my task here, so I tracked him. He reeked of chaos, and smeled of death.” Rak yawned and shifted on the uncomfortable chair. “So I kiled him before he could kil the prince.”

Jisten stroked Rak’s drooping wing back up and inside the chair arm.

“I must send the Blood Control Squad, please wait.” He gave the red bel rope a yank.

Rak listened to the clamor of the carilon as it sent the message, audible in  the  building  but  not  deafening,  then  said,  “Realy,  Jisten,  you  have  a huge hole in your defenses. There is a stair leading from the celars directly to the royal wing on the second floor, and it is not even locked.”

Jisten  grimaced.  “Yes,  but  sunset  forbid  we  inconvenience  the  wait slaves.  They  might  be  delayed  several  seconds  in  retrieving  the  king’s cookies.”

“Night  forbid  we  delay  or  inconvenience  any  would-be  assassins, either,” muttered Rak. He wished Jisten would put his hands back on his wing.  It  felt  good.  He  let  the  wing  droop  again.  Automaticaly,  Jisten replaced the wing, but before he could give it a good stroke against Rak’s back, a guard pounded in.

“Blood, sir?”

“Yes,  in  the  royal  auxiliary  kitchen. Assassin.  Document  his  clothing and weapons before you destroy the body.”

“I dropped one of my fly amulets on it,” said Rak after a moment. He let that wing droop a third time. The captain might not want him sexualy, but his hands felt marvelous, and he  had said it was his duty to care for Rak’s wings.

After the guard ran out, Jisten puled a chair beside Rak. “You must be exhausted. You took me home drunk, but have you slept any?”

Rak shook his head. “I had to celebrate the midnight mass, and then my assistance was required in the stable. After that, Kennit told me of the assassin.” He yawned again and looked at Jisten with hope.

“Stable?”  Jisten  asked.  He  once  again  supported  the  drooping  wing.

This time he took care to stroke it fuly against Rak’s back.

“Mmm,  ai,  Niele  was  foaling,  and  there  was  trouble,  the  colt  was breech.” Rak relaxed with Jisten’s hands on him and wished for more than hands.  But  no,  Jisten  wouldn’t  do  that.  He’d  rather  leave  Rak  to  other men, and Rak couldn’t bring himself to blame Jisten for that. Why would someone as pure as Jisten want to suly himself with a sex slave?

“Niele?  The  prince’s  breeding?  Sun  scorch  it,  assassins  and  breech foals!  Do  you  think  there’s  any  further  danger  from  assassins?  I  know you’re tired, but I need to know. Let me set more guards on the prince and I’l take you back to your quarters.”

“Ix  danger,  assassins  work  alone,  and  I  saved  the  foal,”  murmured Rak. “Strong colt, black like your hair…” his eyes closed.



   


Jisten picked Rak up, racial instinct and desire overpowering al else. Rak pressed against him, attracted to his body heat, but it made the situation more  precarious  for  Jisten.  The  priest’s  wings,  freed  from  the  wooden confines  of  the  chairback,  slowly  unfurled,  colapsing  towards  the  floor.

Jisten  balanced  Rak  against  himself  to  free  an  arm.  He  scooped  Rak’s wings up and stroked them to Rak’s back. He realized that he was at a stalemate. He couldn’t stand here al day, holding a sleeping priest, and he couldn’t risk walking through the palace with him, either.

He  toed  open  the  door  to  his  quarters.  The  starkness  of  the  room embarrassed  him  for  the  first  time. At  least  it  was  pin  neat,  as  always.

Jisten  took  the  sleeping  Loftoni  over  to  his  bunk.  Standard  issue,  but Jisten was glad for the intricate black and tan woven spread. It was the softest wool that his mother could afford.

He laid Rak on it, and when Rak refused to let go of him, he knelt by the bunk, smoothing the wings to utter perfection. He couldn’t, wouldn’t tear  away  from  the  high  priest.  “I’m  your  Valer,  sad  as  that  may  be,”

Jisten whispered.

After a while, Jisten made Rak more comfortable by setting the mobile armory  on  the  bedside  stand  and  removing  his  cloak  and  boots.  He stroked Rak’s wings as the priest sank into a deeper sleep.

An endless period of time, that was also far too short, passed before the voice of the guard he’d sent to deal with the dead assassin caled for him. “Sir? Capt’n?”

“Hold!” Jisten caled out. “Wait at my desk!”

“Yes, sir!” replied the guard.

“So  sorry,  S’Rak,”  Jisten  whispered  to  the  sleeping  man  as  he disengaged  himself.  “More  than  you  can  ever  know.”  The  Captain returned to his duties, heart heavy with regret and yet strangely light at the thought of the priest sleeping so close.




Chapter Four: Assassin in the Bath

Rak came awake al at once, his wings flared from the tension in his back, the dreamscape vanishing before he could fix the vision in his memory. He slid off the bed, stroking the intricate pattern of the softest blanket he’d ever  felt.  The  smal  room  was  sparsely  furnished,  mainly  holding  the narrow  bunk,  a  wardrobe,  a  weapons  and  armor  stand,  and  an  old, overstuffed chair. A smal table beside the chair held a bottle of mineral oil, a polishing cloth, and a whetstone.

He gathered his belongings and slipped out of Jisten’s private quarters back into the captain’s office. He was both disappointed and relieved to find  that  Jisten  wasn’t  present.  Disappointed,  because  he  was  stil attracted to the man despite having been rebuffed twice, despite knowing the man was under a vow of purity. Relieved, because Jisten’s refusal of him hurt. He padded out of the office, nodded to the guard on duty at the barracks  door,  and  headed  for  his  suite.  He  was  stil  covered  with  the blood of the assassin and desperately needed a bath.

Rak was in the bath when the summons came. The magic of the whistle encircled him, seemingly centered in his gut, and he scrambled out of the bathing chamber and towards the slave trainer’s office almost before he knew what was happening. He barely had the presence of mind to snag some  clothes  on  his  way  out  of  the  bedroom  and  squirm  into  the garments. The silk pants instantly clung to his wet legs, leaving nothing to the  imagination  of  any  onlookers.  The  tunic  was  worse,  the  wet  fabric fighting him as he tried to pul it down over his body, wings catching in the slits.

Rak  barreled  around  the  corner,  narrowly  avoided  coliding  with  the supercilious Lord Kion, and dashed through the entrance to the servant’s passages  before  the  duke  could  get  a  word  out.  He  emerged  into  the proper corridor a short time later and rang the bel-rope before Hasaviz’s office door.

Hasaviz opened the door and looked him over, a smirk growing as he took in the priest’s sodden disarray. “Kneel, slave.”

Rak went to his knees right there in the corridor and hated himself for it. Hasaviz’s expression was approving, however. “Crawl to the training room,”  he  commanded.  The  only  way  into  the  office  was  crawling between  the  trainer’s  legs,  which  was  doubtless  what  Hasaviz  expected him to do.

Quickly, while the corridor remained empty, Rak went to al fours and crawled  between  Hasaviz’s  legs  and  into  the  office.  He  kept  crawling, heading  for  the  training  room  as  he’s  been  bid.  Hasaviz  walked  behind him, enjoying his humiliation.

“Strip,” said Hasaviz, once they had reached the training room.

Rak struggled to remove the wet silk off his body. The more the fabric resisted, the harder he tried, the more frustrated he became, until he was sobbing,  the  tunic  stil  half  on.  Hasaviz  stroked  Rak’s  bared  bely  and sides,  making  it  even  more  difficult  for  Rak  to  obey  him.  “Poor  slave,”

crooned Hasaviz. “Can’t get your tunic off? Beg me, and I’l help you.”

“Please, I beg you to help me, master,” said Rak.

Hasaviz made short work of puling the tunic off. Rak peeled his pants down without assistance, stepped out of them, and knelt at Hasaviz’s feet once again.

“Pleasure me, slave.” The slave trainer adjusted his pants and waited, arms crossed over his chest. Rak set his mouth to the man’s sex, kissing and licking everything until the cock was fuly erect. Then he slid his mouth over  the  shaft  and  set  to  work.  He  tried  to  pretend  that  it  was  Jisten standing before him, but the differences in length, thickness, and even taste between his trainer and his Valer doomed the attempt to fail.

As if sensing that Rak wasn’t paying attention, Hasaviz seized control by grasping his wings at the bend. Rak whimpered, a grue crawling up his back from fear-laden tension. He sucked harder, roling his tongue along the bottom of the man’s member to further stimulate it. Hasaviz tugged on the  wings,  then  shifted  his  grip  lower,  onto  the  muscular  length  of  the humeral  bone.  He  tugged  again,  grunting  as  his  cock  slid  deeper  into Rak’s throat.

Rak  tied  his  best  to  distract  Hasaviz,  puling  out  every  trick  and  skil he’d  acquired  in  his  many  years  of  slavery,  but  to  no  avail.  Hasaviz continued  to  wrench  his  wings,  using  them  as  handles  as  he  pounded Rak’s  mouth.  The  slave  trainer’s  hot  seed  spurted  into  Rak’s  mouth, hitting the back of his throat, and Rak coughed and gagged on it. Hasaviz stepped  on  Rak’s  erect  cock,  pressing  down  warningly.  The  throbbing sex in Rak’s mouth shot several rounds down his throat, and he managed to swalow most of it, except for that initial blast which now decorated the corners of his mouth despite his best efforts.

Hasaviz puled out and regarded him for a  moment.  “You  look  good like that. I forbid you to wipe my seed off.” Hasaviz pushed him away and closed his pants. He pointed to a spot on the floor and said, “Kneel there, facing my desk.” Rak crawled to the indicated spot and turned to face the desk as he straightened back up. Hasaviz sat down behind his desk and said, “Dance in place and touch yourself until I command you to stop.”

As  Rak  moved  his  body  in  a  pleasing  manner,  Hasaviz  picked  up  a piece of paper from the waiting stack and read. Every so often, the slave handler would look up and watch Rak’s performance for a time, but he always returned to the paperwork. Rak moaned in need as his unrelieved slave fires went from a steady burn to a raging inferno.

“Please, master,” sobbed Rak, trying to catch Hasaviz’s attention.

Hasaviz  looked  at  him,  and  Rak  opened  his  mouth  to  beg,  when  a sheet of blood descended across his field of vision. It vanished, and Rak shook himself as Hasaviz scowled. The office vanished from Rak’s view again,  replaced  with  a  tile  mosaic  of  a  gold  gryphon  on  green.  Blood washed over the mosaic, hiding it. Rak could feel the heat coming off the blood.  Water  splashed,  hitting  the  blood. A  dagger. A  man  with  dead eyes.  He  stood  in  a  smal  room  of  shelves  piled  with  linens  and  towels, Jethain was laying dead in a pool of his own blood, and Rak was up off the floor and moving.

The  training  colar,  unlocked  and  open,  fel  to  the  floor  in  a  chiming clatter  of  metal  on  stone.  Hasaviz  watched  it  fal,  tracking  its  path  with shock graven on his face.

Rak grabbed his pants and his short swords and burst naked into the public corridor. He begrudged every split second it took for him to pul those  now  merely  damp  pants  on,  but  he  knew  he  had  no  choice.  The repercussions  from  running  topless  through  the  palace  would  be  bad enough.

He pelted through the palace, his bare feet silent on the marble floor.

He  ran  as  fast  as  he  could,  not  caring  who  saw  him  in  this  disheveled state. Somehow, there was another assassin, and the man was about to strike Jethain.



   


Sedrael saw the topless high priest running directly at him, bared blades in hand, looking like al the demons of the abyss were on his tail. He opened the door before Rak could crash into it. Then he ran, too, but for Jisten. If the  priest  was  going  to  kil  Jethain,  he  couldn’t  stop  him.  If  the  priest couldn’t handle whatever it was, Sedrael would need Jisten’s help.

Rak  dashed  from  the  office,  to  the  parlor,  to  the  bedroom,  to  the bathroom.  He  kicked  open  the  bathroom  door  and  leapt  through  the opening  as  the  door  slammed  loudly  into  the  wal.  The  prince  took advantage  of  the  assassin’s  momentary  distraction  to  jerk  away,  faling back into the large marble tub.

The  assassin  hissed  and  turned  towards  Rak,  swiping  the  air  with  a bloodied  dagger,  and  gesturing  with  the  other  hand.  A  lurid  red amorphous  blob  of  energy  flew  from  the  assassin’s  hand  and  slammed into  Rak.  He  screamed  in  rage  and  black  and  green  power  crackled about  him.  The  assassin  sent  another  blast  of  power  at  him,  but  Rak ducked it and sidled towards Jethain.

Rak handed a short sword over the tubs’ edge, hilt first. Jethain took the  blade,  which  proved  that  the  prince  was  stil  alive.  Rak’s  staff appeared in his empty hand and instead of dodging the next blob, he used the staff to bat it back at the sender. The assassin shrieked in pain as the blob connected, and Rak lunged, embedding his remaining sword in the assassin’s body.

“Give  my  regards  to  your  Queen,”  Rak  told  the  dying  man,  and  was rewarded by a flare of helpless rage before the assassin slumped down, dead. Rak puled out his sword and used a nearby towel to clean it. He turned his attention to his brother.

The prince slipped under the water of the bathtub. It was exactly one of the  deaths  that  Rak  had  seen  in  a  vision  and  the  high  priest  froze.  The prophecy. He had failed and now they would al fal to the Unmaker.

He leaped the distance between him and the tub, banged his knee hard, but didn’t notice. Dropping sword and staff, he reached down and puled the prince up. His fires blazed in agony at the nearness of the male body and he bit his lip to keep from screaming as he felt for a pulse.

The  prince  breathed  and  his  heartbeat  was  steady  and  strong.  Rak puled Jethain’s limp, but living, form out of the tub, overbalanced, and fel with the prince atop him. He couldn’t suppress the moan of desire, but he felt more than the weight of the handsome male body. The chaos in the abdominal wound seared Rak with a different kind of fire.



   


Jisten  had  discovered  that  Rak  was  gone  when  he  returned  from overseeing the ceremonial changing of the guard. He’d assumed the priest had woken up and returned to his suite. When Sed ran in with his news, Jisten wondered if Rak had had another vision. If so, he hoped the Loftoni had made it to Jethain in time.

His pace increased until Sedrael was in danger of being left behind. He also scowled at the shortage of guards. Where had his men gone? They weren’t the types to abandon their posts. He and Sed raced into Jethain’s suite unchalenged—the office was empty, so was the study, and so was the  bedroom,  but  there  were  sounds  coming  from  the  bathroom.  Jisten pointed and Sed nodded. They charged side by side.

They  burst  into  the  prince’s  bathroom  with  drawn  swords  and  much yeling,  but  the  fight  was  already  over.  Both  men  stopped  short  of  the spreading pool of assassin’s blood and gawked at the sight of the naked wet prince atop the half-naked high priest.

Rak shoved the prince off him, onto the marble floor. He blinked up at the two guards, stil flat on his back. “Prince… hurt… chaos.”

“S’Rak! Jethain!” Jisten cried.

“Assassin!  Blood!”  added  Sedrael.  He  plunged  his  sword  into  the already dead assassin.

“Chaos! Burning!” Rak finished.

With the assassin’s death verified, Sedrael scooped the prince off the floor easily. “Got ‘im.”

Jisten reached for Rak. “High priest, where are you hurt?”

Rak closed his eyes. “It does not matter.  Ix time for me, you must get Forael.”

“Gonna  put  the  prince  in  bed.  Cap’n,  priest’s  burnin’  bad. Ya  gotta decide.” Sed marched out carrying the prince.

Guards poured into the prince’s quarters, responding belatedly to Jisten and Sedrael racing off like madmen. “Orste! To the Sun Temple! Retrieve Forael!” Jisten ordered. “Kordri, secure the king’s quarters  now.”

Kordri  gestured  to  Vel  and  several  others,  then  marched  out  sharply with the selected men.

“I’ve got Sedrael here,” said Jisten to those that remained. “The rest of you sweep the palace, starting with the prince’s quarters and on down the corridors.”

“Yes, sir!” The remaining guards marched out.

Jisten turned back to Rak. “Now there is time for you. Tel me.”

Rak  had  bitten  his  lower  lip  bloody  in  an  effort  to  remain  silent  and Jisten resisted the urge to cuddle the man in his arms. Rak took a deep breath and said, “I burn. Slave fires.”

“Tel me who you want,” Jisten said. “I can recal your choice.” He felt miserable, but resigned himself to seeing that Rak got the help he needed.

If  only  his  dreams  could  come  true.  If  only  the  priest  were  not  already married. “Or Sedrael is right here.”



   


“My wants are immaterial. Only duty matters. I must see the prince.” Rak staggered to his feet. He limped out of the bathroom, favoring the injured knee. Jisten folowed him, silent, but present. Rak half fel against Jethain’s bed.  He  placed  a  hand  on  the  prince’s  bely  and  chanted.  He  found  it incredibly  difficult  to  concentrate.  Too  many  distractions.  His  fires, Jethain, Jisten, the other guards, even the blasted sun.

Jisten stood very close to Rak, ready to support him should he fal. His very proximity made the fires worse. Rak forced his wandering attention back  to  the  prayers.  He  had  to  pul  the  chaos  out  so  that  Forael  could heal the wound.

Fentri burst in. “Capt’n! We’ve cornered another assassin! He doesn’t have any magic, but daggers and a sword! Come quickly!”

Jisten  dashed  out  after  Fentri,  barking  questions  and  orders  together.

The  king  and  prince  had  to  be  secured,  where  was  the  third  assassin, what was the assassin doing…the captain’s voice faded as he ran down the corridor.

Rak  continued  to  chant.  The  sickly  blood-red  of  the  chaos  power became visible, fighting the darkness seeking to expel it. Sedrael looked down at Rak’s hands with interest. “Beard o’ Auranz! What ‘n th’ abyss is  that?” 

Rak  didn’t  stop  chanting  to  answer,  until  at  last  his  green  tinted darkness  surged  and  vanquished  the  chaos  power.  Then  he  slumped against  the  bed  and  panted,  not  only  burning  but  drained  as  wel.  He shook like a shriveled winter leaf clinging to the bare branch in a gale.

Orste came back. “Jisten ordered me to reinforce you. Hey, the priest looks mighty bad.”

Sed sheathed his sword and put his hand on Rak’s neck. “Yeah, heart beatin’ too fast, inna bad way.” He sighed.

“Oh, Kal is gonna  kill  you, Sed, don’t do it!”

“Yeah,    you  gonna  do  him?”  Sed  chalenged.  “Who  else  did  Cap’n send?”

Orste named three guards, al known to prefer women.

Rak panted, staring up at Sed, waiting to hear if he would live or die.

He found the question very interesting on a philosophic level.

“C’mon, can’t let ya die,” Sedrael gently tugged Rak to his feet while Orste  grumbled  under  his  breath.  Rak  folowed  Sedrael  obediently,  for Scorth didn’t want them to die. Sed walked into the spare bedroom. His look was grim as he undid his pants. “This ain’t right. Should be love, or at least fun.”

Rak  puled  down  his  pants  and  bent  over  onto  the  bed,  silent  and shaking.  Sed’s  large  hand  positioned  Rak  and  he  thrust  in,  silent  and quick.  Rak  cried  out  in  pleasure,  loud  enough  for  al  four  guards  in  the outer chamber to hear. He couldn’t stop himself.

As the large guard thrust into him hard and fast, it was clear to Rak that this was nothing more than a duty to the man. That Sed was grieving the loss of his archer was also clear. “I am sorry,” whispered Rak between thrusts. “So sorry.”

“Steady,” Sed in a low tone. “S’al right. I’m nothin’ but a good lookin’

dumb farm boy no how. Al I’m good fer.”

“Thank you,” said Rak next. “Kal is lucky.” The archer had a man who cared for him. He wished that Tyl were here.

Sed shuddered to a climax. He waited for Rak’s, and then puled out.

“Ain’t gonna see Kal no more.” He refastened his pants.

Rak shook his head, looking back at Sed. “I wil speak to him if you want.”

Sed  didn’t  make  eye  contact  with  Rak.  “Yeah?  ‘N  say  what?  Sorry bout usin’ yer lover? Don’t mean nothin’? Yeah, best ta just cal it quits.

He’s better’n me anyhows.”

Rak sighed and chose not to argue. He would just speak to Kal. This was his fault, and his to make right. He puled his pants up and laced them closed. “Thank you for helping me.”

“Yeah, ya deserve it, savin’ th’ prince n al.” Sed put his hand on the doorknob. He waited there, facing the door. “Tel me when yer ready.”

“I am ready,” said Rak. He rubbed his shoulders because he couldn’t reach his wrenched wing muscles. Sed opened the door and walked out without a backward glance, shoulders slumped. Rak walked out and sat by Jethain, waiting for Forael.




Chapter Five: Horse Tonics

Jethain’s eyes opened as Rak sat down. “You realy must stop this bad habit you have of saving me,” he said, but pain was underlying his humor.

“Everyone  must  have  a  hobby,”  said  Rak.  “Someone  was  sent  after Forael, so I expect he wil be here soon.”

“Where’s Jisten?” Jethain asked. “What happened to the assassin?”

“I kiled the assassin. Another hobby of mine. Jisten is dealing with the capture  of  a  third  one.”  Rak  puled  the  blanket  down  and  pressed  on Jethain’s bely.

“Ow!” Jethain pushed away Rak’s hands. “Stop that! I’m not a horse!”

Rak pushed Jethain’s hands back and went right back to it. “Of course you are not a horse. Horses do not talk back to their healers.”

“I suspect that horses make better patients,” stated Jisten as he strode back in. “The third assassin was no such thing, but their terrified servant. I have Cook trying to get some sense out of him. How common are chaos-bolt flinging assassins?”

Rak’s  wings  flared  open  in  surprise,  his  only  outward  reaction  to Jisten’s return. “They are not at al common.” He bit off the rest of what he  thought.  The  two  assassins  he’d  kiled  were  not  chaos  mages.  They couldn’t  have  raised  the  power  that  they’d  used.  That  meant  their opponent  was  powerful  enough  to  control  others  and  work  his  magic through them. He doubted they’d get a coherent word out the captured servant.

“We’l examine the bodies closely for clues, but did their fighting style tel you anything?” asked Jisten. The look in Jisten’s eyes told Rak that he knew that Rak wasn’t teling them everything.

Rak’s wings settled against his back. “He wasn’t wel trained, but used an  eastern  guard  position.  That  indicates  Riverlands,  or  perhaps Koilathan,  though  he  was  dark  for  such.  But  not  nomadic,  nor  Varkan, nor western kingdoms.”

“I wish it was the nomads—they come, they cause havoc, they leave,”

Jisten said. “But Riverlands, that’s bad. Although I am not among them, there are those who say you brought this evil here. Some are ignorant, but some, I wonder if they are trying to cast suspicion off themselves and onto you, and they can stir the rabble.”

“That  would  not  surprise  me.  Too  many  wish  to  hold  to  their comfortable delusions. And most people resist change,” Rak said, rubbing his shoulders again.

Jisten studied Rak’s muscular torso with an open admiration that made Rak’s  heart  ache,  but  also  worry.  The  blue  and  purple  flames  from  the tattoo on his back spiled over his shoulders and upper arms like a pair of epaulets. He wondered what Jisten was thinking as  the  man  studied  the flames.

Jethain  cleared  his  throat,  drawing  everyone’s  gaze  to  him.  “Araken, are you pledged to serve Zoth?”

“What?”

“I’m  sorry,  but  that  phoenix  on  your  back  is  straight  from  the  royal crest of Zoth. We’re not at war with them, but we’re not alies either.”

“Oh, that. It is nothing. Just art.” Rak looked embarrassed.

“The Lord of Night is not alied with Zoth, is he?” Jethain pressed.

“Ix, never. Zoth stands for everything my Lord opposes.”

Jisten puled a shirt from the wardrobe, used a dagger to slash two slits in  the  back,  and  handed  the  shirt  to  Rak.  “Best  to  cover  up  quickly.  I assume that you ran here? Too fast for any to see?”

“Ai,  I ran very fast.” Rak smiled a little and proceeded to put on the shirt. When his wings fouled in the fabric, Jisten smoothed them through, then turned down the ragged edges of the slits.

“Mother gave me that shirt. Much better with the alteration, I say.”

Rak looked down at the lime green satin. “It is very bright.”

“You should see the matching dress that she made,” Jisten said. “She thought Jethain made quite the nice accessory next to her.”

“Accessory, that’s right,” Jethain grumped.

“Are not al men?” inquired Rak, amused.

Jisten  laughed.  Jethain  folowed  suit,  too,  but  regretted  it  when  the abdominal pain struck. Jisten handed him a pilow to clutch.



   


Forael walked into the bedroom without knocking, as al of his kind did.

He  nodded  to  Rak  and  Jisten,  but  his  attention  was  on  Jethain.  “The messenger  was  lacking  in  details,  but  I  can  guess.  Let  me  see  your abdomen, my prince.”

Jethain joked, “No, you are going to touch it!”

“Of  course  I  am  going  to  touch  it,”  Forael  said,  annoyance  and amusement warring on his face. Amusement won and he grinned. “I can’t not touch. Can you just look at a horse?”

“Now  you  are  caling  me  a  horse?  I  bite!”  Jethain  said.  “Araken  has already been giving me horse tonics!”

“He  has?  How  did  they  taste?”  Forael  interest  was  sincere.  “Cousin, did they help? May I have the recipes?”

“I  wil  have  a  copy  made  for  you  of  my  entire  compendium  of  herbs and remedies,” Rak assured him.

“My  most  golden  thanks.  Now  prince,  I  am  saying  that  I  am  like  a horseman.  I  can’t  just  look,  I  have  to  touch,  feel  the  legs,  palpate  the bely.”

“I’l just tel you now that it hurts, thank you very much!” Jethain tried to put his hands over his bely, but Forael was faster. Jethain gasped at the touch. “You just  had to do that, didn’t you?”

“What  happened,  cousin?”  Forael  asked  as  his  hands  pressed  in various places on Jethain’s battered middle.

“Assassin hit him with a chaos bolt,” said Rak. “I drew the chaos out, but the bolt did physical damage as wel. That is the way of those things.”

“What  sort  of  damage  do  they  do?  Laceration?  Contusion?”  Forael kept palpating.

“Ow!  I’m right here!  Ow!  Stop talking over me!  Ow!” 

Jisten  came  over  and  held  the  prince’s  combative  hands.  “Traitor,”

Jethain grumbled at his captain, who smiled down at him.

“They wil undo any recent healing,” said Rak slowly, dredging up the details  from  his  schooling  as  a  novice.  “They  also  induce  shock,  and according to legend, abnormal growths.”

“Undo  recent  healing?  There  were  multiple  lacerations  in  the  prince’s gut,”  Forael  said.  He  felt  the  prince’s  pulse  next.  “Too  fast,”  he pronounced. “Blood loss is resuming.”

“He  needs  to  be  fuly  healed,”  said  Rak.  “Is  his  sunniness  in  a  good mood today? We need a miracle.”

“I’m in a fine mood,” Forael said.

“I meant the sunniness that you serve. The one blazing down in al His annoyingly bright glory,” said Rak dryly. Jisten stifled a chuckle.

“I usualy carry on without ascertaining His mood,” Forael replied. “Do shield  your  eyes,  cousin.  This  is  bound  to  be  annoyingly  bright.”  He chanted and healing light sparkled and swirled around Jethain’s bely.

The  light  pierced  through  Rak’s  eyelids  and  went  on  for  a  long  time accompanied by melodious chanting. He covered his head with his wings, and he could  still  see the light.

The  light  and  the  sense  of  summer  warmth  faded,  and  Forael  asked, “How do you feel, Prince Jethain?”

“Are you talking to me?  Me?  The patient?”

Jisten chuckled. “He’s better.”

Forael  checked  Jethain’s  pulse.  “Better,  but  stil  too  fast.  I  can’t replace lost blood. You, cousin?”

“Ix,  I cannot. Creation of new tissue requires a healer of day  and  of night  working  together.  That  requires  a  bridging  agent,  which  is remarkably hard to find,” finished Rak.

“And the night healer has to be a Therrai, not a Thezi,” Forael added.

He took a step away from the bed and his knees buckled. Jisten leaped to catch him.

Rak  inclined  his  head  in  agreement.  “If  Jethain  were  the  horse  he accuses me of treating him like, this would be far easier.”

“Nice shirt. It looks familiar,” Forael said to Rak as if he weren’t being helped to a chair.

“I forgot mine. Jethain loaned me his.”

“Wil you be matching the Queen as wel?”

“Night forbid. I wil endeavor to re-dye it.”

“Black does cover much. Our scholars tel us that black is not so much the absence of color, as the presence of al of them. I intend to preach an interesting sermon on that. And the fact that it might help you would be completely coincidental.”

Dethrian  and  another  sun  priest  came  in. After  checking  Jethain,  and clucking over Forael’s work, they turned to the archpriest, hoisted him up without  asking,  and  carried  him  off.  Rak  watched  this  silent  tableau, feeling both amused and sympathetic.

As soon as the three sun priests were out the door, Jisten asked, “Wil Forael be al right? I don’t know that much about magical healing.”

“Jethain and Forael need to rest. It takes a lot of strength to heal that way. Blast that whole opposition thing.”

“What about you?” asked Jisten. “While the prince is healed, Forael is down, and you can’t be far behind.”

“I am tired,” admitted Rak. As much as he wanted to lash out, he knew better. Jisten was what he was, and nothing gave Rak the right to try to change that. He hobbled off, stil favoring his knee.



   


Rak  wondered  where  Kal  could  be  found.  He  didn’t  want  to  involve Jisten,  because  the  Captain  was  intent  on  making  sure  nothing  else happened  to  Jethain,  so  he  went  to  the  font  of  al  palace  knowledge, Tebber.

“Check the archery range, sir,” Tebber said. “He’s either practicing or teaching.”

Great,  thought Rak.  He will solve this by shooting me.  “Thank you,”

said Rak. He headed out once he’d redressed himself in more appropriate attire. He’d have to colect the rest of his belongings from Hasaviz’s office soon. He realy didn’t want to face the slave trainer again today.   Well,  he consoled  himself,    if  Kal  shoots  me,  I  will  not  have  to  worry  about Hasaviz any longer. 

Sure enough, the slender archer was at the range, rapidly firing arrows at three targets. The other archers practicing had given him a wide berth, but Rak’s appearance on the range caused murmurs. Rak stood back and watched  Kal  shoot,  but  his  time  was  limited.  Once  Kal  had  shot  al  his arrows, he’d be seen.

Kal never looked away from the targets. “What do you want?”

“I wanted to speak to you about Sedrael,” said Rak quietly. He made no move to come closer.

“Come to gloat?” Kal shot a bul’s-eye. “You can have   any man! You have  the  eye  of  Jisten  the  Pure!  You  bedded  the  biggest  prize  in  the palace! More than once! Hurray for the sex slave!”

“I  do  not  want  any  man.  I  did  not  want  to  poach.  Sed  is  yours.  He loves you,” said Rak. “He is a good man, and he saved my life.”

“Oh, saved your life, did he? I heard it was sex.” Kal pointed and shot the left hand target, another bul’s-eye.

“I would have died, but he refused to alow that.”

“Yeah, I believe  that,”  Kal said. “Good sex, by the noises you made.”

He aimed and shot the right hand target. “And Sed is very good.”

“I cannot help my reactions to being used,” said Rak flatly. “I thought he was cold, and very fast.”

“What?” Kal’s arrow went wild. “Cold?  Fast?” 

“He used me because he had to. Not because he wanted to. He did not  even  take  off  his  pants.  I  did  not  mind,  I  did  not  realy  want  him, either. I just did not want to die.”

Kal  lowered  his  bow.  He  turned  his  head  to  Rak,  but  not  his  body.

“What are you playing at? Why are you teling me this?”

“I owe him, for his kindness. He loves you, but he does not think he is good enough for you,” said Rak. He picked up an arrow and inspected it as he spoke.

“Sed thinks  that?”  Kal turned slowly. “That big oaf.”

“I understand how he feels. I know about unworthiness and unrequited love. But this was not Sed’s fault, it was mine. I am the weak one. He did not have to save me. He could have let me die on the floor in Jethain’s bedroom  and  nobody  would  have  thought  anything  of  it.  I  am  nothing here. An  inconvenience  at  best,  an  enemy  at  worst.”  Rak  looked  up  at Kal and shrugged.

Kal considered Rak. “The captain would care. Very much. Where was he?”

“He  left.  He  had  an  assassin  to  capture.  Even  so,  he  would  have refused to help me, just like he refused before.”

“You   did  set  your  sights  on  the  worst  possible  choice.  But  why wouldn’t  you  want  Sed?  He’s  everything  that  you  should  love--

handsome, loyal, kind, and a warrior.”

“He  does  not  want  me.  He  wants  you.  I  am  nothing  to  him.”  Rak sighed and put the arrow back into the stand. “I wil not poach again, you have my word. Sedrael is yours. I swear I wil alow myself to die rather than poach your mate.”

“We’l  see,”  Kal  said.  “I’ve  refused  to  see  Sed  until  now.  I’l  have dinner with him at the tavern. Why don’t you visit the tavern and I’l give him the choice?”

“If you wish,” said Rak. “I wil go to the tavern once my evening ritual is completed. Wil that suffice?”

“I’m done here. See you tonight.”

“Night’s blessing on you, Kal,” said Rak. He turned and went back to the  palace,  gritting  his  teeth  as  he  felt  the  tug  of  the  summoning  whistle.

Part of him wondered what had taken Hasaviz so long.




Chapter Six: The Control Spel

“Inside,”  commanded  Hasaviz  as  soon  as  Rak  appeared  in  the  open doorway.  “And  close  that  door,  slave.”  Silently,  Rak  complied.  “Go  to the training room and prepare yourself.” Rak walked across the office to the training room. As usual, he removed his clothing, folded the garments, and set them atop the stuff he’d left earlier.

Hasaviz  came  in  behind  him  and  locked  a  colar  on  his  neck.  Rak started to kneel at his feet, but Hasaviz caught him, holding him up. “No. I want you on the rack.” He led Rak over to the metal and wood frame and made short work of lashing Rak into place. He adjusted the rack until the slave was positioned to his satisfaction, tilted back with the thighs widely spread for his ease of access.

“You  brought  this  on  yourself,  slave,”  Hasaviz  told  him.  “You disobeyed me when you ran out of my office. Because of that, you wil now lose a little more freedom.”

Hasaviz  brought  out  a  heavy  leather  slave  hood  and  set  it  on  Rak’s chest. Next he took two bals of beeswax and inserted them into Rak’s ears, pressing to mold them into shape. Hasaviz turned the hood inside out and  pressed  the  built  in  gag  to  Rak’s  lips.  Rak  opened  his  mouth  and accepted the large leather mass. He was able to draw air through it, so he knew  it  had  a  bore  hole.  Hasaviz  puled  the  hood  over  Rak’s  head, encasing it in leather.

Rak  could  no  longer  see,  nor  hear,  but  he  could  feel,  and  his  tactile acuity  seemed  greatly  heightened  by  the  absence  of  other  sensory information. He felt Hasaviz buckle the hood into place at the back of his head and under his jaw to hold the gag secure. But he gagged and tried to thrash  as  a  leather  tube  invaded  his  mouth  through  the  bore  hole.  A flogger lashed his cock in warning, but Rak didn’t heed it. He continued to fight the feeding tube.

Hasaviz broke off the attempt and proceeded to whip Rak’s helpless, bound body until the slave orgasmed from the pain. Once again he pushed the tube into Rak’s mouth, and this time, Rak swalowed it down. Hasaviz pushed  more  and  more  of  the  tube  down  Rak’s  throat,  the  leather unpleasant in taste and texture, though the worst of the gagging sensation had passed. Finaly the scraping and moving stopped. Next the tube grew very  warm  as  something  hot  was  poured  into  it,  and  hence,  down  into Rak’s  stomach.  Rak  wondered  what  was  coming  next  as  darkness claimed him.



   


Hasaviz studied Rak’s abdomen, his hand caressing the wel-defined six-pack.  He  had  al  the  time  in  the  world,  with  Rak  not  only  bound  and hooded, but drugged. When Rak had defied his commands by running out of his office, Hasaviz had been torn between rage and hysterical laughter.

Rage at the disobedience, laughter at the sight of the high priest running out of the room stark naked, if clutching his thin, damp pants in one hand.

In the aftermath, Hasaviz had pondered what to do about it.

Hasaviz walked into the training room and set candles in the four cardinal directions. Once they were lit, he’d piled fragrant herbs on the  floor  before  him  and  set  them  burning  as  well.  He  took  a  deep red  faceted  stone  from  a  pouch  he  kept  hidden  in  the  back  of  his desk.  The  ruby  fit  perfectly  in  the  palm  of  his  hand,  and  quickly warmed to his touch. He stared into the stone as he relaxed his focus on the here-and-now and focused instead on the elsewhere. 

He  sought  Narvain,  the  King  of  Zoth,  who  had  once  been  Rak’s owner, and would do whatever he must to claim his slave once more. 

With  this  King,  the  brother  of  his  mother,  did  Hasaviz’s  true allegiance lie, by ties of duty, blood, and pride. 

A  disembodied,  silky  voice  spoke  over  his  shoulder,  softly murmuring into his ear. “Report, nephew.” 

“I have found him, my liege,” said Hasaviz. He went on to explain how he’d trapped Rak, the progress he’d made in training the slave, the setting of the control spell, and the recent development. He made no  effort  to  spare  himself  fault  in  the  issue  of  the  slave’s  defiance, but  stuck  to  the  facts  of  the  matter.  He  ended  with,  “I  do  not understand how he broke free of the control spell.” 

“My  pet  has  always  been  willful,”  soothed  the  voice.  “Don’t blame  yourself  for  his  actions.  No  doubt  his  God  has  spent  years weakening the spell, and also, his was the very first one I set. I have perfected the spell since then. You need to update the control spell, which will strengthen it. Here are the changes you need to make to the spell.” A detailed diagram filled Hasaviz’s mind and he carefully transcribed it onto paper. “You also need to feed him this potion.” 

Another  set  of  instructions  entered  his  mind.  “Once  that  is  done,  I will  send  you  some  special  tools  to  use  on  him,  but  those  will  take some time to reach you.” 

“I  will  obey,  my  liege,”  said  Hasaviz.  “The  slave  will  taste  your discipline, if from my hands.” 

“Excellent, my nephew. The modifications to the control spell will allow for more than one person to be keyed into it. I have found it advantageous to allow my slave trainers and handlers the same level of control I have over my animals.” 

Hasaviz smiled as he considered who else he could share the spell with. Narvain’s next words dashed the smile from his face. “Do not allow any other mage into the spell.” 

“My liege, there is a chaos mage masquerading as a sun priest. He wants control over the slave.” 

“You speak of the mage our mutual friend corrupted and planted in the sun service?” 

“Yes, my liege.” 

“Do not let him have access to the spell—he could wrest control of the slave away from us. Lie and tell him that the spell only works for one person. If he has need of a hold over my pet, permit him to breed the slave.” 

He laid out the special magic-infused paints and the fine brushes. Next, he spread out the diagram he’d copied and stroked Rak’s abdomen with an idle hand as he studied what he’d already memorized. Once Hasaviz was confident of the changes he needed to make, he dipped the brush into one of the tiny paint pots and applied a thin, precise line to Rak’s bely, building off the tattoo that was already there. He worked steadily, silently, tense with the required concentration.

It was over an hour before he was satisfied that the diagram on Rak’s abdomen  was  identical  to  the  one  on  the  page.  Caling  up  his  miniscule mage-gift, Hasaviz floated a hand over Rak’s bely, activating the magic in the paints. The painted lines sank into the slave’s skin painlessly, etching themselves  into  permanence.  Now  Hasaviz  took  out  the  golden  dagger and  nicked  a  finger.  He  pressed  the  bleeding  digit  to  precise  places  on Rak’s bely as he hoarsely chanted in the arcane language. This was far, far  more  complicated  that  the  simple  spel  triggering  he’d  done  before, and he could sense it failing, his mage-gift unequal to the task.

In desperation, he reached for aid through his  link  with  Narvain.  The stronger mage’s presence came roaring down the bond to fil Hasaviz with power,  briefly  subsuming  the  man.  Narvain  took  over  the  arcane  chant, and now the powers flared across Rak in a visible manner, the changes to the set-spel linking to the original, blending, modifying, becoming a new whole. When it was done, Narvain released his grip on Hasaviz’s mind, alowing his nephew to resume control of the body.

Hasaviz  stretched,  then  stood  and  retrieved  the  potion  he’d  spent several  hours  preparing.  He  carefuly  poured  the  cup’s  worth  of  fluid down the tube he’d left in Rak’s stomach.  It’s past time that the slave’s potions  are  modernized,  he  told  himself.  There’s  no  violation  of  our agreement  here.  Besides,  King  Narvain’s  orders  supersede  any promise I made to the slave. 



   


Rak  awoke  to  the  awful  taste  of  leather  flavored  with  whatever  potion Hasaviz  had  inflicted  on  him.  Even  worse,  the  man  with  the  chisel  had returned to hammer away at the inside of his skul once more. Rak curled up and covered his head with his hands, as if that would do anything to stop his internal torment. Two things surprised him. First, he could move.

Second, he could feel his head—the hood was off. His eyes flew open as a hand landed on his shoulder.

“Drink,”  commanded  Hasaviz,  holding  out  a  leather  jack  ful  of something. “It wil help with the headache.”

Rak blinked at him owlishly. He sat up and accepted the leather mug.

“Thank  you.”  The  trainer’s  eyes  narrowed  in  warning.  Quickly,  Rak appended,  “Master,”  then  took  a  long  drink.  “Why  did  you  drug  me, master?”

“Slaves don’t ask questions,” replied Hasaviz. “Finish drinking that.”

Rak felt his arm move on its own. He hadn’t tried to move the limb.

The  jack’s  rim  pressed  against  his  lip,  and  he  drank  as  he  was  bid, through  no  effort  of  his  own.  Flaring  with  rage  at  the  reminder  of  the control  spel,  he  tried  to  force  his  arm  away  from  his  lips.  Nothing happened. He tried to close his mouth and not drink, but he continued to swalow  the  liquid  down  steadily.  Only  once  the  jack  was  empty  could Rak  move  independently.  “You   vlakas,”  he  snarled  at  Hasaviz.  “How dare you use that foul magic to control me!”

The trainer’s belt flogger snapped across Rak’s scarred cheek. “Mind your  manners,  slave.  I  told  you  that  you’d  be  losing  some  of  your freedom, and you have. I’ve reinforced the control spel on you to ensure your obedience. You won’t slip your leash again, slave.”

“I wil kil you for this,   master,” promised Rak in a deadly calm tone of voice. “I  will  break free.

Hasaviz threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, I’m so worried. I must go flee at once, before your wrath overcomes me. I think not. On your back and spread, slave.”

Rak lay back on the couch and spread his legs. Hasaviz sat down on the end of the stuffed leather-wrapped platform and said, “Tel me how you broke free of the control spel earlier. I need to know for the report I have to write.”

Rak glared at him, stil fighting the control spel that held him pinned in place.  He  had  no  idea  how  he’d  gotten  free,  he  had  just  done  it.  He suspected  divine  intervention.  “My  wil  is  stronger  than  yours,”  he suggested.

“Yes, your wil must be stronger than mine.” Hasaviz took off his shoes and Rak’s body slid off the couch and knelt at the trainer’s feet. Rak then bent over and licked the man’s bare feet. “That means you must want to do this,” said Hasaviz.

Only once both of Hasaviz’s feet had been thoroughly licked clean was Rak able to straighten up. “Let me go, master,” Rak pleaded. “I wil obey without the spel.”

“You’re so strong, use your strong wil,” taunted Hasaviz. “Get back on the couch, slave.”

Rak  looked  away.  He’d  been  fighting  the  control  spel  since  Hasaviz had  first  used  it  on  him  several  days  before.  Nothing  he’d  tried  had worked, except for that one time that had precipitated this session.

“No? Not working? Whatever could be wrong?” asked Hasaviz in a tone of fake concern. He forced Rak onto the couch.

“I  know  not,”  whispered  Rak.  Entirely  against  his  wil,  he  was  once more on his back, his legs widely spread for the trainer’s amusement.

“Perhaps  you  know  this  is  your  place,  that  you  truly  enjoy  this,”

suggested  Hasaviz.  The  slave  trainer  sat  between  his  slave’s  widely spread legs, looking down at him.

“Ix, ” snapped Rak. “I hate this as much as I hate you.”

“Hate?” Hasaviz pretended surprise. “Why, I thought that you wanted me.  I  could  never  use  someone  who  hated  me.”  He  stroked  his  slave’s thighs with a possessive hand, smirking at the inevitable reaction.

“I would rather be used by a wyrm than by you, master,” said Rak, out of anger, and in perfect slave-tense Zafirin.

“Wel, that is your choice,” Hasaviz said, and began to hum. With one finger, he teased the hard member between his slave’s legs. Another finger rubbed against Rak’s opening.

It wasn’t long before Rak whimpered.

“Now,  are  you  sure  you  don’t  want  me?”  Hasaviz  paused,  looking Rak in the eye until the slave turned his head away. It was a subtle victory, but it was a victory.

Although Rak was shuddering in need, he stil tried to get off the couch again. As with his previous attempts, nothing happened. Despite the fact that he was panting in need, Rak said, “I hate you. Let me go.”

“Ah, stil with the hatred. Must be that strong wil,” Hasaviz said. He began to hum again and resumed tormenting his slave.

Rak  held  out  for  a  grueling  quarter  hour.  Within  five  minutes,  he  had decided that Hasaviz’s atonal humming was maddening. Before he could break down sobbing, Hasaviz asked, “So, how is  that  strong  wil  now?

Are you  sure you would rather have a wyrm enter you than me?”

“Please use me, master. I cannot stand the fires. Please, I need.” Rak broke, surrendering his wil to the needs of his body.

“But I thought that you hated me.” Hasaviz thrust a finger into Rak. “Is this what you want?

Rak cried out as his pelvis lifted up towards Hasaviz, hating himself for that. “I beg you to fil my lowly body with your noble perfection. I yearn to be filed by your glorious weapon.” As the finger wiggled inside him, his fires raged hotter, increasing his desperation.

“Tel me that you love me, that you love being a slave, that it is al you ever  wanted  and  you  are  glad  to  return  to  slavery.  Bless  al  the  creator gods  for  alowing  you  to  serve  my  desires,”  Hasaviz  said,  removing  his finger.

Trembling  in  fear  and  in  need,  Rak  said,  “Master,  I  love  you.  I  love being your sex slave. I beg you to fil me with your masterly essence, that I may  be  reminded  once  more  of  what  I  am,  for  that  is  al  I  have  ever wanted. Master, I beg you to remind me that I am not free, have never been free, and am nothing but your slave. I bless and thank al the Gods for permitting me to serve your desires.”

Hasaviz  straddled  the  couch  and  leaned  over  Rak.  Grabbing  the humeral bones of Rak’s wings for leverage, he impaled Rak’s body in a single,  powerful  thrust.  Rak  screamed  in  reaction  to  the  forceful,  rapid invasion, then groaned in pleasure. His body reacted, too, his hips roled into  the  stroke  and  his  internal  muscles  clenched  about  the  shaft  as  it puled most of the way out.

Hasaviz  said,  “Praise  me  as  I  use  you,  slave,  or  I’l  stop.” Again  he drove his length into Rak hard and fast.

“Master’s  cock  is  of  surpassing  magnificence,”  gasped  Rak. Another backslide and hard inward thrust. “Master is so strong and dominant.”

Hasaviz thrust each time Rak complimented him, or his cock, but each time Rak abased himself, he was rewarded with two thrusts. Rak caught on quick. “Your sex slave loves it when Master uses him. Master, thank you  for  teaching  your  slave.  The  slave  is  honored  to  please  Master’s awesome  cock.”  Rak  abased  himself  for  the  sake  of  his  fires,  though inside his anger simmered at a slow boil.

His head had some freedom of motion and he knew that both doors to the training room were propped open. So was the office door. Servants in the back corridor, and anyone in the main corridor, could hear him, and with very little effort, see him. Rak had no idea how many people were witness to his humiliation at Hasaviz’s hands, but he knew that at least a few had passed by in both corridors.

“Master, your slave begs you to give him your seed,” said Rak when he sensed Hasaviz was close. This pleased the trainer enough that the man gave three further thrusts and stopped, pumping his load into Rak’s body.

Hasaviz reached down and caught Rak’s dependent discharge in his hand.

Then he held it to Rak’s mouth. Rak licked his own seed off Hasaviz’s hand, and kept licking that hand wel after it was clean.

Hasaviz withdrew from Rak and stood up. He pointed to the floor at his feet, and silently, Rak slipped off the couch and knelt before the trainer again. Rak leaned forward slightly and licked his master’s cock and bals clean of their efforts. Hasaviz stroked Rak’s hair in the same manner that he would stroke a dog’s head.

“Good,  slave.  We’re  done  for  now.  You  may  dress  and  go  about whatever  business  you  may  have.”  Hasaviz  tucked  himself  away  and walked  back  into  his  office,  seating  himself  at  the  desk.  Rak  dressed quickly, gathered the items he’d left last time, and fled out the back door as fast as his feet could take him.




Chapter Seven: Kal and Sed

ªktåra Atålio, Tålyssa Fångari

6th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon

Rak  walked  into  the  tavern  alone.  He  paused  just  inside  the  door  and scanned the crowd. Sedrael and Kal were sitting together, but it was the larger  man  who  served  the  smaler  his  bread,  the  butter,  asked  if  he wanted  another  ale.  Kal’s  expression  was  neutral  and  he  politely answered al questions.

Rak headed directly for their table. There were some angry murmurs when Rak’s destination was guessed. Sed franticaly shook his head and made shooing motions.

“No, let him come,” Kal said in a flat tone that carried. Rak made it to the  table  despite  fending  off  a  dozen  kiling  glares  and  several  hisses  or rude comments about evil dark servants. “Please sit down, S’Rak,” Kal said, cutting across Sedrael’s words.

“Sedrael, Kala’ithyk, night’s blessing upon you both,” said Rak. He sat down.

“Uhm, yeah, sure,” Sedrael said.

“You do not appear happy to see me,” noted Rak. “Are you regretting saving my life?”

“No, sir!” Sedrael sat up. “But that was uh, duty.”

Kal made a scoffing noise and said, “I asked the high priest here. He came to me—”

“Aww, scorch it—”

“No, Sedrael, let me finish,” Kal said cooly. “The high priest was very insistent  that  you  saved  his  life.  While  that  sounds  like  a  tale  to  me,  his other comments made me wonder. Sed, just choose. No more teling me one thing and doing another.”

Rak was tempted to bite Kal’s head off. Hadn’t he made it clear that he didn’t want  Sed, either? But he had faith in Sed’s love for Kal, so he refrained. Barely.

“Kal, ya never been ta Chloi,” Sed began. “But now ya gotta decide.

Am I a liar or not? Slave fires kil, and kil ugly. S’Rak deserved savin’.”

Sed took Kal’s hand. “He sav’d th’ prince, Kal. I love ya, but ya gotta believe me or we ain’t got nothin’. I love ya, big dumb brute that I am.”

Half the tavern was listening along with Rak. Kal squeezed Sed’s hand.

“High priest, I was going to ask you to swear by your God that he was teling the truth. But now, I don’t need that.”

“I wil swear it if you want,” said Rak, indifferent. “Or better yet, you can bring him to my chapel and we wil let Zotien decide if his love for you is true.”

“Ya can do that?” Sed stood up and dragged Kal up. “Yeah! We’re goin’.”

“Only if you are wiling to be bound,” said Rak in warning, “in marriage vows.”  He  looked  at  Kal.  Would  the  slender  archer  step  up  to  the chalenge?

“Oh, yeah!” Sed kissed Kal’s hand. “Uh, whaddya say Kal? Sure ya wanna be bound ta me? Marry me?”

Kal flung his arms around Sed’s neck and kissed him.

Rak  stood  up  and  said,  “If  marriage  is  what  you  want,  come  to  the chapel. It is in my suite, Tebber can direct you.” He turned and left the two lovers to the celebratory cheers of their friends.



   


It wasn’t just Kal and Sed who showed up at the chapel. Jisten was with them and happiness shone on his face. Rak shoved his depression down into the deep recesses of his mind and smiled pleasantly at the couple. His pain should not be theirs. This was supposed to be a joyous occasion for them.

Al  three  men  wore  their  ful  dress  uniform  as  befit  the  occasion.

Fortunately, it was late enough that they were highly unlikely to have been seen.

Sed kept asking “Are ya sure?” to Kal over and over. Each time, the archer stroked his hand.

“I think he is sure,” said Rak, “or he would not be here.”

“S’Rak, I can’t thank you enough,” Jisten said.

“For what?” Rak alowed his confusion to show.

“For marrying these two,” Jisten said. He shook Rak’s arm just a bit.

“Thank you!”

“You are welcome.” Rak shook his head in bemusement. “This is one of  my  duties,  Captain,  and  it  is  up  to  the  God  to  decide  if  they  can  be bound.”

“Sed’s  chosen  Kal!”  Jisten  half-whispered,  half-chortled.  “He’s  no longer available!”

Rak  wasn’t  sure  why  Jisten  would  be  so  happy  about  this.  He hazarded a guess, “No more disruption in the ranks?”

Jisten grinned down at Rak. “Never mind.”

Rak  pointed  Sed  and  Kal  to  their  positions  before  the  altar.  “This ceremony is mercifuly brief.” He explained the ritual for them before they began.

“Who comes before the altar of the Lord of Night?”

“Two  soldiers,  who  wish  to  be  bound  to  one  another,”  said  Jisten, speaking as the sponsor. “Their hearts are true and both are wiling.”

“Then let them step forward and speak for themselves,” replied Rak.

Sed and Kal approached the altar. Sed held out his hand, palm up, and Kal placed his hand on Sed’s.

Rak studied their faces as he asked, “Do you come of your own wil, freely  and  in  ful  knowledge,  before  the  altar  of  Night  to  seek  this binding?”

“Yes, I do,” said Sed.

“Yes, I do,” said Kal.

Rak wound a silken black cord about their joined hands. “Both of you being wiling, let you be bound to each other by your oaths. Speak them now, remembering whose altar you stand before.”

Sed spoke first, “Kala’ithyk, I swear to respect you, support you, and provide for you and our family from this day forth, until the end of time.”

Kal replied, “Sedrael, I swear to respect you, support you, and guide you and our family from this day forth, until the end of time.”

Dark flames arose from the altar, accompanied by a sense of  presence that  held  the  men  rooted  in  place.  Rak  inwardly  rejoiced  as  his  soul recognized the divine being that now occupied this smal space with them.

“Your oaths are accepted,” said the rich, marvelous voice of the Lord of  Night.  The  black  cord  dissolved  and  sank  painlessly  into  the  flesh  of their  arms.  Rings  formed  on  the  third  fingers  of  their  stil-clasped  hands and the sense of the God faded.

“Sedrael,  Kala’ithyk,  your  oaths  having  been  spoken,  and  accepted, you are now bound, in life and in death, until the end of time, both seeking solace in the other, as it must be.” Rak brought the simple ceremony to its conclusion.  “Go,  enjoy  each  other’s  company.  Just  do  not  get  caught, Koilathan law stil applies.”

Jisten punched Sed’s shoulder. “You’re a married man now! No more looking around!”

“Aw, Cap’n, I don’ want no one else!”

Rak  meticulously  placed  everything  just  so  on  the  altar  while  the newlyweds departed.




Chapter Eight: Of Cowardice

“How  are  you?”  Jisten  asked  quietly,  coming  up  behind  the  high  priest once he’d seen Sed and Kal out.

Rak  clamped  down  on  his  depression  yet  again.  “Alive,  thanks  to Sedrael.”

“Wil you miss him?” Jisten dared trail his hand down a limp wing.

“Ix. He never wanted me. He only helped me out of his sense of duty.”

“You deserve better, S’Rak,” Jisten said.

Rak stepped away from the altar. “I am nothing here.”

“S’Rak!  Just  because  Sedrael  married  Kal,  doesn’t  mean  you’re nothing! They’ve been on again, off again for ages now!” Jisten gripped Rak’s  shoulders.  He  tried  to  look  into  Rak’s  eyes,  but  the  smaler  man kept his gaze downcast.

“Forgive me. I must disgust you. You are a pure man, and I could not be  less pure.”

“Just  who  told  you  that?  And  you’re  not  just  a  priest,  but  a  high priest!”

“My vows to my God mean nothing here,” said Rak. “And they mean even less at home, or I would not be here. High priests cannot resign—the position  is  lifelong,  but  they  can  be  assigned  far,  far  away.  Like  I  have been.”

“But…but  you  said  it  was  a  prophecy,”  Jisten’s  grey  eyes  filed  with distress.  “That  you  were  sent  here  to  save  the  prince,  save  the  victory prophecy. That’s important, isn’t it?” His voice trailed off in confusion.

“Ai,  the prophecy, of course,” said Rak. “That is worth far more than my  life,  than  the  lives  of  several  high  priests.  What  is  my  happiness compared to that? Less than nothing.”

Jisten stroked the limp wings. “It matters to me. More than I can say, S’Rak.”

Rak’s  wings  rustled  under  Jisten’s  hand.  “Does  it?  That  is  why  you refuse  me,  time  and  time  again?”  He  studied  Jisten  with  an  unreadable expression.  “You  said  you  wanted  everything.  What  if  I  said  you  could have it?”

“I did? That was  forward of me to say to a married man with children.

And I would be very, very careful with a depressed, lonely, and abused high priest who was far from home. Si’Yeni deals harshly with those who take advantage of such.”

“If you want me, you can have me,” replied Rak, one hand resting on Zotien’s altar. “Everything you wanted. Yours.”

“And  what  would  your  spouses  and  children  say  to  that?”  Jisten countered. “You must return to them. I can hardly steal their father.”

“I have already been stolen from them.” Rak shifted the black tome one inch to the left. “By duty.” Now he hesitated. Jisten could see the doubt, and worry, showing through the cracks in the priest’s usual blank facade.

“I would not be the cause of you becoming an oathbreaker. This vow of purity you swore…was it a vow of celibacy, or a vow of chastity?” He was praying for a simple vow of celibacy. They could have sex without getting married. But if the vow Jisten had sworn was chastity, then he had truly caused Jisten to break his vows. Three times.

“What  vow  of  purity?  Who  told  you  this  lie?  Or  was  it  nasty  palace gossip?”

“More  than  one  person  has  told  me  this,  including  a  sun  priest,”  said Rak, staring at Jisten.

“A  sun  priest?”  Jisten  said.  “That  I  was  under  vows  of  purity?  But, that’s  a  lie!  It’s  just  a  nickname.  A  nickname  that  testifies  to  my cowardice.”

Rak’s fury was barely contained. His wings were half-spread, the fine tremor  of  suppressed  emotion  apparent  to  Jisten’s  skiled  eyes.  With  a visible effort, Rak controled himself, the wings slowly, stiffly furling. “Who caled you a coward? I wil kil him.”

“That’s  a  lot  of  people,  S’Rak,  and  you’l  have  to  kil  me  as  wel.”

Jisten  smoothed  Rak’s  wings  the  rest  of  the  way  to  his  back  without asking. “Come, let’s share a bottle of wine and talk.”

Rak  grabbed  the  two  bottles  that  had  inexplicably  appeared  on  the altar. They hadn’t been there a moment before, Jisten was sure of it.

“The parlor?” asked Rak, jerking his head towards the door.

“Anywhere we can be alone.”



   


“Alone?” Rak thought about this. “The bedroom, then. Tebber and Scorth are both in and out of the parlor at whim.”

Jisten  nodded  without  hesitation.  Rak  led  the  way  into  the  bedroom.

They did detour to grab wine goblets. Once in the bedroom, Jisten shed his  boots  and  sat  on  the  bed,  much  to  Rak’s  surprise.  Rak  poured  the wine  and  handed  Jisten  a  goblet  before  he  sat  down  beside  the  man.

Jisten drained the goblet and held it out for a refil. Rak obliged, but only sipped at his own wine.

Jisten  drained  the  goblet  again  and  held  out  it  out  yet  again.  “I  need much  wine  to  tel  the  story  of  Jisten  the  Pure.”  When  Rak  refiled  the goblet, Jisten took a long draft, then said, “I joined the army at fifteen. I was naïve. Imagine that.”

Rak cocked his head, trying to picture a younger, even more pure and unsulied version of Jisten.

“It was our first attack on a Lythadi camp. I was ful of ideas that we would simply rid it of the adult warriors who raided the Koilathans.” Jisten snorted and drained the goblet. Then he held it out for a refil.

Rak refiled the goblet, expression troubled. He knew what Riverland soldiers did after a battle, and Koilatha was, culturaly, stil a Riverlands Kingdom, even though it was isolated from the others.

After  another  long  drink,  Jisten  said,  “We  eliminated  the  warriors  al right. Then, to my horror, the soldiers acted exactly like the Lythadi.” He stil looked troubled, after al those years. “I complained to the lieutenant.

He laughed at me, then shoved me towards a woman and told me to be a man. He beat me when I refused.”

Rak  finished  his  first  goblet  and  refiled  it.  “Have  you  ever  asked Sedrael how he came to be a gladiator?”

“War capture, I assumed. But you’re right, I should ask him the whole story,” Jisten said.

Rak nodded, ever so slightly. “In the Riverlands, the captured soldiers are spoils of war. They are just as brutal towards captives.”

“Wait,  are  you  saying  that  Sedrael  was…wait,  more  than  made  a gladiator?”

“He  was  made  a  gladiator  only  after  he  was  sold  by  the  capturing army,” said Rak as gently as he could.

“Aww…Sed…scorch it.” Jisten said, his tongue loosened by wine. He polished  off  his  goblet  and  held  it  out.  Rak  once  more  refiled  it.

“S’wonder  he  didn’t  turn  to  women  after  that,”  Jisten  sighed.  “Or chastity.”

Rak shrugged a shoulder. “His preference for men is an inborn trait, not a matter of choice.”

“Stil,  after  that.”  Jisten  shuddered.  “And  he  told  you  about  it?  Sun scorch it, I’m a piss-poor captain. I never asked him about it.”

“I never asked him about it,” replied Rak. “We were gladiators at the same time. I remember watching him fight. He was good. Very good. I am happy that I never had to face him. But my trainers always told us the history  of  the  fighters  we  might  face.  Strengths  and  weaknesses.  It  was their job to prepare us to face each other.”

“So that means he knows about you,” Jisten said. He leaned forward and stroked Rak’s wings. “I wonder if he would tel me.”

“He might,” said Rak, mystified. “I do not know if his trainers were as diligent as mine.” He topped off their wine goblets. “So you were upset, as  any  young  man  who  stil  thinks  life  should  be  fair  would  be.  What happened next?”

“I mounted my horse and rode sentry, like  any  young  coward  would do.  Al  night  long  I  rode  while  I  listened  to  the  cries  of  the  Lythadi women.”

“Surely you do not think that you could have stopped them from raping the women? A fifteen year old rookie, versus what, two dozen seasoned soldiers?  There  was  nothing  you  could  do  there.  Had  you  tried  to  save those women, you would be dead, and the women would stil have been raped.”

“I  listened  to  their  jeers  on  the  long  ride  home,”  Jisten  said,  ignoring Rak’s advice. “I would have been happy to be caled coward. That would have been kinder.”

“Men are often cruel,” said Rak.

“It  wasn’t  their  words  that  concerned  me,”  Jisten  said.  “But  their actions  in  the  barracks  at  night. After  the  second  and  third  raids,  when again  I  rode  sentry,  oh  then  Jisten  the  Pure  saved  someone.  His  own cowardly ass.”

“What do you mean? Did they try to beat you?” Rak’s only basis for comparison  was  the  gladiator  pens.  Surely,  Koilathan  soldiers  behaved better than that. He hoped Jisten didn’t mean what he thought he meant.

“S’Rak, they tried to do more than beat me.” Jisten stared at the wine in his goblet.

“Your resistance was successful?”

“It’s the reason for the nickname. But both the army and the guard sold the soldiers who submitted,” Jisten said.

“Then you had reason to fight.”

“You bet your sweet wings I had reason to fight,” Jisten said. “Not that I fought for the weak and helpless. Oh no, I fought for my pure ass.” His face twisted. “Jisten the Pure Coward.”

Rak sensed a flash of alarm and warning from one of the death hounds in  Jethain’s  rooms,  then  silence.  An  ominous  silence.  “Something  is amiss,” said Rak. He stood up and checked his swords.

Jisten was up in a flash, strapping on his sword. “Where? What?”

Finding everything where it should be, Rak headed for the door. “The prince.”

“His suite?”

“Ai. I cannot hear Ghost.”

Jisten ran, long runner legs stretching out. He caled for his guard as he ran. Rak tried to keep up and failed. The night guards fel in with Jisten as he  passed.  This  was  more  excitement  than  they’d  seen  since  the  time Lady  Soansa  had  vomited  al  over  Lord  Maziel  and  then  gone  into  ful labor.

The  office  was  empty,  as  was  the  study.  The  guards  burst  into  the prince’s  bedroom.  Briliant  white  light  slammed  into  them,  flaring  golden along  the  edges.  The  row  of  guards  dropped  in  a  tangled  heap, unconscious.

Some instinct had saved Jisten from a similar fate. He had dived for the floor at precisely the right instant. The blast passed overhead, but so close that Jisten’s back was scorched. Rak, shielded from the blast by the ranks of  taler,  now  colapsed,  men,  hurtled  over  the  pile-up.  He  drove  for Murson with his swords extended. In Rak’s wake, Jisten roled to his feet and lunged at the mage in a flank attack.

Avontos valiantly hid under the bed as Murson flung what looked very much like a firebal at the dark priest. Rak dropped his swords, his staff came to his hands, and darkness weled out around him in time to meet the fiery sphere.

Jisten chose that moment to stab the sun priest’s side. Murson roared in pain and his golden staff slammed against the sword, which turned white hot  and  exploded  into  molten  shards  of  shrapnel.  Jisten  cried  out  as shards hit his face, arms, and torso. He fel back, arms across his eyes.

The shrapnel spray impacted Rak as wel, the shards slicing through the boundary of black power and golden fire. As the flames wisped off into the void, the staff swung in Rak’s hands, cracking Murson on the head.

The day-night conflict exploded from the point of impact and Murson dropped  like  a  stone.  Rak  was  flung  backwards  by  the  power  of  the blast, hitting the tapestry covered wal and then sliding down it to land in a heap.



   


Jisten,  caught  indirectly  by  the  explosion,  was  knocked  off  his  feet,  but didn’t gain airtime.

Blinking,  temporarily  blinded,  Jisten  groped  for  Rak.  He  found  the falen  Loftoni  and  felt  his  pulse.  It  was  steady,  relieving  his  biggest  fear.

Rak groaned something about fire, darkness, and death.

Taking  advantage  of  the  distraction  of  their  foes, Avontos  crept  out from under the bed, grabbed Murson, levered him over his shoulder, and staggered  out.  Nobody  noticed  him,  much  less  tried  to  stop  him,  and  it wasn’t long before they were locked away in the safety of the sun chapel.

“Jethain?  Jethain,  are  you  al  right?”  Jisten  listened  for  the  prince.  He crawled over to the bed and puled himself up. He found the prince and checked his pulse next. He puled the bel rope to summon aid.

The page that answered found guards sprawled everywhere. He went screaming down the hal for help.




Chapter Nine: Rogue Mage

The entire barracks roused at page’s alarm. Kordri led in the troops. Sed, Fentri,  Largo,  and  Orste  were  right  behind  him.  Kal  was  with  the  rear guard.

Sed could see Jisten on the prince’s bed, holding the prince’s sword.

His face was burned from shrapnel and he looked battered, but he was stil conscious and very much determined to protect his superior. “A rogue mage was in here!” Jisten barked, “I want magical protection!”

“Another  assassin!”  guessed  Kordri.  “Or  the  source  of  their  magic!

Largo, run a message to the Sun Temple. Ask for mages!”

Largo  spun  on  a  heel  and  ran  back  out.  The  second  rank  of  guards knelt to check on their comrades.

“Capt’n, are you okay? You’re hurt! What happened to you?” Kordri looked around.

“Firebals,”  Jisten  said.  “Something  shattered  my  sword  into  burning shrapnel. That’s about al I remember.”

“An  explosion  of  black  and  blue  and  green,  red  and  yelow  and orange,” whispered Jethain.

Jisten looked down at the prince. “How do you feel, my prince?”

“Hungover. Which isn’t fair, because I know I wasn’t drunk.”

“So have some wine,” Jisten suggested.

“That cals for moving,” complained Jethain.

“Find  S’Rak  and  bring  him  in  here,”  Jisten  ordered.  “Put  him  on  the couch. And someone bring the prince wine!”

Sed had noticed the dark priest, half-hidden by the tapestry. “Cap’n, he’s right there.”

“Bring him to me!” Jisten put the prince’s sword in Jethain’s hand.

Sed roled the smal man out from under the hanging, scooped him up, and carried him to Jisten. “Th’ couch?”

Jisten nodded, so Sed deposited Rak on the couch, trying to be careful not  to  mash  the  wings.  He  laid  Rak  facing  the  back  of  the  couch.  The lower  wing  promptly  colapsed,  unfurling  in  a  graceful  fal  towards  the floor, and the upper wing spread out horizontal to the floor.

Jisten  knelt  by  the  couch  and  stroked  the  wings  to  Rak’s  back.  He checked Rak’s neck pulse, then laid his hand on his forehead. “Bring me juice, honey, and bread.”

“I’m on it,” said Orste, and he turned and marched out. One by one, the unconscious men were lifted and carried out. An uneasy silence fel as the  guards  turned  to  investigating  the  mess  and  picking  it  up.  Someone brought Jisten another sword.

   

Dethrian  and  Photas  walked  in  and  looked  around.  “Oh,  my,”  said Photas.

“Please, check the prince,” Jisten said. “Firebals and melting swords.”

Dethrian walked over to the bed and began a ful exam. “Jisten said I could have wine,” Jethain told the healer with a grin.

“Did he? We shal see,” said the senior healer.

Photas  sidled  over  to  the  couch  and  held  his  hand  over  Rak’s  head, carefuly not touching. “I sense chaos.”

“Chaos! Where’s that juice, honey and bread?” Jisten roared.

Orste walked in carrying a tray. “Here, sir, sorry. Kitchen’s empty this time of night. Took some time to find what you needed.” He set it on the table by the couch and got out of the way.

“Captain,  let  me  heal  you,”  Photas  said  nervously,  his  throat  apple bobbing after Jisten’s yel.

Jisten waved Photas off and Sed looked unhappy. “Cap’n, won’t take long. I’l feed th’ priest.”

Kal shot Sed a murderous look and Sed ducked his head.

“Let  him  heal  you,”  groused  Jethain.  He  batted  at  Dethrian’s  hands ineffectualy.

Jisten ignored Jethain and brushed Rak’s lips with honey. Rak licked his lips and groaned something prophetic about chaos, the Unmaker, and war. Photas’ eyes got very wide.

“Photas, heal the stubborn captain  while he feeds the high priest, while I heal the equaly stubborn prince,” Dethrian said in a long suffering tone.

“I think I should take notes instead,” said Photas.

“Very wel.”

“And did you know the dark one is a prophet?”

“No,  I  was  too  busy  being  a  healer,”  Dethrian  snapped  and  popped Jethain’s left hand painfuly.

“Owww!  What kind of healer are you?” Jethain held his stinging hand.

“One that has lost patience!” Dethrian said, and caled down the healing light. Kal brought Jethain the wine, setting it at the bedside.

Photas  jotted  down  what  Rak  had  already  said  and  told  Jisten,  “Do that again.”

Jisten  brushed  honey  across  Rak’s  lips.  Rak  licked  the  honey  and spouted off some more lines of prophecy.

Jisten fed him the honey as Rak continued to rattle off prophecy and Photas scribbled furiously.

Jethain sucked on the bruise and looked up mournfuly at Dethrian.

“Don’t look at me that way, it only worked on your Mother when you were five.” said Dethrian. “One type of wine in here is more than enough.”

Jethain sputtered, but smiled. “Now, heal Jisten.”

“Very wel, even though he is as bad a patient as you.”

“And pop  him across the hand!”

“You are a very bad friend, you know that?” Dethrian scolded Jethain.

He  glanced  over  at  the  other  men.  “I  am  very  grateful  that  S’Rak  is speaking the old tongue and not Koilathan. Mortal minds were never truly meant to hear prophecy.”

Rak finaly fel silent and Jisten put more honey on his lips. Rak licked it off, but didn’t continue to prophesize, for which  Jisten  was  grateful,  but Photas appeared disappointed.

Dethrian chanted and caled down the healing light on Jisten. Once that was over, Jisten soaked a bit of bread in honey and held it to Rak’s lips.

“Eat,” he whispered in Rak’s ear.

Rak sucked the bread and honey from Jisten’s fingers. Jisten dared a bigger  bite  of  bread.  Rak’s  eyes  opened  and  he  looked  at  Jisten  as  he sucked the fingers into his mouth. Jisten smiled a smal smile. Sed cleared his throat in a subtle warning.

Rak  sat  up  slowly,  apparently  taking  the  hint,  and  looked  around.

“Why does my brother’s bedroom resemble a war zone?”

Jisten  squared  his  shoulders.  “High  priest,  you  were  hit  with  chaos.

There was another assassin, we think. I remember you battling a firebal and my sword melting into shrapnel. You?”

“A man,” said Rak, “doing something to Jethain, and then an explosion, a day-night conflict, I think.”

“It wasn’t,” said Photas. “It was chaos. You were dusted with chaos when I examined you.”

“I remember a multi-colored explosion bal,” Jethain said.

“Where did the man go?” asked Rak.

The  men  exchanged  dismayed  looks.  “Guards!  Search  the  palace!”

barked Jisten. He got to his feet to lead the search himself. “High priest, please rest here and guard the prince.”

“Ai, I wil do that.” Rak handed Jisten his sabre. “Chaos cannot melt it.”



   



Rak had permitted himself to doze off, Jethain’s soft snores from the bed a subtle reassurance that al was wel. But he was a light sleeper, and the muffled thuds of boots on the plush carpeting was more than enough to awaken him. Rak opened an eye, saw Jisten, and sat up, yawning.

“We  found  nothing,  S’Rak. And  the  hounds  you  sent  with  me  didn’t alert on anything, either.” Jisten sat down beside Rak.

Sed and Kal were stationed in the bedroom to either side of the door.

Other  guards  were  outside  the  bedroom,  and  more  outside  the  suite doors.

“That  troubles  me,”  said  Rak.  “How  could  an  assassin  just  vanish?

Unless…” He worried at his lower lip, troubled. “A real chaos mage. One of the Unmaker’s servants. One such as that could do this.”

Jisten stroked Rak’s rustling wing. “It makes much sense. Jethain, the prophecy…” He nodded toward the prince, who roused at his name.

“And the attack in here,” Rak finished. He closed his eyes. Had he felt something?  Had  the  summoning  whistle  been  blown?  Surely  not,  it  was too late at night for that.

“What are you saying about me?” Jethain asked.

Rak  stood  up  and  walked  over  to  Jethain.  He  laid  a  hand  on  the prince’s head and concentrated. “There are traces of chaos here.”

“S’Rak! Can you destroy it?” Jisten stood up, alarmed. “Do you need Forael?” His hand was poised over the bel rope.

“I  am  better  at  removing  chaos  than  any  sun  priest.”  Rak  chanted, caling his power, which flowed into Jethain. Briliant blood red sparkles flashed out of Jethain’s body and dissipated in the black void laced with green lightning.

Sed and Kal conferred quietly.

“Forgive me, S’Rak. I was thinking that you were exhausted from the fight,” Jisten said. “I was not doubting your abilities.”

Rak  tried  to  ignore  the  pul  centered  in  his  gut.  What  was  Hasaviz doing, summoning him now, so late at night? “I am tired,” admitted Rak as he  checked  Jethain  for  residual.  “But  I  was  knocked  out  by  the  blast before I used al my strength.” The pul was growing stronger, implacably insistent, and would continue to do so until he obeyed it.

“Beggin’  yer  pardon,  high  priest,  but  is  there  any  pendants  or protection fer us guards? Buy us time ta protect th’ prince?” Sed asked.

“I feel better,” Jethain said, looking up at his brother.

Rak handed him another glass of Okyran wine as he considered Sed’s question. “It might be possible, Sedrael. I wil have to research it.” Then he blinked and laughed at himself. “Nightstones. Since they are blessed on the  Altar  of  Night,  chaos  types  cannot  abide  them.  They  are  said  to burn…If  you  can  supply  me  with  clear  quartz,  I  wil  make  enough nightstones to go around.”

“Kal,  you  would  know  where  to  get  the  quartz.  Prince  Jethain  wil authorize the payment,” said Jisten.

“Yes, I wil, King Jisten,” Jethain teased.

“Sorry, my prince!”

Rak grinned.

Jethain struggled up to a sitting position. “When wil I have the strength to walk around?”

Jisten  walked  over  and  felt  Jethain’s  pulse.  “S’Rak  wil  soon  destroy this chaos priest and you’l be right as the sunrise.”

Rak  gave  Jisten’s  back  a  look,  then  sat  down,  brow  furrowed  as  he contemplated how to hunt down and kil a chaos priest.

Jisten sat on Jethain’s bed. “Kal, you’re dismissed to find the quartz.

Send in Largo.”

Kal saluted and headed out. Largo came in a few minutes later, saluted, and  took  Kal’s  post.  Rak  felt  like  al  of  his  internal  organs  were  being yanked on. He stood up abruptly, pale and shaking. “Excuse me. I have duties.” He ran out before Jisten could answer.



   



Jisten shot to his feet. “S’Rak! “ He looked out the empty doorway a long moment. Then he looked at the prince and sighed.




Chapter Ten: Punishment

Rak moved quickly, flitting from shadow to shadow, using cats to make certain that he wasn’t being folowed. He was cursing by the time he hit Hasaviz’s door. “What are you doing?” he yeled. “This is   my  time,  not yours! You have already trained me today!”

“What? Jisten the Pure was going to cuddle and love you? Oh, I am so sorry,” Hasaviz mocked, sitting on the edge of his bed.

Rak was so frustrated that he did the unthinkable. He went for Hasaviz, fists  swinging.  “You  smug,  stupid  vlakas,  a  chaos  mage  tried  to  kil  the prince and al you can think is that I was angling for Jisten again?”



   


Startled, Hasaviz scrambled off the bed. “Kneel!” he ordered in Zafirin, and he used the control spel to reinforce his command.

Rak dropped to his knees, stil shouting curses at the trainer.

“Silence!”  Hasaviz  was  past  amusement.  The  slave  was  stil  defiant, despite the control spel, despite the training sessions. That would have to change.

Rak fel silent, but his fury remained visible in flashing eyes and tense, unfurled wings.

“Strip,” commanded the trainer. He watched, impassive, as Rak piled his clothing against the wal near the door. Once Rak was naked, Hasaviz locked a colar on his neck and said, “Post.”

Rak walked to the whipping post in the corner of the room and raised his  arms.  Hasaviz  locked  his  wrists  in  the  manacles,  picked  up  a  heavy whip,  and  struck  Rak’s  back.  Rak  grunted  from  the  force  of  the  blow.

Hasaviz beat him methodicaly, barely pausing between lashes of the five tailed whip, listening to Rak’s cries of pain. When he cut Rak’s skin, and blood began to flow, he stopped long enough to hang a blood amulet off the colar.

Once  there  wasn’t  any  unmarked  skin  on  Rak’s  backside,  Hasaviz turned him around and resumed the whipping. He was as methodical on the front as he had been on the back. Again he listened to Rak’s cries. He smirked at Rak when the second pain induced orgasm shuddered through the man’s slender frame. He unchained Rak’s wrists and waited.

Rak  fel  to  knees,  then  crawled  to  Hasaviz’s  feet.  When  the  trainer offered  the  hilt  of  the  whip,  Rak  kissed  it,  and  Hasaviz’s  hand.  “Please forgive me, master.”

“I should cal Murson to purify you,” Hasaviz said, as the worst thing he could think of.

Rak’s face drained of blood and he kissed the trainer’s hand again. The look  he  shot  Hasaviz  was  pleading.  He  went  to  al  fours  and  kissed Hasaviz’s bare feet. “Please, master, not the sun priest.”

“You swing at me and curse me and now you beg me?” Hasaviz lifted Rak’s  chin  with  the  whip  and  stared  down  at  him  coldly.  “You  exist  to serve  my  pleasure.  Nothing  else  is  more  important  than  that  duty.

Certainly not the life of the sterile, useless prince.”

“Yes, master,” said Rak, his face an expressionless mask that Hasaviz approved of. The trainer expected obedience in body language as wel as words.  “That’s  better,  slave.”  Hasaviz  stroked  Rak’s  hair  and  settled back on the bed. “Now you may go, slave. I am done.”

Rak balked. “I burn, master. I need. Please, master...”

“Oh,  that,”  Hasaviz  said,  as  if  he  had  forgotten.  “Very  wel.  Open yourself to me.”

Rak  positioned  himself  for  Hasaviz,  spreading  his  cheeks. After  that beating, Hasaviz knew that Rak would want it hard and fast. So he was leisurely.  He  hardly  penetrated  at  al.  Shalow,  slow  thrusts.  Rak whimpered in frustration and tried to push himself onto Hasaviz.

“Stop,” Hasaviz commanded. “Be stil.”

Rak obeyed with something that sounded like a sob. Hasaviz did push in  al  the  way  for  his  climax.  Perhaps  he  did  have  a  heart  after  al.  Rak clenched  about  him  and  made  his  first  happy  sound  of  the  session.  He climaxed in turn.

“There,  slave.  Go  and  resume  wooing  the  captain.  Everyone  has  to have a hobby.”

“May I clean you, master?”

“Of course.” Hasaviz puled out and waited.

Rak  turned  and  gently  licked  Hasaviz  clean.  The  trainer  stroked  Rak’s hair.  Rak  kept  licking,  even  though  the  trainer  was  already  clean.  He moved to ful oral service in due course.

“Extra courses, slave?”

Rak looked up, confusion in his eyes. “Master, do you object?”

“I don’t. It shows you know where you belong,” Hasaviz said, packing approval in his voice.

Rak returned to sucking the trainer’s cock.

Hasaviz twirled Rak’s short hair. He reached out and played with the wings. “Such a pretty slave.”

Rak deep throated Hasaviz in response. Hasaviz sighed in pleasure as he felt his climax.

Rak  swalowed  the  load,  then  backed  off  and  said,  “Thank  you, master.”

“Don’t grieve the loss of the captain. He’s a handsome one, and purity seems attractive, but you would grow bored with him,” Hasaviz said, and twirled Rak’s hair again.

Rak  kissed  Hasaviz’s  hand,  clearly  hoping  for  more.  “Wil  master honor the slave with his magnificent manhood again tonight? I love feeling my master inside me, using me for his pleasure.”

“Yes, since you’re being good, I’l give you what you need,” Hasaviz said. “Onto the rack.”

Rak went to the rack with a bounce in his step. Hasaviz was amused.

The slave had to be in agony from the beating, and yet he was excited to have brutal sex.

Hasaviz  tied  him  with  legs  spread  wide.  He  didn’t  have  to  use  the flogger, for just touching the slave caused pain. Rak whimpered and cried out  pleasingly.  This  time  Hasaviz  used  Rak  hard  and  fast.  Rak  worked himself in counterpoint, appearing to truly enjoy what the slave trainer was doing to him.

“This is what you want,” Hasaviz told him, “Pain and sex, not love and cuddling. You want to be tied and beaten and used, slave. Admit it to me and admit it to yourself. Leave the Jistens of the world to others.”

“I want this,” Rak agreed, “but I want him, too. Not others like him.

Just him.”

Hasaviz shook his head. “Sad, slave, so sad.”

Rak’s  internal  muscles  massaged  him.  “He  is  special  somehow.  Even my dragon likes him. And my dragon does not like the wingless.”

“Can  he  command  your  dragon?”  Hasaviz  asked,  curious  about  the ways of dragons, and wondering if he could control the beast through the slave.

“Ix, nobody commands a dragon,” said Rak. “Not even me.”

“Slave,  slave,  slave,  don’t  join  the  crowd  pining  for  Jisten  the  Pure,”

Hasaviz  tsk’d,  “It’s  pathetic,  realy. Although  the  size  of  his  cock  was bordering on freakish. I can see why a sex slave would obsess on it.”

“It is not his cock,” protested Rak at once, far too quickly.

Hasaviz  chuckled  nastily.  “Show  that  monstrosity  to  any  sex  slave  in Narvain’s court and they’d be clamoring for it.”

“Master is jealous?” asked Rak cheekily.

Hasaviz withdrew himself and looked down at Rak coldly.

Rak lifted his hips. “Please forgive me, master. I meant no disrespect to your  manhood.  Your  cock  is  truly  a  magnificent  specimen,  and  your technique is briliant.”

“Better than Jisten the Pure? After al, you had to shove yourself onto him.” Hasaviz made no move, waiting for Rak’s confirmation.

“Far superior, master. You know what a slave needs. He has size, but no notion of what to do with it.”

Hasaviz resumed his hard and fast rhythm. “Tel me, slave.”

Rak  cried  out  in  pleasure,  clenching  around  Hasaviz.  “Master  is  an expert  at  combining  pleasure  and  pain.  Master  knows  how  to  make  a slave burn, and work, and how to properly reward a slave.” He continued to  press  Hasaviz  with  compliments,  rapid  fire,  in  a  briliant  display  of submissiveness.

Hasaviz bottomed out and climaxed deep in Rak with a shout. Rak’s dependent orgasm was a powerful one and Hasaviz reveled in it. “There, slave. There’s your proof.”

“Yes,  master,”  gasped  Rak,  stil  recovering  from  the  climax.  “Thank you for honoring me with your use.”

Hasaviz  casualy  flipped  off  the  restraints.  Rak  slid  to  his  knees  and licked Hasaviz clean, then he bent down and kissed Hasaviz’s feet. He’d been punished, then pleasured, and was deep in submissive mode now.

“You wil sleep at my feet for the rest of the night.” Hasaviz led Rak to the bed and attached a short chain to the colar. The other end was affixed to  the  footboard.  Hasaviz  lay  down  and  rested  his  feet  on  Rak’s  body.

Hasaviz’s soft snores chased Rak into an uneasy slumber.



   



Avontos  cringed  as  golden  blasts  ricocheted  around  the  office  while Murson cursed and dictated at the same time. “That subhuman sex slave wil pay!”

“Do you want me to write that down?”

“No, you moron!” Murson sent him a stinging blast.

Avontos  squealed  as  it  hit  him,  then  asked,  “Do  you  need  more headache tea, your sunniness?”

“Just tel the palace slavemaster to have the sex slave ready for us in the training room!” Murson subsided at the suggestion of tea. He sat heavily at his table. “Bring me the tea when you are finished there.” His head stil ached from the blow the subhuman had given him. “Sex slaves and dark priests,” he grumbled.

Avontos  rewrote  the  note  neatly,  folded  it,  and  sealed  with  a  golden beeswax disk. He stood up, bowed, and scurried out. He returned swiftly with  a  tray  containing  not  only  the  fragrant  headache  tea,  but  a  plate  of golden honey cakes and sliced golden melon.

“Ah, Avontos, there are times I am glad that I took you in.” Murson bit into the honey cake. “And soon the sex slave wil be pleasuring us.”

Avontos smiled, his eyes lighting up. “Me too?” he almost squeaked.

Murson nodded, mouth ful of cake.

“Oh, thank you, sir! I’l go send this to the palace at once!” Avontos snatched up the finished note and ran out of the room.



   


Forael  huddled  with  Dethrian  and  Photas  in  his  study.  The  doors  were shut and locked. “My dear brothers, if what you have told me is true, and chaos was used in the prince’s quarters, then the battle has come to us.

Although Auranz has officialy forbidden us to fight, our dear Lord is not the most attentive. I wil not order you into heresy, but I plan to fight. Are you with me?” His normaly kind blue eyes were lit with fire.

Photas swalowed convulsively. “Yes, Ylion. I want to fight. I wil not be passive. Our cousin deserves better.”

“I agree,” said Dethrian. “I might be a senior healer, but I am a mage as wel,  and  I  wil  not  stand  by  and  let  the  Unmaker  invade  our  land.  We three are in this together.”




Chapter Eleven: Zothian Dreams

Hands  rubbed  his  shoulders  as  he  stared  at  the  chained  man  being held  by  a  solemn  pair  of  guards.  “Kill  him  for  me,  pet,”  purred Narvain’s voice in his ear. “He deserves to die for his crimes. He cut off Asara’s wings. He killed your son. His mightiness has sentenced him  to  death  for  his  actions.  Now  it  is  your  turn,  Champion.  Give him the death he has earned.” 

“Yes, Master,” whispered Rak, rage causing his limbs to tremble. 

Usually he was detached from the killings he was bade to perform as King’s Champion, but not this time. Asara was catatonic, wingless, her  newborn  babe  dead,  and  for  what?  A  man’s  idle  evening entertainment.  Rak  had  never  relished  his  role  as  the  king’s executioner so much as he did in this moment. 

“Remember  the  rule,  pet.  No  mortal  blows.  Make  him  suffer  as Asara still suffers.” Narvain attached a small clear crystal to each of Rak’s  rings.  They  didn’t  look  out  of  place,  since  gemstones  hung from the golden circles already. The prince released him with a small push towards the ring of white sand. 

Rak walked out of the tunnel onto the soft sand, wings spreading in reaction to the cheers of the crowd. His eyes sought and found the royal box where the King sat, sipping wine and eating finger foods off a golden platter in the arms of a nubile slave girl. On the other side of the ring, the guards unchained their prisoner, but they would not release him until the King commanded it. 

Rak knelt facing his owner the King and touched his forehead to the  sand  in  obeisance.  He  remained  in  that  position  until  the  King said,  “Rise,  Champion.  Chief  Justicer,  read  out  the  charges  and findings against the condemned.” 

The priest of Alethian stepped forwards and addressed the crowd, telling them what Rak already knew. Rak took this time to study his opponent.  He  was  Malsyn,  the  second  eldest  son  of  the  Earl  of Ensylz, and had a reputation for strength of arms as well as cruelty. 

Like Rak, he was naked. Unlike Rak, he wasn’t comfortable wearing only skin. 

The  Justicer  finished  speaking.  The  guards  released  Malsyn  and marched out of the ring. Rak waited, watching as the man picked up the  sword  that  was  waiting  for  him.  Malsyn  might  not  be  happy about his nudity, but a sword in his hand remedied his unease. This will be a real match, thought Rak. He drew the paired short swords from  their  sheaths  on  his  calves,  assumed  a  guard  position,  and waited for the command to fight. 

“Luche!”   commanded the King a moment later. Rak leapt forward, both swords in motion. The King didn’t appreciate a fighter’s mental game  of  fakes  and  feints.  Malsyn  blocked  his  attack,  skipping sideways on the riposte. Rak avoided the longer blade and came on again, this time with a low attack aimed at knee level. 

Cut,  riposte,  cut.  The  song  of  steel  was  a  dance  Rak  knew  bone deep. He harried his opponent, seeking the minutest of openings, and when  finding  them,  pulled  the  blow  so  only  the  shallowest  of  cuts appeared  on  the  man’s  skin.  Blood  trickled  down,  red  spatter  on white sand, cut after cut, as both men panted harshly, sweat pouring off bared bodies. 

Malsyn was good, far better than the average killer that Rak was required  to  put  down.  Rak  bled  from  several  cuts  where  Malsyn’s longer sword had found him. Rak ignored the pain as he sliced into Malsyn more and more frequently as strength flagged and the man’s guard drooped. The riposte didn’t come as fast, or block as well, and Rak’s short swords found their targets. 

The entire ring seemed patterned in the red spray of blood as Rak stood  over  the  dying  man,  chest  heaving  as  he  sucked  in  deep breaths,  the  sweet  pain  of  exertion  making  him  hard.  He  was covered in sweat and the blood of his victim, but triumphant. 

“Terminelo,”    commanded  the  King.  Rak’s  swords  rose  once,  then fell together, and Malsyn’s life blood poured out. 

Rak knelt in the puddle of Malsyn’s blood, swords now sheathed, and  bowed  in  obeisance  once  more.  He  held  that  position  until  the monarch  departed,  and  the  familiar  hand  of  his  master,  the  prince Narvain, caressed him. “Come, pet.” 

Rak followed him through the palace, down into the cellars, and into the private workroom Narvain had created for his studies. The floor was a single piece of obsidian, perfectly smooth and polished to a  mirror  finish.  The  chalked  lines  and  runes  already  on  the  floor appeared to float in a void of nothingness. 

Narvain led Rak into the partial circle and laid him down spread eagled.  He  touched  the  golden  bracelet  on  Rak’s  left  wrist, murmured  a  word,  and  the  metal  fused  into  the  stone  floor.  He repeated  this  procedure  on  Rak’s  right  wrist,  then  on  the  ankle chains. 

Rak watched Narvain with a sense of utter trust. His prince loved him,  he  knew,  and  would  never  hurt  him.  Narvain  had  bound  him like this before, in order to raise magical energy. It was a privilege to help his master’s magical studies. 

Narvain  stroked  his  ringed  member,  still  erect  from  the  fight. 

“Give me your seed, pet. For the spell.” 

Rak  lifted  his  hips  in  response,  pushing  himself  more  fully  into Narvain’s hand. “I desire to feel your cock in me, master. I love you so  much,  master,  I  think  I  would  rather  die  than  be  denied  the magnificence of your use.” 

Narvain  moved,  adjusting  his  pants.  He  had  left  space  in  the nascent spell form for this, so none of the carefully placed lines were in danger. His glans brushed Rak’s lips. The slave’s mouth opened to accept  it,  his  tongue  caressing  the  prince’s  shaft.  Narvain  was impatient today, for he didn’t permit full fellatio, but withdrew once he was hard and lubricated by the slave’s saliva. 

He thrust into Rak smoothly, gripping the slave’s ringed member in  his  off  hand.  Rak  moaned  and  writhed,  his  internal  muscles massaging  the  shaft  as  his  hips  worked  to  fully  sheath  the  royal spear. Narvain pumped slowly until his balls slapped Rak’s ass, then he set a vigorous rhythm. 

Rak’s  cries  pleased  him,  as  did  the  slave’s  inability  to  meet  his gaze. He slapped Rak’s ringed cock and balls in time with his thrusts, but he was ready for the pseudo orgasm which shot seed out of the slave.  He  caught  it  expertly  in  a  clear  glass  bowl  and  withdrew himself. 

“Please, master,” moaned Rak, hips lifted once more. “I beg you for  your  royal  seed,  master.  Your  slave  begs  you  to  fuck  his  lowly body,  master.  I  exist  to  please  you,  master,  and  I  beg  you  for  the honor of accepting your seed.” 

With a chuckle, Narvain plunged back in. He  had  thought  to  set the spell before finishing the slave, but decided that a second load of seed wouldn’t hurt. Rak was a lusty one, he’d be just as happy to be taken a second time after the spell was done. Also, he’d concentrate better if he wasn’t horny himself. 

One last strong thrust and his orgasm was on him. He roared as he pumped his load into his slave’s supple body. Rak cried out in ecstasy beneath  him,  his  tunnel  clenching  pleasingly  around  his  master’s shaft.  Narvain  enjoyed  feeling  the  pleasure  he’d  generated  in  the slave’s body. His hands were deft as they caught Rak’s second load of seed in the glass bowl. 

Narvain’s fingers caressed Rak, tracing patterns in the blood and sweat on the slave’s skin. “I need your blood for this spell, pet.” 

“Take it, master, I beg you,” replied Rak. “All that I am, is yours, master.”  The  perfect  trust  and  utter  love  in  the  slave’s  gaze  made Narvain  smile.  His  hands  were  gentle  as  he  nicked  the  vein  on  the inside of Rak’s right arm, a second glass collection bowl already in place to catch the powerful fluid. There was more magical power in blood  than  in  any  other  substance  on  Ydron,  except,  perhaps,  for semen. He needed both for this spell. 

He  pressed  a  finger  to  the  cut  on  Rak’s  arm  until  the  bleeding stopped. “Good pet,” he praised. “Very good.” He mixed the blood and seed into paints that he applied to Rak’s belly with a fine artist’s brush. The crystals were set against Rak’s skin also, glued in place by the  paint.  So  skilled  was  Narvain  that  he  didn’t  need  to  correct  a single  line.  He  moved  outward  from  Rak’s  body,  finishing  the  spell form on the floor with fluid, precise strokes of colored chalk. 

Narvain  turned  to  the  cages  along  one  wall.  He  brought  back  a sun hawk, fierce and majestic, with bands of golden flame playing on the  huge  wings.  Chanting,  he  killed  the  sacred  bird  and  poured  its lifeblood  into  a  shallow  dish.  The  pale  blue  chalk  of  the  eastern quarter of the spell form glowed. 

The  chant  changed  as  Narvain  moved  on.  He  brought  out  a  fire cat, the small cousin of the firemane, and just as capable of bursting into flames, which it did when the prince slit its throat, but the flames died with it and the red blood pulsated into the bowl. The red chalk of the southern quarter glowed. 

Next  Narvain  sacrificed  a  hatchling  sea  serpent,  which  writhed against his arm, baring sharp inch long fangs in defiance of the silver knife. His chant was melodious and smooth, but full of passion and the  blood  poured  into  the  bowl.  The  green  chalk  of  the  western quarter glowed. 

Narvain brought forth a hatchling wyrm. Where he had acquired such  a  deadly  creature,  or  at  what  cost,  Rak  couldn’t  begin  to fathom. Narvain’s chant was rich, powerful, and his strike was sure. 

The blood of the wyrm poured into the bowl. The brown chalk of the northern quarter glowed. 

Narvain’s chant changed yet again, and the power of the elements flared  high  as  magical  flames  consumed  the  blood  offerings.  Rak screamed  in  pain  as  the  crystals  on  his  belly  burned,  and  flames licked  the  blood  of  the  man  he’d  killed  from  his  skin.  The  chant reached a fever pitch and now Rak writhed against his bonds and the agony of the searing fire that enveloped him. 

Silence  descended  with  thunderous  finality,  only  the  wisps  of smoke  remaining  where  fierce  fire  had  danced.  The  pain  was  gone from Rak, and he lifted his head to look down at the new tattoo on his  belly.  Narvain  approached  him,  knelt  down  and  released  his magical bonds, then gathered him into his arms. “Good pet. I’m so proud of you. You did splendidly.” 

Wake up!  Scorth roared in his mind.

Rak startled awake. The grey light of the pre-dawn shone through the smal window. Hasaviz’s left foot rubbed against his erection.

Rak carefuly shifted away from trainer’s foot, trying not to disturb the man with his motion.

“Do you need another whipping, slave?” asked Hasaviz’s cold voice.

“Press yourself back against my foot, now.”

“Yes, master,” said Rak as he shifted back, and more, pressing his genitals against the cold foot. “I beg your forgiveness.”

The foot rubbed roughly against his shaft, then moved to play with his bals. Hasaviz’s other foot moved towards Rak’s face. “You may kiss and lick my foot to atone for your error,” Hasaviz told him.

“Thank you, master,” said Rak. He set his mouth to the man’s right foot and thought that the punishment was only marginaly better than another whipping would have been.

After a while, Hasaviz said, “Turn over and address my left foot with your mouth.”

Rak sat up, then laid on his other side. Hasaviz’s right foot, warm and stil moist from Rak’s efforts, immediately rested on the slave’s package.

Rak’s mouth found Hasaviz’s left foot and he set to work just as pleasingly, and as skilfuly, as he had on the other.

“When you are done with that, I wil take you to my office for further training. Slaves don’t attack their masters. You need a very firm reminder of your place.”




Chapter Twelve: Manners

Firday, the 36th of Evphormon

Hasaviz was as good as his word. He left Rak chained to the bed while he performed his morning ablutions and dressed for the day. When he returned, he unchained Rak and tossed a cotton slave tunic on the bed.

“Dress, slave.”

Rak puled the thin green tunic over his head. It was sleeveless and the neckline was a deep vee cut that went halfway down his chest. The lower hem fel halfway to his knees in front, but barely covered his ass in the back, and swooped up to his hipbones on the sides to display the brands.

The hemmed wingslits on the pack panel told Rak that this garment had been made expressly for him. The Koilathan gryphon crest was embroidered in golden yelow thread on the left breast of the tunic, marking him as a palace slave.

The slave trainer smoothed the tunic down once Rak had wrestled his wings through it and cupped Rak’s ass from behind. “You look good in this, slave.”

“Thank you, master,” replied Rak, flushing. It was the only safe response, but he thought the garment was extremely humiliating.

Hasaviz took a length of supple braided cord, butter yelow in color, and looped this around Rak’s waist to form a belt. It was a useful tool, capable of acting as a leash, or wrist bindings, or a whip as the master required. One the belt was snug on Rak’s waist, Hasaviz puled the tunic up in front, so that it would drape over the yelow cords attractively, and yet humiliate the slave by exposing the swinging tip of his cock. This was commonly done when punishing a male body slave, for the shame factor of being so exposed to the gaze of not only a master, but their felow slaves, was immense.

Hasaviz pushed Rak out into the halway, then turned and locked the door to his quarters. “Folow, slave,” he commanded and marched down the corridor without looking back.

Rak kept his gaze locked on Hasaviz’s feet, folowing the man precisely two paces back. Soft laughter and low whistles chased him al the way to trainer’s office. Bold hands, both male and female, reached out to fondle him as he passed, for this was permitted when a slave was being punished with exposure.



   


Rak  was  on  his  knees  giving  Hasaviz  a  blowjob  when  Murson  and Avontos entered. The slave trainer stroked Rak’s short hair and nodded to the two priests. “Welcome.”

Rak’s wings rustled with sudden tension, but he didn’t otherwise react to the presence of the two sun priests.

Murson pointed to Rak. “That is his proper position. Our turn wil be next.”

“He’s  the  one  that  contaminated  Jisten  the  Pure?”  Avontos  asked.

“Broke his vows of purity?”

“Yes,  and  he  has  been  paying  for  that  transgression,”  Murson  said.

“Now  you  wil  help  me  purify  this  filth,  as  much  of  a  lost  cause  as  it seems.”

Rak swalowed Hasaviz’s seed and kissed him properly, murmuring his thanks.

“See?  He  even  thanks  his  master,”  Murson  said.  Avontos  was bouncing with excitement. “Practice your relaxation,” Murson advised his acolyte. Avontos gulped air and made an obvious effort to calm himself.

Rak looked up at Hasaviz. “Are you done with me, master?”

“Yes, your next users are here,” Hasaviz said, tucking himself away.

Rak’s  wings  rustled  in  agitation.  “They  have  no  right  to  touch  me, master.”

“What? They are your betters, of course they do.”

“They are not my betters,” snapped Rak.

Hasaviz only sighed and shook his head. “They are my invited guests.”

He looked at Murson. “He remains defiant. I would like you to teach him manners,  and  remind  him  of  his  place,  keeping  the  rules  in  mind,  no permanent damage, and no scars.”

Murson’s smile was chiling. As Hasaviz returned to his office, Murson commanded,  “Kneel,  slave.  Time  for  payment  for  destroying  Jisten’s vows of purity.”

“There  was  no  vow  of  purity,”  snapped  Rak,  standing  and  backing away. “You lied,  vlakas.”

“Did I now?” Murson smirked. “Deny that Jisten was a pure man, then.

A thirty year old virgin.” He summoned the glowing golden bal and the scene of Rak and Jisten replayed.

“Pure,    ai,   that  he  is,”  said  Rak.  “He  may  not  want  me  when  he  is sober, but I violated no vow of his, and broke no divine laws as far as Auranz is concerned. Your punishment was forced upon me under false pretenses and you wil not touch me again,  vlakas.”

“I hope for your sake that  vlakas  means  master,” Murson said. “You drugged him and you pushed yourself on him. You raped him by the laws of your own House.”

Rak  paled  and  his  hands  clenched  into  fists.  “He  was  wiling,”  he snarled, hoping it was true, wanting it to be true, because the alternative didn’t bear thinking about.

“Sure  he  was.  Drugged  into  wilingness,  by  you.”  Murson  pointed  to the floor at his feet. “You wil atone for your sins, wiling or not. Kneel, sex slave! I grow weary of repeating my commands to you!”

Rak made a rude gesture. “Payåsai na råvamå’su,   vlakas.”

Murson  strode  forward,  hands  glowing  with  golden  power,  and backhanded Rak into the wal. “How dare you, slave!” He struck Rak’s face again, hands stil glowing. Next he wrenched a flogger off the wal.

Avontos asked, “What did he say, sir?”

Murson lashed Rak with flogger and ordered, “Tel him what you told me,  but  in  Koilathan,  slave!”  Rak  scrambled  back  and  spat  at  Murson.

The  sun  priest  pursued  him  across  the  room.  “Indeed  you  do  need  a lesson in proper manners,” he said. Power glowed in his hands, then spun out  into  golden  ropes  which  flew  through  the  air  and  lashed  themselves around Rak’s ankles and wrists.

Rak screamed as the magical ropes seared his flesh, and he wasn’t able to evade Murson this time. The sun priest grabbed him by a wingspar and dragged  him  into  the  center  of  the  training  area.  “Avontos,”  ordered Murson,  and  the  young  sun  priest  bounded  over  to  help.  Together  they lifted Rak and hooked his bound wrists over a hook that dangled from the ceiling. Rak’s bound feet were over a foot off the floor.

“Get a whip,” Murson told Avontos. The young sun priest looked over the whips neatly hung on the wal and picked out one with wooden beads knotted into the leather of the many short tails. “Very good,” said Murson.

The  two  sun  priests  set  to  work  punishing  the  bound  and  suspended slave.  Rak’s  cries  of  pain  made  Murson  smile,  and  there  was  a  definite bulge in Avontos’ pants. They lashed him with the heavy flogger and the beaded  punisher  until  he  started  to  whimper  for  mercy.  Then  Murson lifted Rak’s bound wrists off the hook and let him drop to the floor.

The  magical  ropes  dissolved  with  a  flick  of  Murson’s  fingers  and  he pushed the handle of his whip down towards Rak’s face. Rak kissed the whip and Murson’s hand. Avontos imitated his senior, to the same result, which  made  him  smile.  Murson  hooked  a  chain  lead  to  Rak’s  colar.

“What are you?”

“A slave, master,” whispered Rak without looking up.

“I didn’t hear that,” said Murson coldly.

“I am a slave, master,” repeated Rak, loudly.

Murson struck him. “Be more precise.”

“A sex slave, master.”

“Now translate your filthy words, slave, so we can al know how poor your manners were.”

“Master,  I  said,  go  sodomize  yourself,  jackass.  Please,  I  beg  your forgiveness. I was wrong to say it.”

Murson  sat  heavily  on  the  couch  and  motioned  for  Avontos  to  sit beside him. The younger sun priest complied. Murson pointed to the floor at their feet. “Come here, slave. Kneel before us.”

Avontos’ eyes lit up when Rak crawled over to them before he knelt as ordered. The slave’s bruised, discolored wings were furled tightly to his back and his gaze never left the floor.

“Remove our slippers and wash our feet,” Murson ordered.

Without  looking  up,  Rak  puled  Murson’s  slippers  off  and  set  them aside.  He  removed  the  thin,  cream  colored  cotton  socks  and  set  them atop  the  slippers.  Then  he  did  the  same  for Avontos.  He  brought  both their left feet up to his mouth, cradling one in each hand, and licked them.

“See how wel he does it?” Murson says. “It’s good to see the night serving the day, as is proper, isn’t it, Avontos?”

“Yesss,  I  see  it,  sir.  You  were  right,  as  always,”  said  Avontos, squirming with pleasure. The sight of the dark one, naked and licking his feet,  gave  him  an  instant  hard  on,  and  a  memory  he  would  treasure forever. Rak licked both pairs of feet very thoroughly over the next half hour. When ordered, he even sucked on their toes, which almost caused Avontos to climax.

Murson  gripped  Rak’s  short  hair  and  blasted  power  into  the  slave’s skul,  erasing  recent  memories,  targeting  those  with  Jisten.  “Now,  slave, you may purify your filthy mouth by pleasuring my golden manhood. He is difficult  filth,  Avontos,  but  as  you  saw,  even  a  difficult  slave  can  be taught.”

Rak moved squarely between Murson’s knees and his mouth found the sun priest’s package. He kissed Murson’s cock and both bals.

“Yes, sir,” Avontos agreed. “His mouth is in dire need of purification.

The things he said…shocking.”

Rak  licked  the  scrotum  thoroughly  before  moving  to  the  now  semi-erect member. Rak’s tongue wrapped around the shaft and it slowly grew with every stroke of his pink tongue. Avontos watched closely the entire time.  When  Rak  took  Murson  into  his  mouth  and  gave  suck  at  last, Avontos nodded to himself.

“The trick, Avontos, is to exert control,” Murson said. “Don’t explode right away.”

“How  do  you  manage  that,  sir?”  asked  Avontos,  eyes  glued  to  the slave. His bare foot fondled Rak’s erection.

“Breathe  deeply,”  Murson  said.  “Calm  your  inner  self.  Enjoy  the pleasure, but control it. And deny the dark filth the joy of your climax.”

He ran his hands over Rak’s wings. “He grew most stimulated when Jisten the Pure did this to his wings.”

Rak shivered in reaction and gave an extra hard suck while bobbing up and  down  on  Murson’s  cock.  Murson  blasted  his  skul  again,  then observed,  “They  are  pretty,  in  an  obscene  way.  Such  colors.  Hardly proper for the filth of the night, don’t you think, Avontos?”

Avontos reached out, grabbed the leading edge of the near wing, and spread it. “Demon wing,” he said. “The pretty colors must be to lure his prey in so he can eat their souls.”

“Yes,  this  is  not  the  beautiful  feathered  wing  of  a  pegasus  or  a gryphon.”

Avontos tugged the wing up and down a few times. “Do you think he can fly? They look bigger than he does.”

“We could toss him off a roof to see,” Murson said and stifled a moan of pleasure. “But Hasaviz would object.”

Avontos’ bare foot stil played with Rak’s erection. He pressed Rak’s cock  to  the  floor  and  smiled  as  the  slave  winced.  He  released  the pressure, only to mash Rak’s bals into his pelvis with the top of his foot.

“Now,  Avontos,  the  slave  wishes  to  be  done,  but  you  must  exert control.  Bring  him  to  burning  and  deny  him  your  golden  seed  until  he begs,”  Murson  said,  breathing  deeply.  “Go  on,  use  your  hands  if  you wish.”

“It’s  more  fun  to  use  my  foot,  sir,”  said  Avontos.  “I  especialy  like stepping on his manhood, to remind him of his lowly place.”

“Excelent  idea, Avontos,”  Murson  said.  “Now  practice  the  chant  to deny him relief from your climax.”

Avontos  puled  out  his  spelbook  and  turned  to  the  proper  page.  He cleared  his  throat  and  chanted  in  a  thin,  high  voice.  Golden  light  flared from him, painfuly bright, causing Rak to wince and then clench in pain as the light struck his welts and caused them to flare agonizingly. He bit down as al the pain of the whippings struck in a single instant.

Murson  yelped  and  blasted  Rak,  who  hit  the  floor  hard.  He  blasted Avontos next, but the junior’s shields absorbed it. Avontos dropped to his knees and pressed his hand to Murson. He healed the bite wounds. For once, he healed perfectly.

Murson  grabbed  Rak  by  the  short  hair  and  thrust  himself  into  Rak’s throat with great fury. His seed exploded into Rak’s mouth, choking the slave  who  valiantly  tried  to  swalow  it  al.  Once  Murson’s  orgasm  was done, he kicked Rak aside, grabbed Avontos by the neck, and squeezed.

“I’m sorry!” squeaked Avontos. “I didn’t mean to! Hey,  he bit you, not me!”

“Because  of  you,  you  stunted  excuse  of  a  man!”  Murson’s  hand glowed.

“He’s supposed to be a trained sex slave, and yet, he bit you!”

Murson threw Avontos down.

“The boy’s right,” said Hasaviz. “Nothing should have made the slave break training so egregiously. Certainly not pain.”

“Put him on the rack,” Murson snarled.

Hasaviz  dragged  Rak  to  the  rack  and  strapped  him  in.  Rak  didn’t resist. “Remember my warning,” Hasaviz said mildly.

“Of  course,”  snarled  Murson.  “This  won’t  leave  scars.”  He  found  a paddle  and  struck  Rak  with  a  most  satisfying  smacking  sound.  Golden oak  on  flesh  was  a  lovely  sound.  “Avontos,  add  the  proper  magic,”

Murson scolded.

Avontos  chanted  again,  adding  the  proper  magic.  This  time  he  didn’t embelish it. The paddle’s golden wood glowed with power.

Again  Murson  struck  Rak,  leaving  a  spectacular  wood  grain  burn pattern on top of the bruises. He beat Rak with the glowing paddle until the slave lay limp against his bonds, no longer whimpering.

Murson’s glowing hand caressed Rak’s head, and the slave yelped in pain. His terror-filed eyes flew open and fixed on Murson.

“Pay  attention,  slave,”  said  Murson.  “Purification  doesn’t  work  if you’re not awake for it.” He rammed himself into Rak, baring his teeth in a  parody  of  a  grin  when  Rak  cried  out  in  pain.  He  thrust  powerfuly, slamming  himself  into  Rak  over  and  over,  rocking  the  frame  Rak  was lashed to.

Rak’s cries were music in Murson’s ears, and he pounded away for a long time before he finaly gave a last hard thrust and pumped his molten seed  into  the  slave’s  innards.  He  remained  sheathed  in  Rak’s  body, looking down at the slave though narrowed eyes, until time softened him completely. “If you dare to bite me ever again, I wil rip al your teeth out.

Sex slaves don’t need teeth to perform their duties.”

“Yes, master,” whispered Rak. “I beg you to forgive me.”

“Forgiveness must be earned over time, slave.”

When  he  puled  out,  Rak  licked  his  lips  and  whispered,  “Thank  you, master.”




Chapter Thirteen: Purification

Yasmi,  Erva,  and  Kazia  often  took  their  embroidery  work  into  the gardens. There they would spread everything out under the shade of the oldest  apple  tree.  They  would  spend  hours  in  companionable  chatter, sharing al the gossip. Young men would often stop by for a word, which didn’t displease the three ladies. Sometimes the Queen would join them, usualy  with  a  poet  or  minstrel  in  tow  for  their  enjoyment.  Today, however, Jezaia appeared to be just enjoying their company.

Erva started. “Did you hear about Essina?”

“Essina?” asked Kazia. “Do I know her?”

“No,  probably  not,”  said  Erva,  “since  she’s  just  a  slave.  One  of  the Library scribes.”

“A slave?” sniffed Yasmi. “Why are we even talking about her?”

“Her sheets are being watched, is why.”

“Realy?” asked Yasmi, eyes bright. “The prince?”

“No,  that’s  the  interesting  part,”  said  Erva.  “Nenrah  is  currently  the prince’s favorite since Dela ran away. According to Thaxor, Essina was ordered to seduce the dark one!”

“Sily  prince,  he  should  just  settle  down  with  a  nice  lady  and  have babies,” Kazia said.

Yasmi tittered, but didn’t reply directly. Not with the queen sitting right there. “We should be so lucky,” she said.

“This Essina, was she successful?” Jezaia asked, her smile frozen.

“Majesty, she has not yet cycled,” said Erva. “But the laundry slaves are ordered to watch her sheets until the end of the month.”

Jezaia grit her teeth but her frozen smile didn’t budge. “I meant, did she bed the evil one?”

“Oh! Forgive me, majesty,” said Erva, who, according to rumor, was cheating on her husband with Thaxor. “Yes, I heard that she did bed him.”

“She is poisoned beyond al hope then,” Jezaia pronounced.

“Poisoned?” Kazia gasped.

Yasmi paused her fluttering fan. “Poisoned? Someone poisoned her?”

With an effort, Jezaia kept from roling her eyes. If the idiots weren’t the biggest gossips in the court, she’d order them beaten. “The dark one’s seed is as evil as the rest of him.”

Not to be outdone, Erva said, “And after, he ordered her to serve him scones.” 

“Scones are poisonous?” Kazia asked with real alarm.

Yasmi gave a little gasp and played along. “With  cream?” 

“Cream is poisonous?” Kazia began to weep.

Yasmi patted Kazia, “No, it’s just scandalous, that the dark one would order her to serve him breakfast within minutes of the bedding.”

“Oh, wel, maybe he was hungry,” Kazia said after a sniffle.

“Who ordered Essina to bed the dark one?” Jezaia asked.

“Lord  Virien  ordered  her  to  do  it,  majesty,”  said  Erva.  “But  I  heard that the king himself was the true source.”

“Realy?” Jezaia’s voice became dangerously silky. “The king himself.

Why would he do such a thing?”

“Your  majesty,  the  king  wants  an  heir.  Everyone  knows  this.”  Evra tossed her hair over her shoulder and sniffed.

Jezaia’s lips thinned. “He has an heir. And the get of a winged demon and a slave is hardly a legitimate heir.”

“But those wings are so pretty,” sighed Yasmi.

Erva bowed. “Of course, your majesty. How foolish of me.”

Kazia broke the tension with a giddy laugh. “Oh, the king doesn’t do that  sort  of  thing!  He  is  so  sweet  and  nice,  just  like  a  grandpa!  Don’t worry, Queen Jezaia!”

“I think I shal go and speak with him,” the queen said in a way that made the two less vapid girls shudder.

“Tel him I said helo!” Kazia said, oblivious to the byplay.



   


Jethain smiled when Jisten walked in. “There you are! I was hoping you’d stop by,” he said, like the man hadn’t spent the night in his rooms.

“Stop by?” Jisten grinned at the prince. “I know my duty. We won’t leave  you  alone  again.”  He  set  down  a  basket.  “Mother  thought  you needed a treat.”

Jethain’s face lit up. “The pastina?”

“No, just soup, but it’s oxtail soup.” He grinned again and set up a bed tray for the prince. “No pastina until the healers say you can have solid food.”

Jethain wanted to bounce like a little boy, but feared the effect on his gut. He patted the bed, “Sit, tel me what I’ve been missing.” He smiled at Jisten a little too warmly.

Jisten carefuly placed the tray over the prince’s lap. “Virien has taken a respite from terrorizing the weaker minded nobles about the Lythadi.” He sat in the chair next to the bed.

Jethain scooted closer. Subtly. “Realy? Has he found a new threat to wave over their heads?”

“Taste  it,  prince,”  Jisten  urged  like  a  mother  hen.  “That  is  what  I’m worried about.”

Jethain scowled. “Araken?”

“Most likely,” Jisten said. He anxiously watched Jethain.

Jethain dug in. “Oh, this is delicious. Your mother is the best cook in Koilatha!” He patted Jisten’s knee.

Jisten  looked  at  Jethain’s  hand  with  momentary  confusion.  “Your stomach feels fine?”

Jethain left his hand on Jisten’s knee. “You’ve always been so good to me,” he said. “A true friend.”

“To the end, my prince,” Jisten said. “As always.”

Jethain touched Jisten’s hand. “Haven’t you ever wanted more?”

“I won’t leave you, my prince. Please don’t worry,” Jisten said.

“Even if it means you die a virgin?” asked Jethain. “That doesn’t seem fair.”  He  took  another  spoonful  of  the  broth.  Even  with  the  most  of  the vegetables and meat removed, it was flavorful.

Jisten looked at him. “You sound like Lady Ilarxa.” He grinned to take the sting out of his words.

Jethain roled his eyes and laughed at himself. Who was he kidding? He hardly  knew  what  he  wanted,  and  Jisten  the  Pure  was  as  oblivious  to sexual overtures as a statue.

“Stomach stil fine?” Jisten asked.

“Yes,”  said  Jethain,  surprised.  “But  I  fear  I’m  becoming  addicted  to Araken’s mint tonics. Where  is he, anyhow? Sleeping?”

“I hope so,” Jisten said. “He doesn’t get enough sleep.”

“Is it strange to be happier when he’s about?”

“I hope not!” Jisten said. Then he looked a bit embarrassed.

Jethain laughed lightly. “I see! He’s gotten to you, too! You’ve pushed me over for my brother!”

“Oh, no, my prince!” Jisten said. “Never!”

Jethain grinned with happy pleasure. “Good,” he teased, “Keep it that way!”



   


“Although Senior Murson thinks that you are too far gone, I have hopes of  successfuly  purifying  you,” Avontos  said  loftily,  stroking  Rak’s  short hair. He bared his crotch and pushed himself at Rak. “Oral purification, first. You know you want to help me help you. Alow my holy manhood to be the instrument by which you purify your filthy mouth.”

Rak first kissed, then licked the junior sun priest’s cock and bals until Avontos urgently pushed his slender tool into Rak’s mouth.

“Control, Avontos, control,” Murson warned.

“Yes,  sir,”  said Avontos,  and  he  steadied  himself.  He  pushed  slowly into Rak’s throat, then groaned in pleasure as the slave’s tongue went to work on his shaft. He set a rhythm, not content to let Rak felate him at his own  pace,  and  thrust  into  Rak’s  throat  with  vigor.  He  felt  joyous  as  he purified  the  dark  one’s  mouth  and  he  hummed  his  favorite  hymn  to Auranz.

It didn’t take him long to reach climax, and he smiled down at Rak as the slave swalowed his ful load of seed. As the slave’s tongue caressed his shaft, surely in appreciation for how wel he’d been purified, Avontos said, “See? I’m helping you. My light is conquering your darkness. You know you liked that.” He puled out and rubbed himself on Rak’s face.

The  slave  licked  his  bals,  causing  him  to  sigh  in  appreciation.  “I  wil always help you this way, dark one. I am sure your mouth is in frequent need of purification. It’s my duty to see that you receive what you need.”

Hasaviz  chuckled  softly.  “Hear  that,  slave?  You  wil  permit  Brother Avontos  to  purify  your  mouth  whenever  he  deems  it  necessary.”  He reinforced his command with a twist of the control spel.

“Thank you, sir,” said Avontos. He walked along Rak’s bound body, stroking the bruised and whiplashed skin. “He’s handsome, isn’t he?”

“He’s  a  slave,”  said  Hasaviz.  “His  body  is  there  for  our  enjoyment, visual as wel as sexual. That is the purpose of the tattoos. His flesh is art for us to enjoy.”

Avontos  reached  Rak’s  crotch  and  he  fondled  him  as  he  studied  the bound slave. He rubbed a finger against Rak’s opening. “Beg me to purify you,” he commanded.

Rak’s  pelvis  lifted  towards  him.  “Please,  master,  I  beg  you  to  use…

purify me.”

“I grant your humble request,” said Avontos, and he took out a vial of holy oil and coated himself with it. He thrust in easily, his thin pole readily accepted into the already wel stretched opening. Avontos’ ful length was longer than Murson’s and Rak gasped as the junior priest hit his special spot.

“Do not give him pleasure,” commanded Murson.

Avontos slapped Rak’s cock and Rak gasped again.

“He’s  trained  to  find  pleasure  in  pain,”  Hasaviz  reminded  them.  “Just use him.”

Avontos  pumped  his  hips,  watching  avidly  as  Rak’s  body  worked  in counterpoint. He felt something clench and release against  his  cock  in  a rhythmic fashion that was quite pleasurable as wel. It took him only a few thrusts to realize that if he hit a certain place inside Rak, the slave would gasp and moan in pleasure. Every time that happened, he slapped Rak’s cock, because it amused him that the dark one liked the pain, too.

To his surprise, the slave climaxed after one of the slaps, and Hasaviz said, “Don’t worry, it’s a false orgasm brought on by the pain.”

Avontos not only felt Rak’s pleasure, but he sensed the magical energy the climax caused. He absorbed it easily and spent the next few minutes just enjoying the sensation of screwing the dark priest. He cried aloud to Auranz  as  he  climaxed,  then  got  to  enjoy  not  only  his  own  orgasm,  but another one, with the corresponding power release, from Rak. He hadn’t cast the spel to deny the slave relief because it pleased him to think that the dark one’s fires would be satisfied by his actions, thereby putting the dark one in his debt.

When he puled out, Rak said, “Thank you, master.”

“You’re welcome, slave.” Avontos patted Rak’s package. “I’m happy that you thanked me. That shows proper manners, and appreciation for my efforts to purify you.”

Once the sun priests were gone, Hasaviz removed the colar. “You are forbidden  to  heal  yourself,  slave.  What  good  is  a  punishment  if  it’s magicked  away  at  the  earliest  convenience? You  wil  suffer  the  pain  of your  punishment,  and  I  hope  and  pray  you  learn  something  from  it  this time.”

   

Rak  staggered  into  the  servant’s  corridor.  He  was  in  agony  from  the molten loads of purifying seed, and from the layers of bruises, whiplashes, and burns. He took deep breaths and concentrated until his pain shunting ability was fuly engaged.

You owe me a scrubbing,  said Scorth immediately. Rak guessed that the  dragon  could  feel  his  shame  and  was  choosing  the  easier  path  of distracting Rak rather than trying to understand human sexual politics. Rak was more than wiling to  be distracted.

Yes,  I  do,   said  Rak.  He  walked  into  the  suite,  grateful  that  he  saw nobody  in  the  back,  semi-secret  corridors  he  used.  He  stripped  off  the slave tunic and hid it in the chest with his underclothes, knowing that he’d be beaten if he lost it, and changed into a tunic and pants that were so old they were no longer black, but a dark grey. Over this he threw his largest foul-weather cloak, one with a very deep hood.

He  went  outside,  into  the  balmy  spring  morning,  and  Scorth  landed near  the  ornamental  pond.  Rak  surveyed  the  area.  “There  is  enough sand,”  he  announced,  and  set  to  work.  It  didn’t  occur  to  dragon  or Loftoni that Scorth’s presence in the royal gardens would create a stir.



   



The king exited the lesser audience chamber and  motioned  for  Jisten  to walk  beside  him  as  he  made  his  way  to  the  royal  suite  where  he’d  eat lunch. “I am told that there is a dragon in the gardens, and that Araken is responsible for this.”

Jisten  glanced  at  Owain,  who  seemed  more  amused  than  upset.  “He does have a dragon, your majesty.”

Owain  chortled,  and  then  glanced  around  to  make  sure  they  were alone. “Now there is a pet I wouldn’t mind having. A king could not ask for  a  larger  display  of  power  than  that.  But  my  queen  and  some  of  the younger  courtiers  are  upset.  I  promised  I’d  have  something  done  about it.”

“Do you want me to take care of it, your majesty?”

“Yes,”  said  Owain.  “Make  a  show  of  removing  the  dragon,  but  ah, take your time.”




Chapter Fourteen: Garden Decor

He  has  the  proper  attitude  for  a  wingless  one.  You  have  my permission  to  screw  the  man.   Scorth  was  always  quick  to  pick  up idioms and use them in humorous and sarcastic ways.

“Oh,  thank  you,”  replied  Rak  with  equal  sarcasm.  “He  has  made  it clear that he does not wish to, ah,   screw me.”

He said he was your Valer! So tell him that you want to screw your Valer! 

“Apparently  a  Valer  takes  care  of  the  Loftoni  in  a  disappointingly nonsexual  way,”  Rak  replied.  “Which  I  cannot  fathom  if  there  is  wing oiling involved. Perhaps it is because he is under vows of purity!”

Didn’t he say there was no vow of purity?  Scorth asked.

“Did he? I do not recal him saying such. And even if there is not, he has  refused  me  every  time  I  have  propositioned  him  sober.  And  he   is pure, vows or no. He keeps himself pure, virginal, to prove his devotion to the Gods and his duty. I honor him for his commitment. He has chosen a hard road to walk.” Rak kept filing Scorth’s claws.

Scorth  snorted.  Lord  Zotien  would  not   care  about  that .  Stupid Auranz. 

“They are opposites,” Rak pointed out. “Did you ever hear the story of the  Movai  S’Daran?  He  also  tried  to  make  a  vow  of  purity,  but  Zotien seduced him before he could.”

Scorth  sent  mental  laughter.  That’s  just  one  of  the  reasons  that  I serve Him. 

Rak grinned at his dragon fondly. “One reason among many. You and I would  not  have  been  happy  doing  anything  else.  But  the  sun  service  is different, although it is odd that a warrior has sworn vows of purity rather than a priest.”

Since they’re broken anyway, or nonexistent, have fun with him. 

We’ll go flying again. He’ll enjoy it and that will make it easier for you. 

“He  does  not  know  they  are  broken,”  said  Rak.  “His  mind  was affected by the morphea and he does not remember our encounters. And again,  he  has  not  told  me  that  there  is  no  vow.  Why  are  you  insisting otherwise? You know how narrow a ledge you tread. I would not see him named oathbreaker.”

The Gods know,  Scorth said sagely.  We should ask them. 

“And if you are wrong, he wil immediately be labeled an oathbreaker.

In this case, it is best  not to involve the Gods. If he had not been drugged, he  would  not  have  used  me.  Time  has  shown  that  to  me  most  bitterly,”

said  Rak.  “And  because  he  was drugged, I am worried. Zotien has not said anything, but did I not violate Jisten’s free wil?”

He wasn’t unconscious. You didn’t force him to mate with you, he was on top after all,  Scorth said.  Why do you human types make this so complicated? You lust, you enjoy, end of story. 

Rak laughed shortly. “I wish it were that simple, my friend. I realy do.

It would not be so bad if the man were not so very kind to me in other ways.”

Kind  is  good,   Scorth  said  in  bewilderment.  You  wish  him  to  hurt you?  There was apprehension in the mental voice.

“Ix,  of course not,” said Rak. “But he is  too kind, Scorth. If he were even a little indifferent, or a little cruel, I could squash my attraction to him and  move  on.  But  he  is  not.  He  is  that  kind,  that  caring,  that  attentive, except in sexual matters.” Rak sighed in frustrated misery.

Scorth heaved a draconic sigh.  I’ll just tell him that he screwed you already,  not  to  worry  about  the  vows  anymore  and  to  please  keep screwing you. I’ll add that you both enjoyed it and that he needs to try it again without morphea and wine. And if he doesn’t like it that way, you can supply morphea and wine again. Will that end all this? 

Rak’s eyes widened in horror.  “Ix!”  He couldn’t think of a  worse way to break the news to Jisten than a sexualy obtuse, sarcastic dragon.

It  would  end all this,  Scorth grumbled.

“It would not. I was burning and I needed, and he left me.”

I’m  sure  it’s  some  unnecessary  human  complication,   Scorth insisted.

“Ix.   I  wil  not  humiliate  myself  further,”  Rak  put  down  the  claw  and stared  up  at  his  dragon.  He  missed  the  approach  of  the  captain  striding across the green lawn.



   


Jisten addressed Scorth directly, “The king sends me to tel you that his courtiers are rather distressed by the large dragon ornament in the formal gardens.” He grinned slightly. “Although I deem it an improvement.”

Scorth snorted at Jisten.  If he doesn’t like it, he can come out here and tell me himself. 

Jisten  laughed.  “You  don’t  have  royalty  in  Okyro.  The  King  does nothing himself.”

Scorth’s head loomed over Rak. The Loftoni didn’t seem to notice the huge  fangs  hovering  over  his  cowled  head  as  he  methodicaly  filed  the dragon’s claws.

“If you quick him, does he bite?” Jisten asked.

“Only if he wishes to pass into the next life,” replied Rak. “But if I do quick him, we wil both suffer. Soul-bonds are like that.”

“Soul bond,” Jisten said with awe.

Can’t I even nibble?  asked Scorth.

“I  hope  your  dragon  likes  me,”  Jisten  said.  He  wondered  if  Scorth knew he was a coward, too.

Of course I like you,   retorted  Scorth.  He  rubbed  Jisten’s  chest  with his muzzle, inadvertently knocking the Valer over.

“You didn’t hear the story yet,” Jisten said.

“He likes you as much as I do,” said Rak. “You are a good, honorable man.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jisten said, without enthusiasm. “Loads of honor.”

Rak hadn’t so much as glanced at Jisten, though. Hood up, al that was visible  of  Rak  were  his  pale  hands.  “You  did  what  you  had  to  do  to survive. That was a horrible situation that you were in.”

Jisten came closer, mesmerized by the way Rak filed the long, curved white talon. “Do you need help? I don’t know how to do that, but can I help you oil his wings?”

Scorth spread a wing and showed it to Jisten.  Patches,  he claimed in mournful, woe-is-me tones, although the wing looked perfect.

Rak  looked  up  at  Scorth’s  hovering  head,  expression  startled.  A moment later, he looked at Jisten and offered a wry smile. “It is very rare for a dragon to alow anyone other than his rider to touch his wings, you know.” He set the file down and ran a hand along the claw.

“I  am  truly  honored,  but  you  do  need  a  new  place  to  attend  to  your dragon. Perhaps the lake?” Jisten asked. He reached out to feel the claw as wel. There was some remaining roughness.

I agree with the lake,  Scorth sent to both.  We should all go to the lake. 

“Are you chasing me off?” asked Rak.

“King’s request,” Jisten said. “Not mine.”

It’s settled. We’re all going,  Scorth sent.

“What would you do, Captain? What do you want me to do?”

“You know the cowardice that I’ve done, S’Rak.”

“You  are  not  a  coward,”  replied  Rak.  “You  stood  up  for  yourself bravely.”

Jisten barked a laugh. “That’s right, I did, didn’t I? I always stand up for myself.”

“There is nothing wrong with that.” Rak put the file back into the kit.

“Are you coming to the lake with us?”

Laaakkkeee,  Scorth whined.   Everyone get on!  The dragon held out a forefoot in front of Jisten. The captain regarded it and then hoisted himself up.

Rak folowed silently, then sat behind Jisten once the Valer was clipped in.

Scorth lumbered a few steps and took off, the downsweep of his wings shredding the more delicate ornamental foliage. He flew through the royal gardens barely at tree height, rumbling with draconic laughter at the sound of shrieks.

The  flight  to  the  lake  was  short.  Scorth  folded  his  wings  and  they  al plummeted into the icy waters. Jisten unclipped himself and floated free to the surface. He waited for Rak, treading water. Rak came up sputtering.

“S’Rak?” Jisten swam closer.

Rak shook his head. “Swim to shore.”

Jisten  paced  Rak  stroke  for  stroke,  gaze  sharp  on  the  smaler  man.

Scorth  didn’t  folow  them.  He  remained  in  deeper  water,  floating  like  a crocodile. Rak climbed out of the lake and wrapped his arms around his chest. Already his lips were taking on a blue tinge. He realy did get cold fast.

Jisten puled the slight body against his own. “Even a coward can warm you.”

“You are not a coward,” said Rak, shivering against Jisten’s chest. “I tried to tel you last night.”

“Did you?” Jisten laid his head on top of Rak’s, further warming him. “I thought you were disgusted. I wouldn’t blame you.”

“Never. Please, we need to start a fire. I am freezing.”

It didn’t take them long to gather enough deadwood for a decent sized blaze.  Sinking  to  his  knees,  Rak  reached  out  towards  the  wood  with  a single hand and whispered,  “Kaiså.”  The wood burst into flames.

Jisten puled his soaked uniform jacket and shirt off and spread them on nearby rocks to dry in the sun. Then he gathered Rak back into his arms, sitting close to the fire.

“Now  it  is  my  turn  to  tel  a  story,”  said  Rak,  pressing  against  Jisten.

“There is a man in the palace who knows me. He knows what I was, and he  knows  how  to  use  that  knowledge  against  me.  You  cal  yourself  a coward? I agreed to let him use me in exchange for his silence, because I am far too much of a coward to have my past exposed to the Koilathan court.”

“That’s not being a coward,” Jisten said with al loyalty. “That’s being pragmatic. What good can you do Jethain in a colar? None.”

“You  are  far  braver  than  I,”  retorted  Rak.  “I  put  up  little  resistance.

What good could you have done, back when you were new to the army, in a colar, or dead? None.” Rak threw Jisten’s words right back at him.

Jisten stared at him helplessly for a moment. “But you left so quickly, S’Rak. As if you were disgusted by me.”

Rak puled something out of a pocket with great difficulty and handed it to  Jisten.  “Look  at  this. A  simple  whistle,  yes?  But  if  I  place  a  drop  of blood on it, and pray over it on the Altar of Night, the whistle becomes magical, and can be used to summon the creature whose blood has been tied  to  it.  This  is  where  the  stories  of  demon  summoning  devices  come from. That man has one of these…tied to me.”

“But why would you give this to him, S’Rak?” Jisten looked not at the whistle, but at Rak’s arm. There were welts and bruises marring the pale flesh, and anger stirred in the Valer.

“He commanded it so that he may summon me. It is part of the price for his silence.” Rak’s eyes were closed as he rested his head on Jisten’s chest.  “He  summoned  me  last  night,  while  we  were  in  Jethain’s  suite.  I was furious. I attacked him, and he punished me.”

“Oh, S’Rak,” Jisten’s fingers were gentle, cautious on Rak.

Scorth sent to Jisten,   This is where you offer comfort and then mate with him. 

Jisten  roled  his  eyes  at  the  dragon-shape  in  the  lake.  His  fingers  ran down Rak’s wings and a soft moan escaped Rak’s lips. There were welts on the Loftoni’s wings, and the Valer mourned.

You’ll have to peel his clothes off, first, I think,  added Scorth.

“Your wings are hurt and you are hurt,” Jisten said.

“He forbade me to heal myself,” said Rak. “He said,  what good is a punishment if it is magicked away at first chance? ”

“So no magic,” Jisten said. “But I can use salve and oil.”

“I had not thought of that,” said Rak, sheepishly. “And I should have.”

“Perhaps…you need me,” Jisten said, feeling hope.

“I know I need you,” replied Rak.

How long does it take for humans to get to the mating part? 

Jisten looked over at the dragon again. “After the healing part.” A clink in Jisten’s pocket warned him. He reached in and drew out the vial of oil.

Shut up, Scorth. Like dragons do not indulge in hours of pre-sex mating  flights?  Jisten  was  astonished  to  hear  Rak’s  mental  reply  as clearly  as  he  heard  Scorth’s  thoughts.  But  he  was  distracted  by  Rak’s attempt to peel his wet robes off. Jisten quickly lent his assistance, easing the clingy fabric off the lithe body. Jisten hesitated over the wrap before moving on, leaving it in place.

The captain solemnly surveyed the damage to Rak’s body, masking a deep rage that grew with each new injury. Rak was covered in bruises, welts, cuts, and burns. “S’Rak, are these sunburns?”

“Ai,”   admitted  Rak  morosely.  “He  had  at  me  this  morning. Again  I was a coward and simply accepted it. I deserved it, for seducing you and making you break your vows not once, but three times.”

“I  would  think  the  Lord  of  Night  would  object  to  that,”  Jisten  said tersely. “And we’ve discussed those nonexistent vows.”

“We did?” Rak frowned, straining for the memory. “There is no vow?”

“You don’t remember?” Jisten reached for Scorth.   Is he sincere? 

“I remember you teling me about your first raids,” said Rak, “and that you think, wrongly, that you are a coward.”

He is,  sent Scorth privately.   I think the sun priest blasted him pretty hard. I think the sun priest’s blasted you, too, come to that. 

“S’Rak,” Jisten cupped his face. “There are not, and never were, vows of purity.”

“Realy?” Rak’s face lit up. He puled Jisten’s head down and kissed those delectable lips.

Jisten’s hands slid around Rak’s shoulders.

At last, the mating,  Scorth said, climbing out of the lake to rest in the sand nearby.

“First,  the  wing  oiling,”  Jisten  corrected.  He  took  out  the  vial  and unstoppered  it  with  one  hand.  “Si’Yeni,”  he  prayed.  “A  bastard  has harmed my Loftoni’s wings and forbidden healing. Please heal them and preserve the appearance of wounds.” Jisten grinned at Rak’s nonplussed expression.

A sunset appeared from the lake and a woman’s laughter chimed from it. It was their mothers’ laughter, delighted in Her beloved children. “My dear Valer and dear Loftoni, beloved of Zotien.”

Rak’s  fingers  sought  Jisten’s  and  they  twined  together.  He  rested  his head on Jisten’s chest again. He wouldn’t argue with a Goddess. He just enjoyed being with his Valer.

“I  mislike  my  weaving  wounded,”  Si’Yeni  said.  “Had  I  the  power,  I would  sear  the  one  responsible.”  The  sunset  darkened  into  violet.  “But even We Gods have our limitations. I shal heal your wings, and leave the appearance of the injuries as Your Valer has requested.”

“Thank you, Lady of the Sunset,” murmured Rak.

“Sing, My Valer. Sing the healing hymn.”

Jisten obliged, his mid range baritone rumbling through Rak.

Rak’s wings were woven in the air above his real wings. The pattern drifted down over his wings and fused. The pain melted away, but they stil looked awful. Jisten’s voice faded at the end of the hymn.

“You  have  only  to  think  of  this,  and  the  oil  you  need  wil  appear,”

Si’Yeni said. “It wil heal and ease, but the wings wil appear unchanged.”

“Thank you, Si’Yeni,” Jisten said. “And his other injuries?”

“You are not My priestess,” the Goddess chided. “Those wil have to heal with time.” The violet sunset faded completely.

“Pol’åvhra, Kyrian Dhyses.”  Rak murmured, head bowed in respect until the sunset was entirely gone.

“What does that mean?” inquired Jisten.

“Many thanks, Lady of Dawn,” translated Rak. “I need to finish tending to Scorth. Are you stil wiling to help?”




Chapter Fifteen: To Scrub a Dragon

“Where  are  the  brushes?  Where  do  we  start?  What  do  we  do  first?”

Jisten was literaly bouncing with excitement.

Rak  hid  a  grin  as  he  retrieved  his  dragon  grooming  kit  and  removed two  brushes.  He  filed  a  bucket  with  sand,  then  added  water  from  the lake. He climbed Scorth’s side, carrying the bucket, and dropped a rope for Jisten.

Jisten stripped off his wet pants and boots and laid them out beside the shirt and jacket. He grabbed the rope. “Ready, Scorth?” He looked up, waiting for a reply.

The  dragon  rumbled  in  a  non-threatening  manner  and  positioned  his foreleg  to  make  the  ascent  easier.  Jisten  clambered  up  and  was  soon standing on the dragon’s back. Rak handed him a brush and showed him how to use the wet sand to scrub the iridescent scales.

Really, you should just grab him and go at it,  Scorth advised. Both men ignored the dragon.

Jisten copied Rak and scrubbed as wel. Scorth sprawled in the sand.

Every  so  often,  he  snorted  happily.  Rak  worked  at  Jisten’s  side companionably  enough,  but  in  silence,  shunting  his  pain  to  some  other place that wasn’t here and now.

“What’s wrong?” Jisten asked quietly. “Am I doing it wrong? You’re not checking my work.”

Rak blinked out of his near trance and looked at the section Jisten had just  finished.  “I  could  not  have  done  it  better  myself.  Relax—if  Scorth thinks  you  are  doing  it  wrong,  he  wil  tel  you  so.”  He  touched  Jisten’s hand boldly. “Can you finish this part? I need to finish filing his claws.”

“Of course!” Jisten visibly sweled with pride at the amount of trust Rak had in him. Rak slid down Scorth’s side, retrieved the file, and resumed tending  the  curving  talons.  Cuts  barely  scabbed  over  had  broken  open while  he’d  scrubbed  the  dragon,  and  the  sun  had  been  uncomfortable.

Scorth’s shadow was an improvement, and he was able to shunt the pain aside once more.

Ask him to scrub your wings,  Scorth suggested.  Not only does it feel wonderful, he is enjoying it himself. Look at him! 

Rak’s  glances  up  at  Jisten  were  casual,  but  far  too  frequent  to  be accidental.    I  want  him,  Scorth.  But  even  though  he  has  not  sworn vows  of  purity,  I  am  the  next  thing  to  a  sewer,  and  he  is  still  so virginal that pure  is  an accurate description. 

“I’m done scrubbing,” said Jisten, sliding down Scorth’s shoulder. He landed  in  the  sand  adroitly.  “Now,  onto  the  oiling?  Show  me?”  Jisten asked, eagerness and anxiety warring on his face.

“You can oil any part of me you want,” Rak replied without thinking.

“Your wings?” Jisten’s expression lit up brighter than the sun.

Yesss,  said Scorth.   First he oils your wings, then he mates with you. 

I don’t mind waiting. But only this time. 

Rak looked down. “Forgive me. I should not have said anything.” He wanted  Jisten  to  touch  them,  but  at  the  same  time,  he  knew  Jisten shouldn’t. Not if they were going to remain only friends. He didn’t even let Tebber oil them with a brush anymore. The lad had been standoffish since the incident with Essina. Though neither blamed him, the freely given sex was a thing of the past.

A lifetime of sexual slavery had carved permanent ruts in Rak’s brain about  men.  His  first  roommate  in  the  novitiate,  Drien,  had  worked  long and hard to teach him about simple male friendship without sex. He now keenly  remembered  those  painful  memories.  How  had  he  forgotten  so quickly? Jisten wanted only friendship, and yet, Rak felt the pul of more.

Was  the  captain  sending  him  mixed  messages?  Or  were  his  own  slave fires  coloring  his  perceptions?  Or  was  it  the  sex  with  the  man  when  he was drugged and unable to resist that was pressing on him?

“It would be my honor,” Jisten said, grey eyes intent on the Loftoni, as if sensing his internal struggle. “And it is my duty as your Valer.”

If I have to sit on you,  warned Scorth,  I will. 

“Even Scorth is on your side,” muttered Rak. “Let us oil his wings, and then I would appreciate it if you would oil my wings. I am not very good at doing it myself.” Rak handed Jisten a large oiling brush and oil paddle.

“I always keep spares.”

Jisten  gauged  the  dragon’s  wingbase  and  applied  exactly  the  right pressure to a dry spot.

Scorth sighed happily.  We must keep him. 

“That sounded like a good sigh,” Jisten said.

“Scorth likes you,” Rak told him. He found another patch to attack, as did Jisten, who looked vaguely disappointed when the left wingbase was done. “Can you do the right wingbase?”

“Yes!” Jisten looked like he had been given a gift.

Scorth blew out happy breaths as Jisten oiled exactly the right spots.

Rak continued oiling as wel. As the two men oiled the wing sails, Scorth told  Rak,  Here’s  your  chance.  Come  up  behind  him  and  make  your desires plain. 

Jisten pushed clinging strands of wet hair behind his ears and continued with single mindedness. He glanced up to see Rak looking at him and he grinned. “Am I doing it right?”

Rak  grumbled  at  Scorth  to  stop  teasing  him.  “You  are  doing  it perfectly.”

“Come over here and inspect my work?” He held out a hand to Rak.

He looks perfectly available to me,  Scorth said.  And wet. 

Rak set his hand in Jisten’s and told Scorth to shut up. His lust, and the fires, were surging as it was. “I am sure you did it right,” he said, but he let Jisten draw him over. He eyed Jisten’s sensuous lips and wondered what would happen if he kissed them.

“No flakes, yes?” Jisten asked, half proud and half anxious.

“Not one,” agreed Rak. He had to force himself to look. Somehow the process of inspecting the wingbases forced him to step very, very close to Jisten.

“Careful,” Jisten said and put a steadying hand on Rak’s arm. His smile was a briliant white.

Rak looked up at him, staring into those deep grey eyes. He admired the  gradation,  the  charcoal  outer  ring,  the  smooth  storm  cloud  center, flecked with silver.

“Now, your wings?” Hope sparked in those grey eyes. Rak looked at the heavy, large brush in his hand. He looked at Jisten and held out the brush like an offering.

“What,  one  swipe?”  Jisten  looked  at  the  brush  dubiously.  “Doesn’t seem like it would do a good job.”

It is barely adequate on  my  wings,  Scorth told them both.

“I only thought you would not want to touch me.”

“That’s insane,” Jisten blurted. “Not touch your wings?”

Rak blushed and studied the scales he sat upon. They were in perfect condition. “However you think best,” he said quietly.

“Let me try with my hands,” Jisten said in as just a low tone. “If I’m too clumsy, or offend you, tel me to stop.”

“Clumsy? You? I have never had my wings oiled so wel as when you did it.” Rak was grateful he had his back to Jisten.

Jisten poured oil on his palms and then rubbed them together to warm it. “Not only dry patches, but flakes on your wingbases, too,” he said. His oiled hands began scratching flakes off.

Rak  forced  himself  to  hold  stil,  clenching  his  jaw  as  he  struggled  to maintain his composure. He had used a long handled brush on his back yesterday, but this was so much better that there was no comparison. As the ceaseless itch faded, he murmured, “Thank you.”

Once  the  wingbases  were  done,  Jisten’s  large  fingers  spread  the  oil along the spars and sails. Rak closed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation.

His wings were supremely sensitive to touch. Even the slightest variation in pressure  against  the  sails  transmitted  instantly  into  a  deep  part  of  Rak’s core.

Rak fought his growing lust for the man behind him, reminding himself over and over that Jisten didn’t want him sexualy. He struggled now to hold stil, refusing to shame himself before the Valer by letting the man see how easily he was overwhelmed by simple touch. Narvain had laughed at him and caled him subhuman for his erotic enjoyment of the oiling.

Jisten finished spreading oil out to the wingtips with a flourish. “There!”

he sounded proud and happy. “How does it feel?”

“Good,” Rak gasped out explosively. “It feels very good.” This time he managed  a  more  normal  tone.  A  glance  at  Jisten  showed  the  Valer’s surprised  expression,  leading  him  to  admit,  “Hand-oiling  is  done  in courtship, or between mated pairs.”

“Oh!” Jisten gasped. “I’m so sorry! Very presumptuous of me!”

“I am not sorry at al.”

“The Mai’eras told me that Valers used to take care of the Loftoni.”

“Are you going to take care of me?” wondered Rak aloud.

“While  you  are  here  in  Koilatha,  if  you  wish  it,”  Jisten  said.  “It  was what I was trying to tel you earlier.”

“Earlier?”  asked  Rak,  with  a  sudden  upsurge  of  hope  that  Jisten  did remember  after  al.  But  if  he  did  remember,  that  meant  his  rejection  of Rak was total.

“When we first met, and I told you to come to me for help, that I was a Valer,” Jisten said. “It was the most I could say at the time.”

“I  understand  now,”  said  Rak,  trying  to  hide  his  disappointment.  He recaled  this  man  proclaiming  that  he  was  Rak’s  Valer.  “Thank  you,  I accept your offer.” He now understood that Jisten wanted to take care of him as a Valer took care of a Loftoni, not become intimate with him. He wondered that it stil hurt.

Jisten  raised  his  arms  over  his  head  and  stretched.  “Good  workout.

Hungry? I am.”

“Starving,” said Rak.  But not for food.  Hearing hoofbeats, he glanced over Scorth’s side. “Look, Jisten, Vyld and Zala have found us. They are even saddled. They must have pestered Kennit into it.”

“Clever creatures,” said Jisten with an admiring grin. “I wish I had one.”

Rak  offered  an  enigmatic  smile,  then  slipped  off  Scorth,  spread  his wings and floated safely to the ground. Jisten watched with wide eyes, as always. Rak landed gracefuly and turned to look up at Jisten.

Jisten  recklessly  slid  down  Scorth’s  side  and  landed  on  his  feet, bending  his  knees  to  reduce  the  impact.  “Time  for  dinner  and  ale.”  He rubbed the last of the oil onto his own chest to clean his hands.

Rak packed his dragon care kit back into the leather satchel. He was particular in the placement of each item, fitting them into the pack like an intricate puzzle.

Jisten put on his shirt and buttoned it. He patted Scorth’s side. “Thank you for your patience.”

Scorth  blew  warm,  dragon-scented  air  al  over  the  man.  Any  time, Scorth told him.

“I guess that means we did a decent job?”

“He looks wonderful,” said Rak, looking over his dragon with a critical eye. “Thank you. It is one of my duties to care for him, and you made the task easier and quicker.”

“It’s a pleasure,” Jisten said with warmth and sincerity. “Although I am hungry enough to eat a dragon at this point.”

“Let us feed you before you have to resort to such extreme measures,”

said Rak.

“I’m  presentable  enough  for  the  guard’s  tavern.  Do  you  mind  eating there?”

“I prefer its simpler food,” said Rak.
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7th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon

Rak wasn’t able to hide his wince of pain as he mounted Vyld.

“Should we ride Scorth back?” Jisten asked.

Zala hung her head and heaved a huge sigh.

“I’m sorry, lady,” Jisten scratched her ears. “Your Thezomeh is hurt.”

“Ix,”  said  Rak.  “Not  if  we  are  going  to  the  tavern,  and  not  after  our avtappi have folowed us here.”

I am going hunting, announced Scorth.  While you two mate. 

Jisten looked up at the dragon and then at the battered Loftoni.

Rak held out a hand to Jisten. “Please? I am hungry.”

“Let’s go, then.” Jisten swung up onto Zala after patting her shoulder in warning. Vyld and Zala matched paces and gave them a very smooth ride in a roling gait.

Rak glanced at Jisten, and to fil the silence, asked, “Tel me about your family?”

“My mother lives in Valer Square. A widow. I support her as her only child.”

“What happened to your father? If you do not mind my asking?”

“He was kiled when I was young.”

The tone of Jisten’s voice discouraged Rak from further questions. He looked  down  at  Vyld’s  neck,  his  fingers  twisting  a  hank  of  mane  into  a braid.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound harsh,” Jisten apologized.

“No  apology  is  necessary,”  Rak  assured  him.  “I  understand.”  There were things he didn’t like to talk about either, like Drespel’s death.

“I  think  my  mother  would  like  it  if  you  would  come  to  dinner  at  her house.”

Rak  offered  a  hesitant  smile.  “She  would  be  wiling  to  host  a  dark priest?”

Jisten grinned. “Feeding you would give her a reason to live.”

“I  would  be  honored  to  be  her  guest,”  Rak  said,  then  raised  an eyebrow as Jisten once again glanced at his wings.

“Just checking my work.”

Rak  flashed  Jisten  a  smile  that  was  just  short  of  seductive.  “I  cannot recal the last time they were oiled this wel.”

“No one at home does such a thorough job?”

Rak shrugged a shoulder. “S’Avetina rarely has the time, and S’Tyl is rarely home at al.”

“Do  you  have  any  children?”  Jisten  looked  truly  interested,  as  if  he weren’t just asking to be polite.

“Five  of  them,”  said  Rak.  He  wondered  if  he  would  ever  see  them again. “Four boys and a girl.”

“Tel me about them,” Jisten said with warmth. “I like children. I teach the  Valer  children  wrestling  in  the  summer.”  He  touched  Rak’s  hand.

“You’re sad. You miss them.”

“Raevel  is  the  oldest,  he  is  eight.  He  is  the  most  serious  child  I  have ever known and we think he has mage talent developing already. Tarryn is seven, he is the born comedian to Rave’s straight man. Valaria is five, and every  inch  the  princess,  but  of  course,  by  blood,  she  is  a  princess.

Laethen is three. He avoids his sister and tries to attach himself to Rave at every opportunity. He gets into more mischief than a cat. Tavelin is one, and has a very sweet disposition for al that he started walking earlier than any of the others and hasn’t sat stil since that momentous occasion.”

“I  sometimes  regret  that  I’l  never  have  children,  but  not  as  much  as mother does.”

“Why wil you not have children?” Rak was startled by the very idea of childlessness.

“I’l not leave a widow and child to fend for themselves. Koilatha is a hard land for widows. The Vales are hard, but Koilatha, harder.” Jisten’s expression held much grief and sorrow.

“What  of  male  companionship?  In  Okyro,  many  male  couples  adopt orphans.”

“I’l  not  be  the  cause  of  someone  being  colared,”  said  Jisten  firmly.

“They  think  it  worth  the  risk.  I  don’t.  That  sort  of  thing  might  be  safe where you come from, but it’s not here.”

Rak stifled his frustration. “So the would-be partner has no say in the matter?  Your  mind  is  made  up  and  your  heart  is  sealed  against  al intrusion?”

“It wouldn’t be fair,” Jisten said.

Rak stared at Jisten. “I would risk it, to have you.” Part of him was stil dancing inside, singing,  There is no vow, there is no vow. 

“You  don’t  know,  not  realy. Al  you  see  is  this  exterior. You  don’t know what’s inside. What’s wrong with me.” Jisten met his gaze briefly before looking away.

“There is nothing wrong with you,” said Rak. “Do you remember the Sun Temple? You told me that you were my Valer.”

“I  am,”  Jisten  said  instantly,  but  then  he  gestured  for  silence  as  they reached the bridge, and the outskirts of the city. Jisten sat straighter in the saddle, his posture and expression both very military.

Rak fel silent as wel, watching the people scurry out of their path. His sorrow at their fear was almost palpable. “Nobody has ever run from the sight of me before I came here.”

Jisten shook his head. “They are ignorant. Don’t take it to heart. The Valers won’t treat you as such.”

Rak  wondered  if  Jisten  saw  the  dirty  looks  and  hastily  drawn  sun circles as they passed.

“Valers  worship  Si’Yeni,  the  sunset.  We  know  not  to  fear  the  night, S’Rak. And we used to befriend the Loftoni.”

“Used to?” Rak was glad of something to take his mind off the crowd.

“Did something happen to change matters?”

“We  failed  the  Loftoni,”  Jisten  said.  “The  slavers  overpowered  the Valers and seized the Loftoni as slaves. The Loftoni could no longer visit the Vales and retreated to Loftos proper. We stil grieve the loss.”

“I see,” said Rak, softly. He knew just how valuable his kind were to slavers.  “Were  the  Loftoni  unable  to  defend  themselves?  How  did  the slavers overcome the dragons?”

“I don’t know the details, I’m sorry.”

When Rak sighed and shook his head, Jisten looked over at him. “Do you blame me?”

“Ix, why should I?” Rak was baffled.

Jisten shrugged. “There are those who hold racial grudges.”

“Racial  grudges?  Blaming  someone  for  something  they  did  not  do based on their race is sheer idiocy!”

“Blaming someone for being a slave is sheer idiocy too,” Jisten said in a kind tone. He tapped his sword hilt at a man who brandished his cudgel at Rak.

Rak’s fingers traced a lightning bolt in the air. “Night’s blessing on you, son,” he told the cudgel brandisher.

“You are far kinder than myself,” Jisten said.

“Am I?” asked Rak as the man ran off screaming.

“You blessed that brandisher.”

“Not al blessings are a good thing.”

Jisten chuckled. “No? How so?”

“He did not appear to enjoy my blessing,” Rak pointed out. “I suspect it caused him great anguish and some discomfort, from the sound of that scream.”

“There’s  the  tavern,”  Jisten  said.  “And  he’s  a  fool,  but  why  would  it cause him anguish and discomfort?”

Rak  dismounted  and  handed  Vyld’s  reins  to  the  stable  boy.  They’d been  here  before  and  Vyld  knew  the  boy.  “Because  he  hates  me,  and what  that  blessing  represents.  He  thinks  it  should  harm  him,  and  so  it does.  His  belief  makes  it  happen. And  I  knew  that  would  be  the  most likely  result  before  I  gave  the  blessing.  So  now,  who  is  the  kind  one here?”

Jisten shook his head and handed Zala’s reins to the stable boy as wel.

He fumbled for a copper penny.

Rak flipped the boy a silver coin. “For both.”

“Thank you. I’l buy us ales.”

“Keep your money, Captain. I have plenty.”

Jisten looked hurt. “I can pay.”

“I do not doubt that,” said Rak, realizing the trap he’d just set himself.

“But you have your mother to support, and Okyro has provided me with more funds than I could possibly need.”

“Ah, I see. Diplomatic envoy,” Jisten said. “Can’t do to have you run out, right?”

“Exactly,” said Rak with a wry grin. “And we mine gold.” He checked the hood of his cloak before the lights fel on them. He made sure he’d stay shadowed.

“Tel me inside,” Jisten said. He steered Rak inside, keeping his hand on the smal of Rak’s back.

There  were  happy  cries  of  “Capt’n”  when  Jisten  entered.  Nobody commented upon or greeted the dark priest, but Sed and Kal waved them over. Jisten kept his hand on Rak and joined them. He seated Rak at the only seat at the table that was in shadow, then said, “Let me speak to the barkeep. I’l be back.”

“You want the medium gold ale,  ai?” Rak remembered what Jisten had ordered last time.

Jisten smiled at his remembrance. He walked over to the innkeeper and said,  “I’ve  never  asked  before,  but  payday  is  a  week  away.  Can  you extend me credit until then?”

The innkeeper clapped Jisten on the shoulder. “You haven’t asked in the ten years you’ve been coming. Of course!”

Rak  signaled  the  server,  a  one-legged  veteran  who  was  surprisingly agile for a man with a wooden leg. “Two medium gold ales, the stew, the good white cheese, and the fresh rye bread. Put it on my tab. Do not let the captain pay a clipped zalki.”

Jisten walked back, reassured. Then the server spoke to the innkeeper.

Rak handed Jisten his tankard of foamy ale. Jisten clinked it to Rak’s.

“To wings!”

“To wings,” seconded Rak.

“Evenin’, Cap’n,” said Sedrael cheerfuly as the man sat beside Rak.

“Stew’s good tonight,” said Kal with a grin. “It has reached that peak of deliciousness that takes days of simmering to obtain.”

“That  sounds  delightful,”  said  Rak.  “We  had  best  eat  it  al  before  it transforms into an inedible glop that even pigs would turn their snouts up at?”

“Precisely,” said Kal, beaming at the dark priest.

Jisten  rested  his  hand  on  Rak’s  thigh.  “Are  the  two  of  your  enjoying your leave time?”

Once the stew, bread, and cheese was on the table, Sedrael said, “Oh, yeah. Caught th’ slaver that was sniffin’ round.”

“What  did  you  do?”  asked  Rak.  He  pushed  Jisten’s  bowl  over  and shared out the bread and cheese between their two plates.

“Uhm,”  Sedrael  leaned  over  and  stage-whispered,  “Slapped  his  own colar on him.”

Jisten exclaimed, “I did  not hear that!”

“Justa scare him,” Sedrael qualified.

“He cried like a baby,” added Kal.

Rak smiled slowly. “Did you sel him downriver?”

“Naw,  would’na  be  legal,”  said  Sedrael  with  a  regretful  expression.

“But he dinna know it.  Foreign slaver outta Chloi.”

“I offered to make it a legal colar and then he started begging,” said Kal.

“Ya would’na do it,” snorted Sedrael.

“Of course not. But as you said,  he didn’t know that!”

“Good,” snapped Jisten, clearly not seeing the humor in the situation.

“You know what I’d do to you for rape.”

“We  just  scared  him.”  Kal  quickly  reassured  the  captain.  “Like  he deserved, but nothing more.”

Rak patted Jisten’s arm. “I am sure his rear end is as pure as the driven snow. He is lucky that your men found him. I would have put him within reach of a chain gang and walked away.”

Sedrael laughed and said, “Next time, ya comin’ with us. Ya got better ideas!”

“I would be honored to assist the fine men of the Palace Guard in the performance of their duties,” said Rak with a serene expression.

“Officialy,  I  know  none  of  this,”  said  Jisten.  Then  he  smiled.

“Unofficialy…” The men laughed.




Chapter Seventeen: Of Night Flames

Rak’s right wing, the one closest to Jisten, spread just enough to drape on Jisten’s shoulder. Since the wing didn’t hurt, Rak  had  forgotten  that  the ilusion of damage had been preserved.

“What’n sun’s hels happn’d ta yer wings!” Sed exclaimed.

Rak startled, flushed, and the wing disappeared back under the cloak.

“I’ve dealt with it as best I could,” Jisten said and his hand fisted.

Sed scowled at Rak. “Warned ya ta only trust the guards here. Lucky ya aren’t colared.”

Kal put his hand on top of Sed’s.

“I am aware of that,” Rak replied flatly, resting his hand atop Jisten’s fist. “Perhaps now I wil be in less danger,” he suggested, with a sidelong glance at Jisten.

Jisten’s thumb grasped Rak’s hand. Sed nodded and Kal relaxed. Rak held Jisten’s hand until the captain also relaxed, then smiled and winked as he let go to pick up his spoon. Rak dug into the stew again with a hearty appetite, but Jisten ate with less appetite.

“Is the stew not to your liking?” asked Rak, breaking the silence that had falen. “Shal I order you something else? You had said that you were hungry enough to eat a dragon…”

“Oh, I’m just spoiled,” Jisten said with a grin. “And I  am eating.”

“Spoiled?”

“By my mother’s cooking.”

“Aww, yeah,” Sed agreed with enthusiasm. “Amazin!”

“Pasta with cheese to die for,” Kal agreed. “I think it’s magic.”

Rak thought their attitude strange, but wasn’t sure how to express his thoughts on the matter in an inoffensive manner.

“It  is  magic,”  Jisten  said  in  al  seriousness.  “Granted  by  the  goddess Si’Yeni.”

“Magic  food?  I  would  like  to  try  that,”  Rak  said,  and  to  cover  his absolute bewilderment, he took another bite of cheese.

“Wha’ was tha’ dessert?” Sed asked. “Made in highest heaven?”

“Cannoli,” Jisten replied. “Sed, Kal, you come on Rivday, when you’re both off. S’Rak, you come on Harday. Mother wil be in the heavens to host two dinners in one week. She misses cooking for others.”

Rak  shook  his  head  and  kept  eating.  “Perhaps  you  should  ask  her first?”

Jisten smiled indulgently. “You don’t know my mother.” Then a thought crossed his mind. “Although she wil insist that I paint the living and dining rooms first before a high priest visits.”

Rak blinked. “Surely, you jest?”

Jisten, Sed, and Kal al shook their heads.

“She’l just have to be disappointed. I don’t have time to paint and I don’t want to wait that long.”

“We’l  help  you  paint  when  we  come  over  for  dinner,  Capt’n,”  Kal said.

“Don’ want Mamma Despina upset,” Sed agreed. “Mamma want wals painted, Mamma gets wals painted.”

Jisten grinned at them and resumed eating his stew and bread.

Rak continued to try to understand how having tried one food would ruin  one’s  appetite  for  another.  He  wasn’t  having  much  luck.  He  could grasp  not  wanting  to  eat  rich,  artistic  palace  food  because  it  made  one sick,  but  to  not  want  stew  because  someone  else  made  it  better?  He’d gone hungry far too often to understand this. He used the last of his bread to mop up the remaining dribbles of stew.

Jisten said a smal prayer over his food. No one thought much about it.

He  withdrew  a  smal  vial  from  his  pocket  and  tipped  a  few  drops  into Rak’s ale.

Rak watched him do it. He raised an eyebrow at Jisten, picked up the glass,  and  drained  the  contents  in  a  show  of  trust.  He  prayed  that  he wasn’t  making  a  grave  error.  The  familiar  taste  of  morphea  and  rush  of pain relief showed him that his trust was not misplaced.

Jisten gently squeezed Rak’s thigh.

“Thank you,” Rak told him and stroked his hand under the table.

“Can’t let you hurt,” Jisten whispered. “If I was a real man, I wouldn’t let you  get hurt.”

“You did not even know about it until today,” Rak replied. “You are very quick to blame yourself for things you have no control over.”

Jisten shrugged. “Maybe it’s a racial flaw.”

Rak  finished  the  cheese  and  contemplated  ordering  seconds.  But  his stomach was content, and the morphea was kicking in.

“How is the prince, sir?” asked Orste, bringing his ale over to the table.

“Alive, thanks to his brother.”

Rak shot Jisten a glance and shook his head slightly. Jisten’s eyebrows went  up,  and  Rak  pursed  his  lips,  waiting  for  the  comments  about  evil demons  healing  people  only  to  gain  control  over  them.  To  his  surprise, there weren’t any.

“Don’t be shy, Capt’n, tel us how.” Kordri punched Jisten’s shoulder as he straddled an empty chair.

Rak’s wings mantled at that. He reminded himself that Jisten wasn’t his lover .  His Valer, but not his lover. He made a conscious effort to furl his wings, hoping that Jisten hadn’t noticed his reaction.

“S’Rak  has  kiled  two  assassins  and  prevents  a  third  from  kiling  our Prince. He’l find and kil that third assassin, too, I’l bet,” Jisten told the men,  apparently  oblivious,  but  Rak  had  seen  the  grey  eyes  gaze  on  his wings. The Valer seemed to notice everything that Rak’s wings did.

The guards began discussing various tactics to protect the prince, and Jisten let them talk. He drank his ale and leaned towards Rak.

Rak summoned a night flame and set it loose on the table to dance. Al conversation stopped. As the guards watched the blue, green, and purple flames, Rak said, “Night flames heal. Cuts, bruises, exhaustion.”

Kordri set his hand on the table in the flame’s path. He didn’t touch it, but the invitation was clear. The flame danced right up the hand. The other guards  looked  impressed,  but  Kordri  grinned  hugely.  “Tickles,”  he pronounced, as an ugly cut on his palm disappeared.

“Only at night, and nothing deep, but it is yours for the healing.” Other bruised  and  cut  hands  appeared  on  the  table.  Rak  summoned  more flames. He’d keep the prince’s guards as healthy as he could.

Jisten patted Rak’s thigh. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“You are welcome. We are in this together,  ai? ”

“Together, we’l help the prophecy,” Jisten whispered.

“We should discuss this more privately. In the back.”

Jisten  stroked  Rak’s  thigh.  “Are  you  sure? You’re  awfuly  hurt. And tired.” But his hand continued to stroke.

Finally, Scorth sent.  And you complain about hours of pre-mating flights? 

“I wil get us a room,” Rak replied with a smile.

Kal pushed a key across. “Here, take the suite.”

“Are you sure?” asked Rak, surprised.

“Oh, I’m sure.”

Rak slid gold back across. “Thank you, Kal. Jisten, shal we?”

Jisten’s  ears  reddened.  “Where  is  it?”  He  hunched  his  shoulders, embarrassed, but he slid his arm around Rak.

Rak  stroked  Jisten’s  back,  concerned.  “I  wil  show  you,”  he murmured. “This way.” The fact that Jisten would have to stand up and walk  across  the  taproom  with  Rak  towards  a  destination  that  al  the guards would immediately figure out never crossed Rak’s mind.



   



The  red  spread  from  Jisten’s  ears  to  neck  to  face,  but  he  kept  his  arm around  Rak.  He  lifted  his  chin  and  looked  proud.  He  was  proud. And nervous.

Rak stood up and waited for Jisten patiently.

Don’t be nervous, Scorth sent.  Rak is very skilled. 

Jisten’s  heart  hammered  faster.  The  captain  stood  and  twined  fingers with Rak’s. Rak led him across the taproom. It seemed like every pair of eyes  in  the  place  were  glued  onto  them.  The  red  on  Jisten’s  face deepened to scarlet. But he held his head high and walked with Rak.

“Capt’n’s gonna get laaaaaiid,” whispered an anonymous voice.

Jisten’s ears now burned.

Good,  Scorth  sent.  Rak’s  expertise  will  make  you  feel  very  good. 

No more other ones here. Just you, and his other two spouses. 

Jisten’s  heart  tried  to  exit  his  chest,  it  was  beating  so  hard.  They ducked into the back storeroom, which was empty. “A storeroom? But I thought we had a suite,” Jisten whispered.

Rak showed him how to work the catch on the hidden door.

“Oh, I’m an idiot.” Jisten folowed Rak down the halway.

“There  are  also  rooms  on  the  second  floor,  to  throw  off  inspectors,”

murmured Rak. “The male-female couples use those.”

They entered the room and the giant bed dominated their view. Jisten was intrigued and immediately sat on the bed while Rak stripped without a moment’s thought. The captain blinked at the nude Rak. “Oh, that was…

quick.” He fumbled with his jacket buttons and tried to kick off his boots at the same time. As a result, he did neither wel.

Rak cocked his head. “Oh…I did not mean…ah…please forgive me.”

His head dropped forward as he took up studying the floor. “I am just so used to being commanded to strip, I no longer wait for the command.”

“Commanded?  That’s  awful,”  Jisten  frowned.  A  button  flew  off  his jacket as he yanked on it.

Rak shrugged. “It is what it is.” He stepped close to Jisten and took over unbuttoning.

Jisten gazed up at him. Every welt, bruise, and scabbed-over cut on the priest’s body was perfectly visible. “Do you need more morphea?”

Rak hesitated and Jisten could see that he wanted to agree. “I should not. I would fal asleep…”

“Just two drops more,” Jisten cajoled. He shrugged off his jacket and shirt. “Look, there’s a bottle of wine already here and two goblets.”

Rak’s fingers traced down Jisten’s yelow shirt. “Very wel, Captain. I do hurt.”

Jisten wrenched off his boots and walked over to the wine. He poured both  goblets  ful  but  doctored  only  one.  “Sit  on  the  bed,  S’Rak.  Rest against the headboard.”

Rak  sat  on  the  bed,  but  the  moment  he  rested  his  back  on  the headboard he sat straight up again.

“Rest against me, then,” Jisten suggested as he climbed onto the bed, wearing only his shorts, and leaned back against the headboard. He held both goblets and waited for Rak to arrange himself. Rak snuggled himself against Jisten and once he was comfortable, accepted the goblet.

Jisten put one arm carefuly around Rak. With the other he sipped his wine. “There, this is nice, yes?”

“Very nice,” Rak agreed. He stroked Jisten’s soft skin.

“Can you give me some night flames, S’Rak?” Jisten asked.

Rak  cupped  his  hand  in  midair. A  whispered  prayer  caused  a  large blossom of the dark flames to appear in his upturned hand.

Jisten  carefuly  took  them.  “Now,  that  bastard  said  that  you  couldn’t heal yourself. So you aren’t. I am going to heal you. Just a bit. Every other stripe. Bruises here and there. He didn’t exactly count them, did he?”

“Clever man,” murmured Rak, in the rosy glow of morphea and wine.

“I have my moments,” Jisten said. “Where are the worst?”

Rak pointed them out and Jisten used a single finger to pul out the night flames to apply them with accuracy. He left bruises and welts, as much as he wanted to heal them al. By the time he had finished, the smaler man was asleep on him.

Jisten stroked the short, brindled hair. “I am your Valer, S’Rak, if you wish it.”

I wish it!  Scorth  sent.  But you didn’t mate! Even so, thank you for healing him. 

Jisten finished his goblet and sleep claimed him as wel.




Chapter Eighteen: Midnight Rites

Rak stretched in the bed, luxuriating in the warmth of the man beside him.

The clock in his head told him that he had plenty of time before midnight rites. He parted the flap of Jisten’s shorts and gently brought the Valer’s package through it, so that they nestled against the soft cotton, completely exposed to Rak’s gaze.

As he’d been taught since his youth, Rak first showed his respect for his user’s maleness by kissing each bal in turn, then the head of the cock.

Next  he  caressed  the  scrotum  with  his  supremely  agile  tongue,  enjoying the  slightly  salty  taste  and  the  musky  male  odor  of  the  man.  He  licked Jisten’s bals until he could no longer taste any salt on them, then turned his attention to the semi-erect shaft.

He moaned in appreciation for the size of the cock that he was about to service  and  curled  his  tongue  around  the  base  of  it.  He  wasn’t  able  to completely encircle the shaft, even with the extra length of tongue he had as a sex slave. Sensuously he bathed the cock, working from the base up, alternating long, languid encirclements with shorter caressing licks. Every fractional  length  of  Jisten’s  pole  was  stroked  and  stimulated  as  Rak cleaned and massaged it.

Reaching  the  head,  Rak’s  tongue  ran  along  the  ridge  then  up  the underside to the slit. His lips parted and the head of Jisten’s cock slid into his mouth, resting on the flat of his tongue. He sealed his lips around the shaft and gently sucked in, stil teasing the slit with his tongue. His lips slid down, taking more of the man’s pole into his mouth, until he had as much as  he  could  manage  without  deep  throating  it.  His  tongue  massaged  the shaft as he sucked and bobbed to provide stimulation from the friction of his lips.

Jisten sighed softly and his hands found Rak’s hair. He massaged Rak’s scalp, but didn’t open his eyes. He appeared content to enjoy Rak’s gift in  darkness  and  warmth.  Rak  deep  throated  him  now,  and  the  leading edge of his spread wings came to rest against Jisten’s chest, and the sails slowly  fel  to  cover  Jisten’s  arms.  Rak’s  hands  stroked  the  base  of  his cock and very gently squeezed his bals as he worked the man towards completion.

Jisten’s  hips  moved  slightly,  not  fuly  awake,  although  clearly  fuly enjoying  the  experience.  The  man’s  climax  filed  Rak’s  mouth,  and  he savored the taste of Jisten’s essence as he swalowed it. Jisten moaned as he  came,  then  whispered,  “Come  sleep  with  me,  love.”  Rak  slid  up Jisten’s side to rest his head on Jisten’s shoulder. His hands continued to stroke  his  lover’s  shaft.  “What  do  you  want?”  Jisten  breathed  in  Rak’s ear.

“I  want  you  in  me,”  Rak  whispered  back,  startled  by  the  question.

Jisten shifted so that he spooned with Rak, who pressed back against him with a happy sigh.

The  tip  of  Jisten’s  erect  cock  pressed  against  Rak’s  opening.

Consciously relaxing himself, Rak pushed back against the pole, moaning as the enormous head slowly squeezed past his anal ring. He contracted around  the  head  as  Jisten’s  hips  roled  back,  enjoying  the  tugging sensation  this  caused.  On  the  inward  stroke,  Rak  relaxed  himself  and pushed back again, so that half of Jisten’s length entered him.

Jisten set a slow, sleepy rhythm as Rak’s top wing draped over him.

Rak clenched on the backstrokes and relaxed on the forward strokes until the entire length of Jisten’s cock was impaling him. He groaned in deep enjoyment  of  having  something  that  large  in  him.  He  had  never  felt  so totaly taken by any user as he did when Jisten took him.

But the position they were in did not alow for maximum penetration, and his lower wing was starting to cramp, so Rak shifted, working his way under  Jisten  with  each  backstroke  until  he  was  bely  down  beneath  the Valer’s bulk and both his wings could enfold the man.

Jisten entered more deeply but kept his slow steady pace. He rested on Rak,  who  was  utterly  content.  Jisten  was  in  him,  using  him,  and  no morphea  had  been  required.  Rak’s  body  worked  in  counterpoint  to Jisten’s  now,  and  his  internal  muscles  massaged  the  massive  cock, clenching  and  relaxing  in  time  with  everything  else.  An  exclamation  of enjoyment was wrung from Rak with every inward thrust.

Jisten sped up fractionaly then gasped softly as he pumped a large load of  seed  deep  inside  Rak’s  body.  Rak  could  feel  the  powerful  orgasm ripple through the man as his hot, wild essence filed his tunnel. Unable to control himself, Rak cried out loudly in pleasure as his own intense climax broke over him and set him adrift in sheer ecstatic sensation.

Jisten hugged Rak close and kissed his neck. Rak turned his head to peek. Jisten’s sleepy eyes were half-lidded. “Thank you for the wake up,”

he murmured. He roled to spoon with Rak again. “Don’t want to crush you.” His breathing evened out to that of sleep.

Rak knew he’d have to leave wel before the lower wing would be in danger  of  cramping.  He  waited  a  few  minutes,  enjoying  the  cuddle  that was  so  satisfying  on  a  deep,  emotional  level,  until  Jisten  was  back  in deeper sleep.

The last thing he wanted to do was get up, but some things were more important than his desires. He slid out of bed and sorted the tangled pile of clothing on the floor. They looked like they’d had just as good a time as their wearers.

Once  he  was  dressed,  Rak  neatly  folded  the  green  wool  and  yelow linen of Jisten’s uniform and placed the stack on the smal table beside the bed. Impulsively, he took a petal from a pouch he kept in a pocket and set it atop the clothing. He passed a hand over it, murmuring a blessing.

The petal multiplied and grew a stem, turning into a black rose. It was a parlor  trick  al  novices  learned  as  an  exercise  in  focusing  and  directing God-given power.

Jisten didn’t stir as Rak slipped out the door. Sedrael and Kal were stil in the taproom, and they both gave him a look as he headed for the door.

“Rites,” said Rak by way of explanation, taking that moment even though the  mental  clock  in  his  head  was  screaming,    hurry,  hurry,  we’re  late, we’re late. He stepped out into the night air, glancing up at the sky.

Skozia  was  flying  high  and  ful,  casting  a  rose  tint  upon  the  scattered high clouds. Honey colored Kynetha, waning from the half, was close to setting, so her light only competed on the western edge of the vault. It was almost  midnight,  almost  time  to  celebrate  the  midnight  rite  of  his  Lord.

Vyld knew what time it was, too. The black avtappi had let himself out of the stable and stood waiting for Rak by the tavern doors. Rak slipped the beast a chunk of sausage before he mounted bareback.

The  tavern  was  convenient  to  the  palace,  probably  why  the  palace guard  had  chosen  it  as  their  off-duty  hang-out.  Within  minutes,  Vyld’s smooth pace reached the palace doors closest to the guest suite. Rak slid off, gave him more sausage, and walked inside at a pace just short of a run.  He  didn’t  have  time  to  change  into  formal  temple  robes.  Luckily, those were merely traditional, not required, to perform the rites.



   


As  he  approached  the  prince’s  bedchamber,  Murson  wondered  where the  prince’s  valiant  defender  was.  Usualy  the  captain  was  to  be  found either at the prince’s bedside or in the empty servant’s room next to the bedchamber. The dark one, presumably, was at his rites as he should be, and the usual complement of creatures had been left behind. Their minds were  easy  to  divert,  sun  and  chaos  magic  combining  to  affect  the  lowly beasts of night. He sailed into the room expecting no opposition, and was taken aback by the sight of another man, dressed in robes the shade of dried  blood,  approaching  the  prince’s  bed  from  the  other  side  of  the room.

“Who are you and what are you doing here?” Murson drew himself up, robes rustling, face ful of sour indignity. His hands glowed with power.

Avontos neatly hid behind Murson.

The red robed man gestured dismissively, his deep cowl concealing his features. “Begone, mongrel. You wil not hunt here this night.” Behind him stood two gladiators, armed and armored, their faces peculiarly blank.

Murson let loose his ful power onto the red robed man, ignoring the blank faced gladiators.

The  red  robed  man  raised  a  hand  and  the  golden  power  sheeted around  him.  None  of  it  reached  him. A  languid  gesture,  and  the  power baled back up. A second gesture and it blasted back towards Murson.

Murson raised his shields. Avontos whimpered, cowered and raised his own.

The power slammed into Murson and staggered him back a step. The red  robed  man  gestured  again,  and  a  sickly  yelow  bolt  flashed  in  the wake of the golden bal.

A thin arrow of sickly green power shot out from Murson. The yelow bolt met the green bolt and they exploded against each other.

“Chaos?” Murson asked. “But how? Who are you?” Fear replaced the sour look on his face.

“I  am  your  better,  mongrel.  Now  leave,  before  I  grow  impatient  and decide to rid the world of you.”

Murson turned in a swirl of cream and gold. Avontos yelped that his shield  was  gone.  The  old  sun  priest  could  move  surprisingly  fast  when motivated.



   


The chaos priest’s cold eyes studied Avontos. The young priest looked over  his  shoulder.  He  would  have  sworn  that  the  red-robed  man  was smiling at him. It wasn’t a pleasant thing to see, the smile of a chaos mage, and yet, he didn’t folow Murson as fast as he thought he would.


   


The chaos priest returned to making his preparations. He positioned the gladiators so they wouldn’t be visible from the doorway. Then he kiled al the creatures the dark priest had left in the room, gathering their life energy as he sent a message the dark one would not ignore or mistake.


   


Rak  sensed  the  deaths  of  his  alies  as  he  finished  the  offering.  His  back tensed  and  he  hastily  wrapped  up  the  ceremony.  He  managed  the dismissal prayer in a single breath, as he was running out the door, in fact.

Rak flipped the night guards a salute as he raced into the royal wing.

The night guards were used to Rak checking on the prince, so they let him pass  without  comment.  Jisten  had  been  firm  in  his  commands,  and according  to  the  king,  Rak  was  the  proper  heir  anyhow.  Priestesses  of Evphora  and  Si’Yeni  had  confirmed  his  heritage  after  certain  nobles’

continued complaints. He was no imposter.

Murson  snarled  at  him  as  he  passed  the  sun  priest  close  enough  to touch. Rak wondered why Murson was here in the Royal wing so late at night, but he didn’t stop to ask. Jethain was in mortal danger, he knew it bone deep.

Rak  ran  into  Jethain’s  study  and  paused.  He  pressed  a  hand  to  the bedroom  door  and  concentrated.  His  eyes  flew  open  a  moment  later, stunned. There was not one living creature left in the prince’s bedroom.

He mourned the death of the cats, mastigi, and hounds. Certain now that he was walking into a trap, he drew his short swords and kicked the door open.

He didn’t burst through the door immediately, but ducked to one side in case a crossbow was aimed at the opening. When nothing happened, he slid into the room. He barely dodged the axe aimed at his head and desperately parried the broadsword swinging in from the other side. He slid the heavy blade aside, stepping further into the room as he turned to face the men who stood to either side of the door.

A split second appraisal let Rak know he’d have his work cut out for him. Both men were taler and heavier than he was, which was the norm in his experience, but they were also dressed in ful plate, chain, and leather armor.  He  was  wearing  silk.  His  only  advantage  was  speed,  and  if  he didn’t use it, he would be very, very dead. A dozen mastigi fled his robe, taking wing to swirl over the prince.

The axe-wielder had recovered from his initial swing and was charging him. Rak spun to the side and his left hand sword dipped down, striking at the back of the knee. His right hand sword parried the overhand swing of the broadsword, the impact knocking him back a pace.

Axe-wielder went down with a shout, but stil chopped with his blade.

Rak jumped over the swinging axe blade as the second man tried a side cut, the broadsword level with Rak’s waist and moving fast.

Rak scrambled out of the path of the sword, and the attacker pressed his  advantage,  trying  to  trap  Rak  against  the  wal.  The  axe-wielder staggered to his feet and swung at Rak’s back.

Rak darted forward, body slamming the man with the broadsword in order to evade the man with the axe. The heavy battleaxe splintered the wainscoting.

The heavy armor overbalanced Broadsword and he fel with Rak atop him. Rak tucked his head and turned the fal into a forward rol. He sprang to  his  feet  and  turned  back  to  face  his  opponents  in  the  same  move, hoping to finish off the man with the broadsword. But the axe-wielder was far too close, charging right at him and swinging that deadly blade.

Rak  was  forced  to  back  away  from  the  downed  man  to  evade  the swing of the axe. He lunged forward abruptly, driving both short swords through  the  weaker  armor  just  under  the  axe-wielder’s  arm.  Blood spurted as he gave his swords a mighty yank to pul them out of the body in time to meet the broadsword’s attack. He twisted out of the way at the last moment, and the broadsword sank into the axe-wielder’s body. Rak reversed  himself  in  time  to  use  that  opportunity.  While  the  man  tried  to extract  his  sword  from  the  thick  leather  and  flesh  and  bone  beneath, Rak’s short swords swung with finality. The swordsman’s head toppled to the floor, folowed by his body a moment later.

Flames so dark a red they were nearly black roared up from the dead men.  Rak  staggered  back  from  the  chaos  flames,  chanting  a  hymn  to Zotien. The whisper of cloth was his only warning. He twisted sideways as agony lanced into his back. Reflexively, he struck behind him with the pommel of his left-hand sword.

He heard the attacker’s  oof as the pommel plunged into his abdomen.

A  blood  red  covered  arm  shot  out  and  grabbed  for  Rak’s  throat.  Rak lunged forward, towards the chaos priest, even though his every instinct was to flee. He swung his right-hand sword at the man’s head.

The  chaos  priest  blocked  the  sword  with  summoned  chaos  power.

“Helo,  sex  slave. Your  brother  the  prince  won’t  be  serving  you  incest tonight.”

Rak  backed  off  a  pace,  swords  in  guard  position,  power  crackling down his wingspars. He spared a glance for Jethain and was relieved to see that he was stil breathing. He turned his attention back to the chaos priest.  Sickly  yelow  chaos  power  ran  the  length  of  the  chaos  priest’s knobbly staff as it appeared in his hands.

After dodging the first strike of that knobby  staff,  Rak  did  something that would have caused every one of his sword trainers to rol over in their graves. He dropped his short swords. On purpose. He ducked the next whistling strike of the chaos staff, and by the time he came back up, his own black staff was in his hands.

“You’re not as stupid as most sex slaves,” the chaos priest said as he swiped with his staff. “Zotien must have been desperate, to promote a sex slave to high priest. But He corrected his error and sent you back to a sun kingdom, to be enslaved again as you deserve.”

Rak’s mask shattered for a moment, and he knew he’d just revealed far  too  much  of  his  feelings  than  was  prudent.  The  chaos  mage’s  smile was as unsettling as ever. “You should beg me to kil you, sex slave. It would be a mercy, after al. These sunnies wil use you to the bitter end of your miserable life.”

“You would like that,” Rak finaly responded. “I wil not give you the victory so easily.”

“Fighting for a God who sent you to the sunnies to enslave and rape you? Fool,” sneered the chaos priest. He spoke a word that twisted back on  itself  strangely,  swalowing  itself  almost  as  soon  as  it  left  the  mage’s mouth.

Rak felt his slave fires roar to life. He blocked the downward swing of the mage’s staff, then tried to bash his knees.

“Hurt, don’t they?” The chaos priest smiled as he batted Rak’s swing aside. He said another twisted word and Rak’s fires burned hotter.

A grim smile appeared on Rak’s lips and his attacks grew both more powerful and more frequent. “I am smarter than a chaos mage who thinks slave fires are only useful for sex.”

The  chaos  mage  fel  back  before  the  onslaught  and  his  smile disappeared.  Rak  focused  the  burning  need  into  a  bloodlust.  This  was why  gladiators  were  given  the  slave  fire  potion,  and  why  Rak  always wanted sex after a fight.

The chaos mage used the power he’d gained from the deaths of Rak’s creatures and the gladiators. Power blasted from the chaos mage towards Rak. Bolt after bolt of raw chaotic fury and hatred, forcing Rak back.

A magical attack was not something Rak could hold against for long.

His shields were already faltering. With growing desperation, he caled the only  aly  he  had  that  could  stand  against  a  chaos  mage.  He  caled  the firemane.

The feline that stepped out of the wal was ten feet long from nose to tail, almost as tal as Rak at the shoulder, and covered in metalic black scales. The cat’s roar was akin to the hair-raising wail of a mountain lion, only  more  unearthly.  It  bared  six  inch  long  curved  sabre  fangs  as  it padded towards the chaos priest with menace writ large in its posture.

The last blast of chaos power to leave the mage’s hands slammed into the cat, washing it in lurid yelow that turned to black flames as the energy was first absorbed then converted.

The chaos priest cursed in a foul, guttural language.

“How rude,” said Rak primly.

The  mage  hurled  more  curses  and  more  power  at  Rak.  The  feline bounded  forward,  intercepting  the  power.  Night  flames  wreathed  the beast now, showing where the name  firemane had come from.

“Nice kitty,” the chaos priest said reflexively. A huge paw came off the floor to swat the mage with wickedly hooked claws. Robes and flesh tore as one. The mage slammed his staff down on the firemane’s paw to lose its grip and then ran for his life.

Rak and the cat pursued the mage out of the prince’s quarters and into the royal halway. The chaos priest opened a portal and vanished through it. Rak slammed into the wal, not fast enough to reach the portal before it closed.

The cat did stop in time, however. It rubbed its head on Rak in feline concern,  and  sat  down  to  lick  its  claws  like  nothing  had  just  happened.

Rak shook off his daze and went back to check on Jethain to see what the chaos mage had done to the prince. The firemane padded beside him, and  Rak  stroked  the  smooth  head  of  the  cat  he’d  hand-raised  in  the traditional manner.

Rak inspected Jethain minutely, ignoring the implacable demands of his fires. The prince appeared unharmed, but only time would tel. The mastigi clicked in satisfaction, sharing images of bothering the chaos priest while Rak fought the gladiators, keeping him away from the prince.

Satisfied, Rak straightened up and bade his cat to remain, in case the chaos mage returned. More death hounds arrived also, to replace those that  had  perished.  Rak  mourned  their  deaths,  but  knew  they  had  given their  lives  for  the  prince,  in  defense  of  the  Victory  prophecy,  and  thus would find peace and honor in the Eternal Hals. He headed for the stable, and Jisten.

Rak didn’t bother with a lantern. He could see wel in the dark, and did not  wish  to  awaken  the  stableboys.  He  reached  Vyld’s  stal  without disturbing anyone, a smal victory in a barn ful of animals. Out of deeper shadow  from  behind  him,  he  never  saw  the  chaos  priest  appear  or  the staff the chaos priest wielded, connecting with the back of his head. Rak crumpled  to  the  ground,  blood  flowing  profusely  from  the  back  of  his head.  Before  the  chaos  mage  could  make  a  further  move,  Vyld  was standing  over  Rak  defensively  and  Vrema  was  attacking.  The  mare grabbed the mage’s robes in her fanged mouth and translated with him.
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