
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Sometimes, the best-laid plans do yield results and revenge doesn’t always have to wait.


   


   


  They say revenge is a dish best served cold, but Chancellor Virien’s rage will permit no delay. He lays his plans with care, devising the perfect trap for the two men who’ve foiled his plans time and time again. Captain Jisten and High Priest S’Rak are going down and Virien will be there to gloat over their misfortune. Will the lovers prevail once more, or will Lord Virien get the last laugh?
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  For those who like impossible odds.


   


  


  Chapter One: Tyll’s Retirement


   


   


  Dεftεra Atεlio, Si’Yεni Fεngari


  2nd day, 2nd week, Si’Yeni’s moon


   


  Harday, the 32nd of Xrehnmon


   


  Tyll sighed heavily as the portal collapsed. He trudged toward the temple, fully robed and masked, the Kephomeh’s summons in hand.


  Vrema snuffled him in concern, pacing him. Tyll stroked her neck and murmured. “He’s going to make me retire. I know it.”


  She heaved a smoky sigh but imaged Tyll surrounded by children and herself with a foal. There was longing associated with the thought of a foal.


  Tyll tugged on her forelock. “Go find yourself a nice stallion, then, my dear. I have to go face S’Prysnal.”


  She whinnied in delight. She imaged Varn.


  Tyll laughed. “He’s a handsome one. Good choice!”


  She accompanied him to the building, gave his face a quick goodbye nuzzle, galloped off and translated.


  Tyll trudged inside now. He delayed the inevitable by entering the nave and enjoying the fall of night service.


  When the rite ended, Tyll finally headed for Prysnal’s office. His steps tended to drag. He kept getting distracted and sidetracked. So many people to say hello to, so many things to look at, so many mastigi to feed. He ended up with fifty of the little lizards clinging to him.


  Tyll stepped into the Kephi wing and gently shooed his passengers.


  “The Kephomeh is waiting for you,” an acolyte said and politely ushered Tyll in the correct direction.


  “I’m sure he is,” said Tyll glumly. He allowed the poor acolyte to usher him then paused to nod to a fellow. “S’Pajel, when did you get back?”


  “Not long ago. I heard the news that you were recalled,” Pajel replied.


  Tyll’s recall had been a secret, but Pajel was a top-ranked Kephi and found things out.


  Tyll spread his hands. “And here I am. How did your last mission go?” asked Tyll, procrastinating.


  “We both know what this is about,” Pajel said, brushing aside Tyll’s question. “Sun’s hells, the novices know what this is about. Look on the night side; you’ll have time with your children.”


  “I just can’t abide the idea of sitting around doing nothing,” muttered Tyll.


  Pajel laughed. “Have you not spent time with your family lately? Sitting around and doing nothing is far from the description of your home!”


  Pajel and the acolyte combined forces to herd the recalcitrant Tyll to the Kephomeh’s office door.


  “Okay, you have a point there,” said Tyll after a moment’s thought. He sighed and caved in. “Well, here we go.”


  “And I want you to tell me all about this Valer when you get out,” Pajel said.


  “Has everyone heard?” asked Tyll in surprise.


  “You wound me,” Pajel said. “You think I wouldn’t find out? But yes, everyone knows.”


  Tyll shook his head in bemusement and walked into Prysnal’s office. “You wanted to see me, sir?” he asked.


  The Kephomeh had obviously been waiting for him. He had all the reports in front of him. He picked each one up rather pointedly before putting it down. That way Tyll could see each of them. All were about his retirement from different priests, some from the same sect, some from others. The ones from the Therrai were prominent.


  Tyll studiously ignored the reports and focused his gaze on the head of his sect.


  “S’Tyll, you have always been one of the best,” Prysnal said.


  “I still am one of the best, sir.”


  “Always did things in the best way. And this is no exception. Not one but two heart attacks!”


  “Anything worth doing once is worth repeating?”


  “Was it worth doing?” The Kephomeh waved a report about.


  “It wasn’t very fun,” Tyll admitted. “But the dhelion healed my heart completely. I’m still fit for duty.”


  “Not according to S’Liast. Nor according to S’Yaseen. Nor any number of Therrai and Kephi. I have over a dozen reports here saying that no, you are not still fit or duty. S’Tyll, you’re the oldest field operative we have. The oldest in the history of the sect. It’s time and past time for you to retire from active field duty. None of us wants to hear that you’ve died because your reflexes were too slow and your reactions blunted by age.”


  “My reflexes have not slowed,” Tyll snapped. “I’ll challenge anyone you care to name to prove that!”


  “That won’t be necessary. My mind’s already made up, S’Tyll. It is time for you to accept that we need you to train the next generation of Kephi and not risk yourself in the field.”


  “Not yet, please, sir. My husband is trapped in Koilatha—a sun kingdom more dangerous than most realize. He is surrounded by enemies with nobody there to watch his back. Let me stay with him. Guard him. When he comes home at last, then I will retire willingly, without complaint.”


  Prysnal frowned; Tyll sensed the indecision. He quickly spoke, giving a verbal report on the situation in that far kingdom, lingering on the attempts on the prince and the chaos temple.


  “That sounds like more than you can handle,” Prysnal said abruptly. “You’re a Riverlands specialist and a chaos temple is a Polemic problem. But, S’Rak is your spouse, and he is notoriously bad at accepting outside help.” The Kephomeh rubbed his chin, clearly thinking it over.


  “I can handle it,” Tyll said quietly. “I can watch S’Rak’s back better than anyone.”


  “What about the chaos temple? I doubt we’ve seen or heard the last of it. Chaos temples are stubbornly persistent things, after all.”


  “The girl, Essina, she was a prisoner inside the temple. If we debriefed her…”


  “Yes, of course. Very clever thought, S’Tyll. Can’t you see; we need that cleverness here in Okyro, training the young, helping us plan. But…we should support the Thezomeh. He’s very vulnerable out there, isn’t he?”


  “You have no idea how bad it is. You know his past. He has slave fires, and in Koilatha, if he is caught relieving those fires, it’s an automatic collar.”


  Prysnal looked up. “We can’t allow that. But you can’t go there alone. You’re too old; I’ll not risk you, not even for your spouse.”


  “Then, let me take S’Pajel! He’s a friend of the family and a Polemic expert. He can study the chaos temple while I guard S’Rak.”


  “Now that is an excellent idea. Very well, I approve. You and S’Pajel shall undertake this once this Essina has been debriefed. You shall also train S’Pajel to replace you as our Riverlands specialist so that when S’Rak returns to us, you can retire immediately.”


  Tyll relaxed and took a moment to bask in his victory. That was a close one! He wondered how he’d manage to weasel out of retirement once Rak came home. But, odds were, that would be years from now. He had time to lay his plans.


  Tyll headed out of the office and nodded to Pajel again. “You were right,” he told Pajel. “He tried to make me retire.”


  “You doubted me?” Pajel put a hand over his heart. “Wait, tried? He didn’t succeed?”


  “We have a mission. The two of us. We’re going to Koilatha to guard Rak’s back.”


  “Come with me. We have much wine to consume and you must debrief me in detail.”


  Tyll let Pajel lead him off.


   


  Few things are as majestic as midnight rites in the great temple of Okyro, Tyll thought as he stood in the nave, the massed thunder of voices chanting a five-part harmony rumbling through his very bones. Every dark servant knew which part they were supposed to sing, for all novices were individually examined by the choral masters, placed into their sections and instructed. No instruments accompanied the massed voices; the harmony keyed itself off the droned ison note of the deepest bass singers.


  At the altar, the high priest of the Movai was celebrant, for the sects took the duty in turn so that no one sect was overburdened. With twelve sects, it meant that the full cycle took just over an Okyran ten-night week.


  The Thezi second-in-command, Rianz, was currently filling in for the absent Rak when it was the Thezi’s sect turn to lead the rites. Only dark servants stood in the nave. Visitors and other worshippers watched the rites from the second-floor balconies. There was seating up there. There was none in the nave.


  The floor of the nave was bare, polished black marble, unbroken by any protuberances from wall to wall. Above, the magically strengthened glass dome, which appeared black from the outside, offered no impediment to a view of the night sky and the stars blazing down in a glorious display.


  Tyll found himself caught up in the sweeping music, the view of the stars and the precise dancing motions of the celebrant’s rite. It was all one, a whole, inseparable. He loved it.


  A small hand slipping into his brought him blinking back to reality. He glanced down at his oldest, Tarryn, and smiled.


  Tarryn smiled back but didn’t speak.


  He’s a good lad, Tyll reflected, and knows better than to disrupt the rite. They stood together until the rite’s climax. When the power of the accepted offering blasted outward through the crowd, Tyll and Tarryn sank to their knees along with everybody else. Tyll took the opportunity to wrap an arm around Tarryn’s shoulders and give his son a hug. The hymn of thanks was chanted, and then, they were free, so to speak. The Movai would continue the rites until dawn, for that was their duty and their pleasure. The rest of the priesthood filed out. It was time to eat.


  “Patre,” Tarryn said and tugged on Tyll’s hand, “Matraeon is expecting us. Have you seen her Valer yet? She’s nice.”


  Tyll chuckled. “Yes, Tarr, I’ve met Elenna. She is very nice and a full priestess of Si’Yeni.”


  “The Dawn Goddess?”


  “Dawn and Sunset. She is the bridge between Night and Day.”


  Tarryn nodded and recited, “The Goddess of family, hearth and home.” His brow furrowed. “How is that opposite of the Unmaker?”


  “Tarryn, think about it. Everything Si’Yeni stands for is the utter opposite of the Unmaker. Si’Yeni binds families together; the Unmaker unmakes them, tears families apart. The Unmaker was once the consort of our Lord but no longer. She is the sundering of family and love turning to hatred. Si’Yeni makes a house a home. The Unmaker destroys the home, the house and the community. Si’Yeni is also called the All-Mother and is honored by both houses with the birth of every baby. Nothing wholesome calls the Unmaker matre.”


  “And She eats babies, doesn’t She?”


  “Her monks will sacrifice babies if they can get them,” Tyll admitted.


  Tarryn was bouncing with excitement now. “Will Si’Yeni help us with the war?”


  “She might, as She can. Si’Yeni must be careful. Her consort doesn’t want the House of Day involved in our war. But Her strength is in defensive magic. So, we shall see.” They walked into the house and Tyll was immediately swept up in a round of hugs and greetings that almost left him breathless from the exuberance.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tεtrεra Atεlio, Si’Yεni Fεngari


  4th day, 2nd week, Si’Yeni’s moon


   


  Tyll checked his packs yet again. He was pretty sure he had everything, but once they crossed through the portal, there would be no easy way to retrieve forgotten items. He was already in full disguise as a travelling bard and didn’t have so much as a single garment that would mark him as Kephi.


  Pajel was also in disguise, but as a mercenary solider rather than a bard, since he had no musical talent. He looked the part of a merc bodyguard—lean and tough with a hard, cold eye and a steady hand on his well-used sword. If Tyll had run across him in a tavern, he would not have guessed him for the kind-hearted priest he really was.


  Of course, that was the point. Kephi were masters of disguise. They had to be. Pajel was a Polemic expert—he dared enter the land controlled by the Unmaker to send vital information home, risking discovery and death every moment he was there. The chaos monks loved catching Kephi. It was said a man would take weeks, even months, to die under their blades, in agony the entire time.


  Tyll spared a glance for his friend. “I’m glad it’s you coming with me. I never liked you going into the Enemy’s lair.”


  Pajel grinned. “Someone has to watch your back.” He buckled the last pack. “Ready.”


  “Likewise.” Tyll started to lug his packs toward the door.


  “Tyll, allow the servants to assist.” Pajel opened the door to admit a short procession of servants, who grabbed all the packs and bore them out. “Save your strength for what only you can do,” Pajel chided.


  Tyll help up his hands in surrender and restrained a chuckle as he followed the younger man out. A full circle of Arrai was standing by to cast the portal, and Tyll was careful not to let his eyes linger on Ave. She always made sure it was her circle that was designated to cast the portal to send Tyll off. It was one of the ways she could show her love and support.


  Tyll appreciated her gesture and her skill. She was the lead in her circle, and the portal was cast with great precision, speed and ease. Ave hardly broke a sweat as the void imploded to form the connection between the two points.


  The servants tossed the packs through once the portal’s mouth had stabilized.


  Tyll and Pajel followed their gear.


  A disorienting moment and they stood in the rear courtyard of the Temple of Night in Agerith. A Movai stood waiting, so Tyll showed him his ring of office. The Movai nodded. “There are three horses in the stable for you, S’Tyll, and your assistant, S’Pajel. You are welcome to spend what remains of the night with us.”


  Tyll glanced at the sky. They’d come far enough east that dawn tinted the horizon. “Let’s see the horses, if you please. We will have to travel by day.”


   


  Seaday, the 34th of Xrehnmon


   


  The horses were perfect. Not too old or too young. Not flashy but not unsound. There were two medium bays and one chestnut, strong and sound, of no particular breeding. They weren’t light enough to be racers, nor tall enough to be carriage horses. They were riding horses.


  Tyll picked the chestnut. “He’s the prettiest of the lot,” he told Pajel.


  “I’ll take this one,” Pajel said, indicating one of the bays, so alike to each other that Tyll wondered if they were twins.


  The packs went on the third horse, and Tyll tied the lead to his saddle. Since Pajel was supposed to be his bodyguard, it made sense that he’d remain unencumbered by the packhorse. They had been careful to bring no more than one packhorse could carry. By dawn, they were on the road.


  “We should be at Lavinge by noon,” Tyll said. “From there, we can take a riverboat upriver into the wilds.”


  “Wouldn’t it be better to head east into the Riverlands?” Pajel spread open a map. “There’s a river road we can pick up in Lavinge that will take us to Lake Galas. From there, we can head upriver right into Koilatha and avoid the overland travel through Lythadi territory.”


  Tyll considered it. He looked at the map. “Yes, you’re right. I was thinking to avoid the Riverlands entirely and travel the shortest route…but the river roads are faster and safer. And it’s Lythadi raiding season now.”


  “Then it’s settled. We head for Lake Galas.” Pajel smiled, reached over and stroked Tyll’s thigh. “I look forward to tonight.”


  “As do I,” Tyll replied huskily.


   


  


  Chapter Two: The Trap


   


   


  Okthεra Atεlio, Si’Yεni Fεngari


  8th day, 2nd week, Si’Yeni’s moon


   


  Musday, the 39th of Xrehnmon


   


  All was in readiness. Virien had laid his plans carefully, taking into account everything he knew about his enemy. It was almost Auranz’ Day, the summer solstice. The dark one’s powers were at their weakest as the sun dominated the sky. It drove Koilathan clockmakers mad that law and custom dictated that there always be twelve hours in a day. At midwinter, the day, and hence, the hours, were far shorter than they were now. The night was less complex, at least for Koilatha, since it was divided into only three watches, no matter now long or short the night might be.


  Virien had learned that in the dark service, the night also had twelve hours. He didn’t really care how the dark ones divided their nights, but he had learned many such trivial facts while researching his target. With the help of some friends, he had all the tools he needed to bring the dark one down. It was time to act, now, while the court was in upheaval, preparing to move everything of import to Summertown.


  This meeting, a last quick council meeting, was about that very exodus. The dark one was attending as a matter of courtesy, since he would be expected to move his own residence with the court. During the hectic argument and counter-argument that took place every year, as if the lessons of the previous year had been utterly forgotten, Virien fingered the crystal in his pocket and concentrated. The set-spell in the stone was triggered, casting its magic on the one it had been tied to—Rak. Hasaviz had made a few of these stones, using Rak’s blood and liberally spilled seed to bind them to him. Virien had inherited them, and more, upon Hasaviz’s death.


  Luckily, Hasaviz had labeled the crystals, so Virien knew what each would do to the unfortunate victim. In this case, the magic triggered the slave fires, causing Rak to burn as if he’d not had sex in a week or more. He carefully did not look at Rak when the dark one shot him a suspicious look. Rak had to know who’d done it. There was nobody else present who knew Rak had slave fires, after all. Virien wanted Rak to assume that he was trying to force him to embarrass himself in front of the council. That wouldn’t displease Virien, but it wasn’t his goal.


  He waited until Lord Keron was declaring something at volume to trigger the spell a second time, making it appear that he was goading Rak into a rash response to the pompous young councilor. His trained eye could see the beads of sweat forming on the dark one’s brow, the slight tremble in his hands. The spells were working on the poor fool now.


  Virien stroked his goatee, expression thoughtful as Owain called Keron to order. Keron backed down at the signal from Virien, and without his input, the argument quickly died away into an awkward silence.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Excuse me, please,” said Rak. “Something has come up.” He had already asked Scorth to summon Jisten. He swept out when Owain nodded permission.


  Jisten met Rak just outside the council doors and fell in step with him. “Virien?”


  “Jackass wanted me to break down in front of the council,” Rak explained in Okyran. He and Jisten had taken to speaking in Okyran more often than not, since it helped keep what they said private. Scorth had given the language to Jisten magically in one head-splitting session. Ears were everywhere in the palace, and Rak assumed most of them to be unfriendly. “I need badly,” he added.


  Jisten picked up the pace.


  They turned into the main corridor and stopped in consternation. The corridor was completely blocked by a huge, clanking, steaming contraption tended by a score of servants.


  “The new floor waxer,” the senior servant told Jisten. “It broke down. You’ll have to go around.”


  “No time,” hissed Rak. “How about the room we hid Jethain in? That is close, yes?”


  “This way,” said Jisten. He led Rak down the narrow passage beside the great hall and they ducked into a room.


   


  * * * *


   


  Velpaer stepped out of hiding and made a mark on the door with a piece of chalk. Then, he walked off to report to Virien. Phase one of Virien’s trap was now complete.


   


  * * * *


   


  In the privacy of the garret room, Rak stripped naked and turned to Jisten. He was in such need that he immediately freed Jisten’s delectable cock, paying no attention to the rest of the Valer’s clothes. For once, perhaps because he could sense the fires raging through his partner, Jisten didn’t object. Rak went to his knees and kissed Jisten’s balls one by one then the base of his cock then the head. The proper greeting done, Rak licked and kissed every finger width of the heavy shaft in order to prepare it for its use of his body. Due to the potions he’d received as a slave, his saliva enflamed desire, increased the stamina of his user and left a perfect layer of lubrication behind.


  Jisten was moaning and watching with heated eyes as Rak prepared him, his hands stroking Rak’s wings. His hips rolled under the stimulation, the signal that he was as prepared as he was ever going to be.


  Rak rose, kissing and licking his way up Jisten’s muscular six-pack abdomen and chiseled pectorals.


  “You need too badly for kironi sex,” Jisten told him, and Rak winced internally at the faint disappointment he heard in his lover’s voice.


  “Perhaps, once my fires are abated?” Rak held that idea out as an offering.


  Jisten smiled. “Yes, that would be fine.” He pushed Rak down on the bed and straddled him. His cock rubbed along Rak’s crack while he used both his hands to scratch along Rak’s wingbases until Rak was squirming in combined pleasure and lust. “Did you want something?” he teased.


  “I want you in me,” gasped Rak, rubbing his ass against his mate’s cock. “I want you to make passionate love to me.”


  Jisten took a firm hold of Rak’s hips, and Rak could feel the massive head of Jisten’s cock pressing against his rear opening. With a groan of lust, Rak pushed back, forcing his body to yield itself, opening around the head of Jisten’s cock and permitting it entry into his tunnel.


  Jisten chuckled at his eagerness and thrust, pushing more of his shaft into Rak’s core.


  Rak cried out in pleasure as he felt his insides being rearranged to accept Jisten’s massive length and girth. His muscles writhed, massaging the spear and drawing it in deeper. Jisten slid out to his head, and Rak gasped as the crest of Jisten’s cock tugged on his ring. When Jisten’s next inward thrust began, Rak pushed himself back at precisely the same time, his eyes rolling up in his head as he felt Jisten’s entire length buried in him balls deep.


  Yielding to the captain was such sweet pleasure. Even after Jisten set a strong, hard rhythm, Jisten’s large hands continued to caress him, massaging the sensitive skin of his back where the wings attached. Rak’s wings were flaring in time with Jisten’s rhythm, enveloping him in their suede-like panels and sending jolts of pleasurable tactile contact straight to Rak’s core.


  Rak worked himself on Jisten’s cock with everything he had, throwing body, heart and soul into giving his man pleasure. He thought that there was no moment when he was happier than he was when Jisten’s cock was inside him, taking pleasure from him.


  The pace increased as Jisten neared completion, and Rak shifted a little to better support himself against the rod hammering into him so very deeply. He was lost, adrift in sheer sensation, paying no attention to anything but the incredible pleasure Jisten gave him and the exquisite pleasure that he was giving to Jisten.


  A man’s voice brought him rushing back to cold reality, because it wasn’t Jisten speaking. “Captain!” exclaimed Virien. “I always knew you had it in you!” He paused as the lovers stared at him in a blank second of panic, obviously savoring the moment. “Or rather, you are in someone else,” he concluded with a smug smirk.


  “Disgusting Valer,” sneered Lord Deviol. “Of course he is.”


  “Perhaps the Valers should be reclassified as subhuman, like the Loftoni,” suggested Lord Keron.


  Rak gasped in anguish and renewed need as Jisten pulled out and lunged for Virien.


  Thaxor grabbed Jisten by his braids and body slammed the captain to the floor. He knelt on Jisten’s back, keeping his controlling grip on Jisten’s hair.


  Rak cast a desperate glance at Jisten. He must have taken a blow to the head, because he was convulsing. He lunged for Thaxor but was brought up short by a strong hand on one of his wings.


  Velpaer held him by the elbow joint of the nearer wing, controlling him with ease. He brought Rak closer to Virien and the three witnesses.


  “Look at him. Look at the brands; look at his reactions,” instructed Virien, gesturing to Rak’s wild gaze, heaving chest and rock-hard erection. “He’s a real sex slave.”


  Deviol and Keron looked closely. Very closely. Too closely. Their male scent, overlaid with lust, filled his nostrils and he bit back a groan of need.


  The justicer, whom Rak recognized as a servant of Alethian, named Sinare, stepped closer also.


  Rak clenched his jaw. As much as he wanted to beg for relief, he knew what would happen if he did. A collar.


  Virien casually reached down and fondled him.


  He cried out helplessly, reacting to the touch, but he said nothing. He wouldn’t beg. He wouldn’t ask. But his body betrayed him. Virien skillfully evoked his responses, and he couldn’t stop himself from rubbing against Virien’s hand in a display of lust and need.


  “This is the hallmark of a sex slave. His body tells the tale—he wants it desperately. Justicer, you saw him yielding to the good captain there. He’ll yield to any man who expresses a desire.” Virien stepped back and motioned to Deviol.


  The middle-aged noble reached down and played with Rak, to the same effect.


  Virien rubbed a finger against Rak’s rear opening.


  Rak whimpered. He couldn’t stop the sound escaping his throat. “Beg for it,” Virien hissed.


  Rak steeled himself. “Ix. I will not. I would rather die than be had by you.” There was something else, something he knew he should be remembering. He strained for it, but the thought wouldn’t come. It was just out of reach.


  Virien worked a finger into Rak and wiggled it.


  Rak gasped then moaned then his hips pumped against Virien’s digit. All thought that didn’t involve sex fled his mind.


  “Clearly, he does not want this.” Virien's voice dripped sarcasm. “Obviously, he does not desire us.” He pulled the finger out and stepped back.


  The need consumed him. It hurt so badly. He knew how close to the edge he was. If he didn’t get relief, and soon, he’d actually die. He could feel Scorth hovering in his mind anxiously and the baby in his belly moving. He didn’t have the right to make the choice for them. He closed his eyes, knowing that he’d hate himself for this.


  “Please use me. Please, I beg you to use me. I need. Please,” begged Rak, straining against Vel’s grip on his wing to reach the men.


  Keron and Deviol bore identical expressions of delight as Rak humiliated himself.


  “You want sex, little slave?” crooned Keron. “You want a man in you?”


  “Yes, please,” Rak just about sobbed, twisting closer to Keron even as Deviol continued to play with his genitals. “Use me, please; I want you in me, please.” He was at the point where he’d say anything at all if he thought it would get him the relief he so desperately needed.


  “Your ruling?” asked Virien, turning toward the justicer.


  “The subhuman is slave branded and he has not filed proof of manumission with us. Koilathan birth has been proven, race is obvious. The law is clear here. He has no immunity from the sodomy law.” Justicer Sinare continued, in a bored tone, “The Loftoni, Araken, is enslaved under our laws. As claimant, Lord Virien, you have the right to collar him.” Sinare handed Virien an open collar.


  Papers, Scorth whispered into his mind.


  “He is not my master; Jisten is,” Rak flung out, grateful beyond words for his dragon’s intervention. “He owns me.” He knew he couldn’t stop the collaring. It would be enough if he could ensure that it wasn’t Virien’s collar. “Justicer,” he dared, focusing on the man, “Captain Jisten has papers on me. He is my owner.”


  “Bullshit,” snapped Virien. “The Valer scum is no slave owner. You’re lying.” He motioned for the two lords to back off, and after a moment, they complied.


  Sinare stirred. “Slave, you do not wear a collar. If you speak the truth, and that is debatable, your master has done you no favors and has broken laws by permitting you to dress and act the part of a free man.”


  “He’s a willful, clever beast, Justicer. He’s lying in order to prevent his collaring.”


  “The deceitfulness of the Loftoni subspecies has been documented before,” said Justicer Sinare after a moment. “There is no previous evidence of a master-slave relationship between Captain Jisten and this slave. Before now, the Loftoni, Araken, appeared to be living in complete freedom and acting accordingly. Unless and until Captain Jisten produces papers and claims the slave, you may proceed with the legal collaring.”


  With a smirk, Virien stepped in front of Rak and exposed himself. “If you want relief, little slave, start licking.”


  Rak hesitated for a moment. He didn’t want to humiliate himself before this audience. But night, he burned so badly. He could feel his heart pounding, hard and fast, and desperation clung to him. He had only this chance to live; he knew that now. He prayed that Jisten recovered soon and then buried his face in Virien’s groin, tongue wrapped around the semi-firm shaft.


  Virien slid the collar into place and closed it. Golden red runes flared into life as the collar sealed itself and Rak cried out, coming off of Virien’s manhood and clawing at the painful thing around his neck.


  Virien slapped him. “I didn’t say you could stop, slave! Pleasure me!”


  Rak gasped as pain utterly unlike the slave fires filled him and he stared at the justicer in shock, because he knew the collar had to be the source of not only the pain, but also the barrier between him and his powers. Even that short delay had repercussions, for the pain of defiance grew worse moment by moment. The pain didn’t stop until he had Virien’s cock in his mouth again.


  Virien smirked down at him. “Lord Keron, you are worthy of use of my slave.”


  Lord Keron stroked Rak’s rear and laughed when Rak lifted his ass in blatant invitation. “Not so high and mighty now, are you?”


  Rak moaned in need but made no reply, as Virien’s cock was pounding his mouth.


  Keron slammed in. “Slave, this is what you were born for, just like all subhumans.”


  Rak pushed back, relaxing into the invading spear.


  “And you like it!” Keron nearly spat.


  His hips rolled, taking in more of Keron’s length. Those not actively using him watched avidly as Rak, the king’s son, the evil dark servant, was proven to be a sex slave, and taken at both ends at once. Rak’s cries of pleasure at the usage were muffled by Virien in his mouth but still apparent for what they were.


  “You are nothing but a subhuman sex slave.” Virien grunted as he climaxed in Rak’s mouth. Some of his seed escaped to trickle out of the corners of Rak’s mouth. Virien took a few moments to rub his cock and balls over Rak’s face in the ancient claiming ritual of the master over a sex slave.


  Keron pulled Rak into a kneeling position so that the slave’s reactions to his use could be easily seen.


  Rak climaxed a moment after Keron did, but his climax was obvious and public.


  “Clean me,” ordered Keron.


  “I want a turn,” whined Deviol.


  Rak turned and licked Keron clean.


  “His tongue on my manhood is sublime.” Keron pushed his resurgent erection at Rak’s face.


  “Use his rear,” Virien told Deviol, “while his mouth is occupied.”


  “Thank you, my friend,” said Deviol. He grasped Rak’s hips and plunged in with a grunt.


  Keron gripped Rak’s head and thrust powerfully. For a time, the only sounds were those of sex, but nobody seemed bored with watching Rak being taken.


  The justicer had seated himself and was writing on parchment, the scratching of his pen lost in the grunts and moans from the bed. Even he looked over at the action every few minutes, as if amused by it.


  Rak gagged on Keron’s load of seed, delivered at the precise moment when he was trying to gasp in a breath. Seed coated his chin, and Keron smiled to see it.


  Deviol gasped as he climaxed, and he giggled when Rak climaxed in his wake. “Oh, that was marvelous. Please say I can use him again sometime?”


  “Of course,” Virien said smoothly. “I have my planning meetings. They will be ever so much more interesting now.”


  “Oh!” exclaimed Deviol as Rak’s tongue cleaned him.


  Virien turned to Sinare. “Would you like to use him while he orally services my friend?”


  Deviol, like Keron, was pushing his renewed erection into Rak’s mouth.


  “I’ll pass,” replied Sinare with a tone of distaste. “I am almost finished writing up my ruling.”


  Virien laughed and stroked Rak possessively until Deviol finished. He ran his hands all over Rak, sparing no part of Rak’s body, as if to prove that there was no part of Rak he couldn’t touch at will.


  Deviol grunted as he came but pulled out of Rak’s mouth before he was finished, so that half his seed landed on Rak’s face. Deviol nodded in satisfaction. “The sex slave looks nice with the seed of those he’s serviced painting his features.”


  “Indeed,” chortled Virien.


  “Here is my ruling,” said Sinare. “The slave is your property by right of legal collar as required by proven public sexual submission to men.” He handed over the written document. “Please cover the slave before removing him from this chamber.” The justicer walked out of the room without another word or even a backward glance to see if he was being obeyed.


   


  


  Chapter Three: Humiliation


   


   


  Thaxor handed Virien a scrap of cloth—Rak’s wrap from the floor. Virien considered the garment, turning it over in his hands. He pulled out a knife and cut the crotch piece out then tossed it to Rak. “Cover yourself, slave.”


  Rak put the wrap on. The waistband didn’t obscure his brands, and the two strips of cloth, fore and aft, only paid the merest lip service to the decency laws. With the crotch piece gone, his assets were barely covered and only when observed from straight on. Any kind of angle gave a glimpse, or a full look, at what lay beneath.


  Thaxor plucked at the rear strip, and Rak felt him tuck the end of it into the waistband. Thaxor’s hand then roughly stroked Rak’s bare ass.


  “Very nice,” Virien purred, looking down at him. He reached out and clipped a chain leash to the collar. “Even nicer. I am delighted to see you finally in your proper place—collared and leashed at my feet. Now, come, slave.” He yanked on Rak’s leash, tumbling him off the bed. He yanked the leash again as he turned to walk out; Rak scrambled to his feet and then stumbled along in his wake.


  “You cannot do this,” Rak gasped while trying to get a sense of Virien’s rhythm. Those cruel jerks on the chain were so random he had yet to catch his balance.


  “I believe I just did,” said Virien, yanking his leash again. He laughed as Rak stumbled, thoroughly savoring his victory. The journey from the garret rooms to Virien’s working office was short and not through a highly trafficked area. As a result, they passed very few people, but all of those were highly ranked. “And there’s no use fighting it. That collar you wear will not only keep your foul powers in check, it will teach you to obey me. You will call everyone you meet, be they free or slave, young or old, master if they be male and mistress if they be female.”


  “I am an envoy, master.” Rak tried to increase his pace. “I have diplomatic immunity. Okyro will not ignore this.”


  “Would you like to feel the collar to make sure it is real? Much more real than diplomatic immunity, I believe.” Virien nodded a greeting to Duke Breavey, who stopped to watch him lead the nearly naked man past, but the duke made no comment.


  “My father will not allow this, master. Once he finds out—”


  “Your father?” Virien paused so he could gasp for dramatic effect. “I hadn’t thought of that!” His lips curved into a very satisfied smile. “Your father needs an heir. He’ll come around.”


  Rak was so surprised that he failed to watch Virien’s hand. The yank on his chain nearly brought him to his knees. “You lie, master,” he choked out. “He got the heir he wanted already. Why this?”


  “Quite foolish of you, really, to allow your wife to deny him your son,” explained Virien. “What would it have cost you to control her mouth? But no, always the hard way. Now you are merely a stud. And my toy.”


  A courtier lounging nearby, Lord Herris, the youngest son of Duke Peneron, smirked at Rak. When Virien paused, he casually stepped close and cupped one of Rak’s buttocks in his hand. “And this is a very nice toy you have here, Chancellor. Will you share him?”


  Rak grit his teeth as the courtier’s hand casually explored his nether regions, taking liberties that would have been inexcusable if he were free. But he wasn’t free. He was legally collared, and so, he remained silent and allowed the man’s intimate touch.


  “Use him in the alcove there, Herris,” Virien said, sounding bored. He handed the leash end to the young lord. “Be quick about it; I have much to do today.”


  “Come, slave,” said Herris, his gloating competing with his lustful leer. He drew Rak into one of the small alcoves that dotted the palace corridors. Half were filled with statuary, the other half had benches to sit on, and about half of those had privacy curtains so that the decency laws wouldn’t be violated every time a slave was put through their paces in the corridors, which had been a common occurrence before the curtains had been installed.


  Herris wasted no time. As soon as they were in the alcove, he positioned Rak over the bench, mounted him and entered him. Three powerful thrusts of his average-sized cock and his balls slapped into Rak’s flesh.


  Biting back a moan, Rak pushed back into the thrusts.


  Herris laughed. “And how the mighty dark servant has fallen and now thrusts himself with eagerness upon the manhoods of his betters. Do you like this?”


  “Yes, master,” Rak gasped. To answer otherwise risked being beaten. Mostly dormant slave instincts were awakening now, forming defenses in his mind and heart to protect the core of his self. But his words weren’t even a lie—he did get physical pleasure from it.


  Herris finished with him presently enough, and Rak’s dependent climax spattered against the stone bench. The man pulled out and tucked himself away. Then, he led Rak back into the corridor, where Virien stood waiting.


  “Was the slave satisfactory?”


  “Very much so,” said Herris. “He’s a fine toy, and I thank you.” The courtier gave Rak a last pat on the ass before he went on his way.


  Rak’s glare was cut short by another series of jerks on his leash that guided him into Virien’s office. “You are a vlakas, master.” Rak considered then added, “So is the king.”


  “We are brothers, so it makes sense,” mused Virien. Then he smiled. “At least we are veelakaas in charge.”


  In sudden fury, Rak pointed out, “My God will not permit this, master.”


  “I’ll take my chances, slave.” Virien looked out the window. “Nice, sunny day! Not a hint of a storm. And that collar is a gift of Alethian and Dykaea, and you and I both know that the Gods won’t directly interfere with one another.”


  “We shall see,” replied Rak, hiding the sinking feeling in his gut. Maybe, once night fell, then his Lord would respond. But fall of night was a long time away. A very long time. And Virien was right about the non-interference. Plus, he was in a sunland, not a land of the night. Slavery was legal here and he had been legally collared. There wasn’t much even Zotien could do against that.


  “I grow weary of your lip. You are forbidden to speak unless you are asked a question, and then, you will limit yourself to the answer and not volunteer any more than that. Do you understand, slave?”


  “Yes, master.”


  Virien pulled on Rak’s leash again. “Now, it is time for you to earn your keep.” He pulled Rak into the private hall behind his office and then into a small bedroom. It looked like a place where the over-worked chancellor could catch some sleep when duty kept him in the office late into the night. But, as Rak could plainly see, it was also set up for playing with slaves.


  Rak was quickly spread-eagled and bound to the bed, the scrap of cloth covering him pushed aside to expose his nether regions to Virien’s cold gaze.


  The chancellor sat down on the side of the bed and reached between Rak’s widely spread legs. He stroked Rak’s opening with a surprisingly delicate touch. He didn’t speak and he didn’t push his fingers into Rak. He just stroked the area, rubbing his fingers over it, caressing the flesh.


  “I’ve dreamed of this day, slave. You belong in a collar for so many reasons, starting with your race. Loftoni are nothing but subhuman animals with delusions of equality, even though you make the best sex slaves. If your race were the equal of humans, you wouldn’t make such superb slaves. And you, in particular, are a trained sex slave and should never have been freed. Hasaviz should have collared you the day you dared set foot in this kingdom. You were a fool to return.”


  Forbidden to speak, Rak lifted his pelvis beseechingly. Virien’s fingers were driving him mad with desire and need.


  “You are always permitted to beg for use. I enjoy listening to you humiliate yourself by begging your betters to screw you.” Virien tugged on Rak’s scrotal ring with the hand that wasn’t stroking Rak’s opening.


  “I beg you to screw me, master,” Rak said immediately, taking his cues from Virien’s words and grateful that the man wasn’t familiar with the full abasement required by Zothian masters.


  “Oh, really?” Virien smirked. “You want me to use you? You want me to put my penis in you and pleasure myself on you?”


  “Yes, master, I want that.” Rak pushed his pelvis at Virien again. He burned and saw no reason to suffer. The collar on his neck ensured that Virien could do to him as he pleased. He might as well cooperate. It hurt less.


  Virien got up. He unbound Rak’s limbs from the bed, leaving the leather cuffs attached and smirked down at him as if daring him to try anything.


  Rak declined to resist.


  Virien pulled Rak’s legs up toward the head of the bed. Rak was forced to curl his back as Virien bound the ankle cuffs to the wrist cuffs. The only marginally comfortable position was one where Rak’s knees were forced out very widely and his hips were tilted upward, giving Virien easy access to his crotch.


  Virien was between Rak’s legs now. He adjusted his clothing, releasing his erection, which he stroked as he looked down at Rak’s bound body.


  Rak was forced to look away from Virien’s intense, gloating gaze. He knew he’d lost this fight.


  Virien thrust into Rak, leaning and pushing against the resistance until he was fully sheathed in his slave’s body. He stopped and looked down again. He stroked Rak’s erection with a single finger. “You like this, don’t you, slave.”


  “Yes, master,” Rak agreed. He pumped his hips, working himself on Virien’s shaft.


   


  * * * *


   


  Velpaer cleared his throat from the doorway. “M’Lord, I hate to disturb your fun, but there’s a message from the king demanding your immediate attendance. You’re to bring the slave, too.”


  Virien sighed and pulled out rapidly, ignoring Rak’s anguished cry. “Clean it and dress it, the decency laws must be observed.” He stalked out.


  Velpaer smirked down at the bound, writhing slave. “Hurts, doesn’t it. You coulda been my slave, but no, you had to get the captain involved. Now, you’re nothing but the chancellor’s toy, and he doesn’t care about you like I did.” He unbuckled the cuffs holding Rak’s limbs in place and hauled Rak off the bed. “Stand.”


  Rak stood up, spread his legs shoulder width apart and crossed his wrists behind his neck.


  “Ahh, you remember your training.” Vel was pleased by the slave’s posture, but his sharp eyes could see the trembling of intense slave fires. “His lordship should have finished using you, but oh, well. You’re the one who’ll suffer, not him, not me.”


  He pulled the loincloth back into position, inspecting the way it draped over Rak’s erection. It left nothing to the imagination, and he thought it was worse than actually being naked would have been. He pulled the rear cloth out of the waistband so that it covered Rak’s crack, but it ended just past the cleft and did nothing to hide either the shapely ass or the tattoo brands on both hips. The loincloth met the minimum requirements for the decency laws, but it was such a minimal covering that Vel expected people would complain. Especially the king, a known prude.


  Casually, Vel reached down and gripped Rak’s erection. He tugged on it playfully. “Maintain this, slave, until you are given permission to let down.” He watched the slave closely and had the satisfaction of seeing Rak flinch as his order was reinforced by the power of the control collar.


  He clipped the leash back to Rak’s collar and used a wet washrag to quickly clean the dried seed from various places on Rak’s body. “Have to make you look decent for the king,” Vel told him.


  Vel led him back into Virien’s office and then into the palace corridors. Virien walked ahead of them and left Vel to lead the slave. The route between Virien’s office and the king’s study traversed nearly half the palace along some of the most congested hallways in the building. Many people, from the highest nobles all the way down to the palace slaves, got a very good look at Rak.


  Courtiers bowed to Virien and smirked at Rak. Many laughed at the tented projection of Rak’s erection and several of them, male and female alike, reached out and fondled him as he was led past. Since Rak’s package was not exposed, the decency laws were maintained—in letter if not in spirit. Rak was being publically humiliated, as both Virien and Velpaer intended.


   


  


  Chapter Four: Reactions


   


   


  As they entered the royal wing, Rak sensed Virien's gaze on him. He peeked up at the chancellor, who said, “Slave, when you see the king, you will strip naked. Then, when I give you this signal,” Virien formed a symbol with his fingers, “you shall kneel at his feet and beg the king to use you. You will not stop begging him until he gives himself to you.”


  Rak stared at Virien in shock. He couldn’t believe his ears. He wanted to snap at Virien and tell him, “No, I will not,” but the control collar wouldn’t let him. He’d been forbidden to speak outside of answering direct questions. Rak was shaking in rage but also in need from the fires.


  Vel chuckled cruelly. “Good one, m’lord.”


  Rak saw Owain before he was even in the study. He pulled his loincloth off and gripped the scrap of silk in his fist.


  Vel paid this no mind and yanked him into the room. Vel handed Virien the leash, closed the study door and leaned against it.


  Virien brought the naked, still erect, slave to a stop before Owain’s desk. He dropped the leash and pulled a document case from the inner pocket of his vest. He set the written ruling within it on Owain’s desk.


  Owain didn’t look at the paper. After a quick glance at Rak, he stood, glaring at Virien. “How dare you! Free him, now.”


  “The justicers have declared this a legal collar. Immunity doesn’t apply due to Koilathan birth. Additionally, there is no manumission on file for this slave, reported escaped by Zothian authorities many years ago. Fortunately, it has been long enough that we are not obligated to return the slave to his original owner.”


  “I don’t care about what the Zothian’s claim, he is my son and my heir, and you will release him, right now. That’s a direct order from your king, Virien.”


  “Now, now, brother, you know I can’t do that. This is a justicer collaring. Irrevocable. But you’ll get your heir.”


  “How?” demanded Owain. “You’ve collared my firstborn! And the other one’s a sterile mule! How could you do this to me?”


  “It was a justicer ruling, not my doing. The law is clear, brother. Not truly my doing,” Virien soothed.


  “You did this on purpose,” screamed Owain, face purple. “You knew he had an unfortunate preference for men and you used it to collar him! Well, I won’t sit still for this! If you won’t free him, I will.”


  “You can’t do that, brother. He’s mine; the justicers gave him to me. Not you. And it was his own stupid fault,” Virien’s voice rose. “Who did he go after? Jisten the pure! Jisten the pure stud, the way he was using the crown prince! I expected to find Araken on top, brother!”


  “I told him to break it off! I warned them both! And now look! You idiot!” Owain flung that last at Rak.


  Virien nodded, “You are most wise, brother. You warned him. Oh yes, you did. And was he discreet? Oh, no. Did he try to satisfy himself with his own lover from Okyro? Oh, no.” Virien shook his head sadly and gestured to Rak. “Look at him. He deliberately went after your son’s most pure captain and submitted to him.”


  Owain slumped in his chair. “I’m a failure as a father. My eldest is a pervert and my youngest is a eunuch.”


  Virien put his hand on Owain’s shoulder. “No, not your fault. Your eldest was snatched from you at an early age. And raised by perverts.”


  Owain glared at Rak. “Yes, he was. And now look at him. The kingdom has no heir. Civil war, Araken. And it’s all your fault.” Owain looked at Virien next. “You’ve had your fun and made your point. Free him. I’m sure he’s learned his lesson.”


  “Perhaps we can save the situation, brother,” Virien said. “The law is clear. We cannot free him, as much as we might want to.”


  Owain slammed his fist on the desk. “If Jethain can free every sundamn slave in the palace, I can free this one! I’m the king!”


  “Jethain frees debt slaves, not perverts. We’ll breed him to Marea and you’ll have your heir. A prince to raise right. He’ll be fertile and obedient, brother. Perfect in every way. Like you are.” Virien almost choked on the last statement.


  Owain gaped at Virien for a moment. “Breed him?” He looked at Rak again. Then he smiled. “Yes, breed him. We’ll wed Marea to Jethain. He can be the stud to Jethain’s mule and nobody ever need know. Marea will keep the secret and his blood’s royal.”


  “Perfect, isn’t it?” Virien smiled back.


  “Yes, this could work. I’ll have the scribes draft the wedding banns. Breed him quickly. Have Marea ask for a fertility charm. And the priestesses have rites to Evphora as well. We’ll sacrifice a hundred rabbits.”


  Virien bowed and then scribbled a note.


  “At least put clothes on him,” Owain said once the note was written.


  Rak could see the anger still simmering in Owain’s gaze.


  Virien motioned to Vel, who took the loincloth from Rak’s hand and put it back on his body. Vel’s body acted a shield between Rak and the rest of the room as Vel stroked Rak’s erection, fondled his balls and whispered, “Keep it up, slave.”


  Rak whimpered in extreme need and tried to push his crotch more firmly into Vel’s hand.


  “M’lord,” Vel called quietly.


  “Yes, Vel, what is it?” Virien’s voice sounded irritated to Rak’s ears.


  “The slave burns. He needs it pretty bad.”


  “The slave will just have to wait,” Virien snapped.


  “M’lord, I don’t think he can.” Vel pulled Rak into the center of the room.


  Rak figured Virien could see how desperate the slave’s need was. He knew that he was pale, panting for breath and shaking like a leaf in a gale.


  “What’s wrong with him?” Owain asked, voice sharp.


  Rak thought he detected a note of fear in the monarch’s tone.


  “Slave fires, Your Majesty. They can be fatal if they aren’t dealt with.” Vel glanced sidelong at Virien then asked, “Would you like to relieve him, Your Majesty? He’s a sweet lay, very cooperative, very skilled.”


  “Absolutely not!” Owain roared, coming to his feet in agitation. “That’s my son you’re talking about, you…you…pervert!”


  Virien motioned to the small side door. “Take the slave in there and do what you must.”


  “Yes, sir,” Vel replied.


   


  * * * *


   


  Vel pulled Rak up and guided the small man across the office and through the indicated door. The room was small and plain, but its use was made obvious by the leather couch and the various bits of equipment laid out on the single shelf. “So this is where His Majesty takes his pleasure.”


  Rak made no reply.


  Vel hadn’t expected that he would, given Virien’s command to him. He pushed Rak toward the couch. “On all fours.”


  The slave was quick to comply, Vel noted with approval.


  He opened his pants and brought his tool out through the flap in his undershorts. He approached Rak’s head first. “Prepare me, slave.”


  Rak’s tongue flicked out.


  It was warm, wet and wonderful. Vel groaned in enjoyment as the slave kissed and licked him to rock-hard readiness. At full mast, Vel backed off and went to the slave’s other end. He pressed the head of his cock to the slave’s pucker and waited.


  As Vel had thought he might, Rak pushed himself back, his opening visibly relaxing to accept the invasion of Vel’s meat. Vel stood there, not moving and watched as the slave first impaled himself and then started to work himself on Vel’s cock. It felt amazing. The slave’s body clenched about him, trying to draw him in deeper even though his pubes were already pressed to the slave’s flesh.


  He stroked the slave’s flanks as Rak continued to hump himself. “Good slave, just like that,” Vel encouraged. “Work that ass, slave.”


  Rak pumped the harder for the praise.


  Vel slapped his cheeks and thighs to encourage him further.


  Rak cried out with each of his backward thrusts onto Vel’s stiff pole.


  Vel could feel the tension building in his nuts and lower back. He grabbed Rak’s hips and took over, plunging into the slave’s yielding hole over and over with great force until he shuddered in absolute ecstasy, his seed flooding the slave’s body.


  He continued to pump. The slave had been close to death, once wouldn’t be enough. And besides, it had felt good and he wanted more. The slave’s tunnel massaged his cock rhythmically. With each thrust of his cock, the slave’s body undulated against him, drawing him in deeper and increasing his arousal.


  Vel released Rak’s hips, allowing the slave to work in counterpoint to his action. He wasn’t passive this time, he pounded the slave with a hard, fast rhythm and enjoyed the way Rak pushed himself back into his thrusts. But the rhythmic massage was the best part of it, and Vel rewarded Rak with further slaps to his ass and thighs. His second orgasm was even more intensely pleasurable than his first had been. He held position in the slave’s body until he softened.


  “Clean me,” he ordered, stepping back.


  Rak climbed off the couch, knelt before him and licked him clean.


  Vel stroked the slave’s short hair. “Good boy. Your body was very nice; I enjoyed you immensely.” Once he felt that he was clean, he added, “Now clean the mess you made on the couch.”


  The slave returned to the couch, and Vel smiled in delight as he watched Rak lick up the seed he’d spattered there in his two dependent climaxes. When the couch was clean, Vel checked the fall of Rak’s loincloth, making sure it was back in place and covering what it was supposed to. He toyed with Rak’s balls. “Did you like it, slave? Did you enjoy being screwed?”


  “Yes, master,” Rak replied. He pushed himself more firmly into Vel’s hand.


  Vel squeezed his balls. “Get it up, slave.” He smirked when Rak’s erection returned on command. It was another hallmark of the trained sex slave. “As before, keep it up until given permission to let down.”


  Just because he could, Vel hovered his hand in front of Rak’s mouth. The slave immediately kissed his hand. When the hand wasn’t removed, Rak kissed it again then started to lick it. Vel moved his hand around so Rak could lick all of it. With his free hand, he played with Rak’s cock and balls some more.


  Eventually, satisfied with the slave’s submission, Vel returned Rak to his corner in the king’s study and resumed his own post nearby. He noticed the envious glance of the king’s bodyguard. He’d mention that to Virien later.


   


  * * * *


   


  “How long do dragon-blasted sunny council meetings last?” Pikara demanded of the hapless Tebber. Rak, tired of them picking fights with the Koilathan guards, had banished them to quarters for the duration of the meeting.


  “Well, if Lord Peneron gets on a roll, they have been known to last all day,” said Tebber. “A lot of the councilors don’t like each other, see. So they’ll argue about every little thing.”


  “To be fair, the high priests can go on all night,” Nymis replied.


  “I remember the meeting that went on for three days,” said Ikayone with a snort.


  “Yeah, I remember that,” Pikara said. “Glad I started that basilisk stampede.”


  “I’ll fetch your lunch,” offered Tebber, “and ask the pages who deliver the café and water what’s going on in there.” Nothing was secret from the servants. Not even the doings of the council.


  “Sunny palace food to poison us all,” Pikara groused. Already she was in love with Valer food.


  “It’s more for the information,” said Nymis. “Please do, Tebber, and thank you.”


  Tebber walked out. He hadn't been gone for even five minutes before he flung the door open and gasped out, “They’re saying Lord Virien’s collared S’Rak!”


  Pikara drew her sword. “Finally! Time to kill them all!”


  Ikayone was hyperventilating. “They collared him?” His sword was in his hands.


  Nymis looked at Tebber. “I suggest you find someone reasonable.” He drew his own sword and prepared to join in the fight.


  “The most unjust imprisonment,” Pikara said, just to goad Ikayone some more.


  Ikayone’s eyes were white rimmed. “He saved me. Can’t let the Thez be imprisoned.” He ran out the door.


  “Alga, wake up all the dark servants,” Pikara sent to her avtappi. “It’s going to be a blood bath, and we might be leavin’ Prince Sunny to his sunland of death. Fuck prophecy.” She ran after Ikayone.


  Nymis took off after Pikara.


  They were all in this together.


   


  * * * *


   


  In the stable, Alga screamed the alarm. Every avtappi flung up its head and joined in. Even the ones in Valer Square. The Valer children immediately scurried inside.


  Liast yawned as he walked out of the chapel. “Has every avtappi lost his or her mind this afternoon? And is there any chocolate for my cafe?” He glanced around the empty square. His avtappi shoved him in the back.


  Ioli ignored the healer and tried to make sense of the images that Gun was emitting. A moment later, he leaped onto the stallion’s back and motioned to Liast to do likewise.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sedrael had his hands on his mare. “What?”


  Kal dashed into the stall and put his hands on his avtappi. The images were of death, killing, bloodshed, but since no avtappi had seen Rak, the images weren’t specific.


  Sed and Kal looked at each other helplessly. “Let’s find the captain,” Kal said.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Largo, what are the avtappi screaming about?” Jethain asked, unable to concentrate on the deadly dullness of the report with Varn’s racket in his mind.


  “I haven’t the foggiest idea,” said Largo. “All I can get from mine is a confused jumble of battle scenes.”


  Tebber careened around the corner, bounced off the far wall and kept coming at a full-out run. As soon as he was theoretically close enough to be heard, he shouted, “Lord Virien collared S’Rak!”


  Jethain stood up and slammed his hands on the desk. “What? Is this fact or rumor? Tell me!”


  “The news is all over the palace! The dark guard is planning to kill everyone who gets in their way of rescuing him!”


  “Well, that explains the avtappi,” said Fentri.


  “Where’s Jisten? Fentri, assemble the specials. Reinforce the king’s guard as well. And get me Jisten!” Jethain came around his desk. “Largo, with me. I doubt Pikara will kill me because of the prophecy. Let’s go to Virien’s office.”


  Fentri saluted and ran to carry out Jethain’s orders while Largo stuck to the prince like glue.


  Virien’s office was empty.


  “To the king’s, then,” Jethain said. “He won’t let Araken be collared.”


  Jethain made a perfunctory gesture to the guards on Owain’s door and strode in. Focused on the two men at the desk, he didn’t notice Rak in the corner behind him, partially obscured by the open door. “Father! Do you know what’s going on?”


  Owain’s head jerked up. “What?”


  “Araken’s been collared and his dark guard are on the rampage,” Jethain said. “I’ve reinforced your personal guard. Now, what do you know? Uncle?” Jethain looked at him with narrowed eyes.


  “It was a legal collar,” said Virien. He gestured to Rak. “If the slave had obeyed our laws, but he didn’t. The justicers have ruled.”


  Rak wasn’t wearing enough for modesty—just the merest scrap of cloth over his erection, which was plain to see given his widely spread knees. Despite that, he was kneeling quietly in the corner while Owain and Virien bent their heads together over a ledger.


  “Father! Don’t be snared in Uncle’s ploys! Release your son!” Jethain strode over to Rak, mortified yet strangely turned on at the same time.


  Rak looked up at Jethain.


  He didn’t get up or speak, but his fingers flashed, and Jethain was surprised to realize it was his own army’s battle-signs Rak was using. Jisten must have taught him.


  “Find captain. Badly hurt. Hurry. Place hid you.”


  It was enough. Jisten was hurt, in the place where he and Rak had once hid him. The garret rooms. “Father, Uncle, this is not over. I should leave you to the dark guard,” Jethain said. He spun on his heel. “If they kill you, I’ll be king all the sooner!” Jethain stormed out.


   


  * * * *


   


  Ikayone flung himself at the palace guards blocking access to the royal wing. “Free the Thez!” he screamed, just about foaming at the mouth.


  “Free what?” They didn’t have further time to wonder as Pikara came at them, death on her sword, leading the dark guard against them with deadly intent.


  Steel rang against steel as battle was joined. Blood flowed within minutes, and the palace guards rushed in to reinforce their fellows. The dark guard fought with single-minded intensity, not seeming to have any sense of self-preservation left. Or sanity, for that matter.


   


  * * * *


   


  Hearing the sounds of battle, Owain glared at Virien. “This is your fault. You caused this. Put an end to it.”


  Virien growled, “I will put an end to this now. Slave! Heel!” He stalked out of Owain’s office, and Rak followed him. “You will tell your guards to desist,” commanded Virien. “You will tell them that you were collared legally. You may speak freely to them so long as they stand down!”


   


  The intensity of the dark guard’s attack doubled itself when Rak came into view. “Free the Thez!” they roared with one voice. The palace guard fell back helplessly, and most of them, once they saw Rak in a collar, dropped their swords and raised their hands in surrender.


  “Stop!” shouted Rak in Okyran. He darted forward, interposing himself between the dark guard and the palace guard. The anger on his guards’ faces turned even darker when they noticed his erection. Ignoring this, he took the sword out of Ikayone’s hands.


  Ikayone stopped and trembled. He stared at Rak, eyes white rimmed and no longer seeing the present.


  Rak set the sword down and pressed his hands to Ikayone’s face. “Easy. That was long ago and far away. Focus, Ikayone. I was legally collared. You must not fight the Koilathans. You must go home and bring back S’Tyll and S’Drien.”


  “Go home? Basilisk balls. I sent a message on the altar before I left! I expect your battle to march here within two nights,” Pikara said. She glanced down at his groin. “Let me kill them all. That is not right. Why is he doing that to you?”


  “It is my humiliation the jackass wants. He seeks to publically shame me and prove to all that I am a sex slave,” Rak quietly replied.


  “Hey, Sunny Sewer Rat, ready to have a dark army on your border?” Pikara pointed her sword at Virien.


  Virien smirked at her. “Your boss is my slave, bitch. That’s a justicer collar he wears.”


  “Yeah, well, ever hear of the spoils of war?” Pikara snarled. “I’m gonna wipe my ass with your hair after we free Thez.”


  “You can try,” said Virien with utter indifference. “And I can use your boss right here in front of you, too.”


  “Alga! Time to try human!” Pikara called out. Her avtappi translated into the corridor, fangs bared and ready to kill.


  Virien told Rak, “Defend me, slave.”


  Rak picked Ikayone’s sword back up and assumed a guard position. He didn’t look happy and the runes on the collar glowed golden red.


  “Sunshit,” Pikara said. “Total, utter, sunshit.”


  Alga snorted smoke and looked utterly confused.


  “Remind the grey-eyed one that the bard left him the papers.” Rak carefully chose words that sounded nothing like their Koilathan equivalents.


  Pikara kicked Ikayone. “C’mon, crazy, with me.” Ikayone followed but cast anxious glances back at Rak until they rounded the corner.


  Alga followed Pikara after Rak made a shooing gesture.


  Virien took the sword from Rak. “Be grateful that I won’t use you right here in the corridor. But I will have you punished tonight for your failures. I will enjoy watching you dance at the end of Thaxor’s lash and then servicing my guards. All of my guards.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Jethain crouched over his fallen captain. He rolled him over and blood ran from his nose and right ear.


  Largo cursed and slammed his fist into the wall. Then, he cursed some more and shook his first.


  Jethain hefted the captain and stomped to his suite.


   


  * * * *


   


  Liast and Ioli dismounted and headed into the palace. They heard about the collaring before they got through the double doors. Jisten’s three mastigi landed on Liast, clicking pitifully.


  “Have I ever told you about my anti-healing powers?” Liast said with savagery.


  “No,” signed Ioli, expression startled.


  “Yeah, neither has S’Roan,” Liast said. “Opens up every wound from the past six long moons and reactivates any infection in the same time period.”


  “That is impressive,” signed Ioli.


  Jisten’s mastigi swirled to the end of the corridor and back, clicking urgently.


  “But I think you have a patient.”


   


  


  Chapter Five: Counterclaim


   


   


  “I do believe the good captain has a beat my head in rune hovering around him,” Liast said as he examined Jisten.


  “I suspect you’re right,” said Jethain grimly.


  “On one hand, this is a simple concussion,” Liast said. “On the other, there was pre-existing damage.”


  “Can you heal him?”


  Pikara and Ikayone walked in, stopped and waited.


  “I will try,” Liast said. “He has always been generous with his chocolate.”


  Jethain stepped back and looked at Pikara. “You aren’t covered in blood.”


  “Yet,” she said.


  “If you kill Lord Virien, you can name your reward,” Jethain told her.


  “Killing him is my reward,” she shot back. “And it will be real slow. Unless Thez claims him when the dark army is done devastating this dragon-blasted backwater, prince.”


  “I’m on your side, Pikara,” said Jethain.


  “Oh, yes!” she put her hand over her heart. “Look what good care you’ve taken of your brother! Who came to save your miserable life. Oh, I am soooo relieved! A useless, sterile, sunny mule of a prince is on my side!”


  “Healing power coming this way!” Liast warned. “Do try to keep down the love coos at each other.” Liast called down power and added extra flash. He hoped to blind the two verbal combatants.


  Jethain carefully looked elsewhere. “He’s the one who had to not only steal my captain but have sex with the man in a public area! So don’t blame me!”


  “I’m gonna find some kind of transfer spell, honey, and put those slave fires on you!” Pikara shouted.


  “I think that might be a medical-type spell.” The jolly healer’s anger and resentment was peeking through. “We can research it.”


  “Like you have any notion of what Araken goes through!” scoffed Jethain. “I’d wager your underwear is steel plate!”


  “It is now!” she shot back. “The penchant here is for sunnies to shove up every bung hole that stays still for seven seconds!”


  “What do you expect? We’re sexually repressed!”


  “How many palace slave boys have you raped, sunny?”


  Jethain slugged her.


  Pikara’s mailed fist smashed away his hand.


  “I have never raped anyone!” Jethain screamed in her ear. “I hate slavery! I hate what people like Virien do! I’m the one who wants to change things, you stupid bitch!”


  “My money is on the battle-trained warrior who fights deformed monsters on a regular basis,” Liast said calmly. “Now look what you’ve done, you’ve upset my patient.” Liast looked down at Jisten, meeting his grey gaze. “All chaos is breaking loose here.”


  Jisten sat up and rubbed his head. “Keep it down. I think Si’Yeni can hear you in Her Sunset hall.”


  “I think even the deaf potboy heard that,” muttered Tebber, still flattened against the wall.


  “You set Thez up, you miserable mongrel!” Pikara turned her rage on Jisten. “Screwin’ him out in the open! You can’t wait to have your own sex slave, can you?”


  Jethain slugged her again, left-handed this time. His right hand really hurt from her armored forearm intercepting him.


  “It was a trap,” said Jisten. “The burn spells, the broken floor waxer—”


  “Stop that, sunny,” Pikara told Jethain in annoyance. “This whole sundamned kingdom is a trap,” Pikara grumbled, but her adrenaline was fading.


  “We couldn’t get to the suite, the corridor was blocked,” Jisten told them. “And S’Rak’s fires were too bad to wait.” Jisten swung his legs over the edge of the bed. “S’Tyll thought something like this would happen. He made preparations. I have S’Rak’s papers.”


  “S’Tyll!” Pikara brightened. “Yes, he has a brain.”


  “So that’s what the Thez meant!” Ikayone told them what Rak had said.


  “Oh, yeah.” This time Pikara rubbed her head.


  Jethain looked from Ikayone to Jisten. “His papers? Slave registration? You can prove ownership?”


  “I can. Thank you, S’Liast,” Jisten said. “And if you do come up with a transfer spell, please use it on Virien first. Jethain, do you want to come with me? The papers are protected.”


  “I’ll help you make the formal claim in the justicer’s hall, too!”


  “I better come,” Pikara said. “You two sunny clowns might forget where your asses are, much less Thez’s papers.”


  Jethain scowled at her. “I think we’d have better luck getting this done quickly if we didn’t have you tagging along insulting everyone in a mile radius.”


  “The justicers are known to have an underdeveloped sense of humor. A humor deficiency, so to speak,” said Liast. “Besides, Pika, darling, we must go to Valer Square and claim my chocolate reward. And send messages through the altar there.”


  “Ikayone, accompany S’Liast,” said Pikara. “I’m with Captain Vermite.”


  Ioli tapped her shoulder then signed, “I want you to remain with me. Nymis can go with Jisten.” He did this only because he knew Jethain and Jisten didn’t want Pikara with them. But Nymis might manage to be useful.


  “Yeah, any justicer stupid and corrupt enough to let that collar stay on Thez will have us all executed at sunset,” Pikara grumbled.


  “We must calm the avtappi,” Ioli signed as bait. He knew Pikara had a soft spot for the equines.


  “Poor Alga,” Pikara agreed. “Did you see her translate inside again?” Her pride was justified.


  Ioli signed, “Tell me about it. That is rare talent. We should train her on point-to-point translation. Like the vranyxia do and Vrema.”


  “Yeah, she could do it,” Pikara said, with rare excitement. “Tyll told me about training Vrema.” Ioli and Pikara walked off, Pikara still talking with animation.


  Liast yawned and told Ikayone, “I’m tired. Time for a nap. We’ll retrieve the chocolate as soon as I wake up.”


  Nymis saluted Jisten. “S’Rak’s commanded that if anything were to happen to him, we should take our orders from you, sir.”


  Jisten looked around furtively. “Did he say that in Pikara’s hearing?”


  “Yes,” said Nymis with a grin. “She didn’t like it and is pretending he never said any such thing.”


  “Maybe she’ll feel better about me after I free S’Rak,” Jisten said.


  “Since you don’t have a commission in the dark guard,” added Nymis, “she maintains that you are outside the chain of command.”


  “She has a point, but it won’t come to that. Those papers are valid. This horror goes away now.”


  “Then let’s get on with it,” said Jethain.


  Jisten recovered the woven folder from the hidden drawer in his desk, said the unlocking prayer and drew out the papers. “One freed Thezomeh coming up.”


   


  * * * *


   


  They rode to the Hall of Judgment, with the hall of records on one side and the gaol on the other. Jisten was polite as always and seen quickly, as always.


  Justicer Sinare looked at Jisten as he entered. “This is about the collaring today, isn’t it? I’m sorry, Captain, but it is a legal collar.”


  “Yes, but I have legal papers as well. Once I was healed from my injuries sustained by Virien’s men, I retrieved them.”


  “Legal papers? Let me see.” Sinare held out his hand. Jisten was quick to hand them over. The justicer read them carefully. “These appear to be in order. The Bard Tafflynn transferred the slave to you...hmm. Why didn’t you tell us about these as soon as we came in? An owner has the right to use his property as he pleases.”


  “Virien surprised him, and then, he nearly died from the head injuries Virien’s guards gave him,” said Nymis. “The papers were the last thing on his mind at that point.”


  “I was upset and reacted instinctively. Then, Thaxor tried to kill me, and I don’t recall anything after that.” It had the advantage of being the utter truth.


  After a moment, Justicer Sinare nodded. “He did hit you far in excess of what was required. Do you wish to press charges?”


  “Yes.”


  “I will notify the watch, or your prince can write the arrest order himself.” Sinare almost smiled. “Valuable property can cause owners headaches. Literally. Very well, let’s retrieve your property, Captain.”


  “Let’s go, Jisten. I’m gonna love this,” Jethain said. “And I’ll write that order for Thaxor’s arrest as soon as we get Rak back.”


  The justicer stood up and told an acolyte, “Have my carriage brought around.” When Jisten glanced at him inquiringly, Sinare added, “I’m afraid we put a special collar on your slave. Keeping mages and priests as slaves is a tricky business. You’ll need me to remove it. If I don’t, Lord Virien will use it to control your slave.”


  “Thank you, Justicer,” Jisten said with respect.


   


  * * * *


   


  The justicer’s carriage rolled down the street toward the palace, trailed by five avtappi. Sedrael and Kal flanked Jethain, and Nymis kept beside Jisten. Jethain had the royal luxury of looking furious, while Jisten locked down into stony guard mode. Nymis had a little smile on his lips. The smile that told his friends he expected to kill something really soon.


  Most of the dark guard, S’Ioli and a large number of loose avtappi, were marching back and forth before the palace gates. In precise lockstep, they marched as one across the small plaza, spun in place simultaneously and marched as one to the other side, where they repeated the spin and began anew. They understood showing power. Death hounds, snarling with hackles raised in anger, marched with them, daring anyone to approach too closely.


  People were gawking at the precise display but staying well back. When the carriage drew near, the avtappi split into two groups and wheeled to line the approach on either side of the gates. Vyld, standing opposite Alga, pawed the cobblestones furiously, striking sparks with his hooves.


  Kal patted Otikon’s black neck. “So much better than horses,” he told his steed.


  Jethain slid off Varn and let the stallion join the march. Vrema squealed to Zala, and once Jisten dismounted and joined Jethain at the carriage door, Zala trotted over to her sister and joined the formation.


  “Got the papers and a justicer, Vermite?” Pikara said.


  Nymis told her, “Our captain did well.”


  Pikara glared at Nymis and chose not to reply.


  Sinare looked a bit intimidated by the display, but he descended from the carriage and walked toward the palace.


  Jisten and Jethain flanked him, with the three guards trailing.


  Behind them, Ioli and Pikara continued to teach the avtappi to march.


  The walk to Virien’s office was uneventful. When they arrived, they found Virien in his office, but Rak was nowhere to be seen. Virien set some papers aside when they entered. His gaze went from Jethain to Jisten to the justicer. They remained on the justicer. “What can I do for you, Justicer?” he asked politely.


  “There has been a new development,” Sinare replied. “Captain Jisten has paperwork for the sex slave called Rak. He is the legal owner.”


  Virien scowled. “That’s impossible! Let me see these so-called papers!”


  Sinare handed them over.


  Jisten remained blank faced, but his grey gaze restlessly raked the room.


  Jethain crossed his arms over his chest. “Next will be an investigation and charges into the assault on my captain,” he said.


  Virien spared Jethain a glance. “Your captain swung first. There are witnesses.” He turned his attention to the papers, reading carefully. “A man known to be a dark bard, a servant of the Lord of Night, sells a high priest to the captain of the Koilathan guard for a penny and you think this is valid? It’s obviously a forgery.”


  “Indeed, that is a valid claim,” Sinare agreed after a moment’s thought. “Bring the slave for holding in the justicer court until we have researched the matter.”


  “What?” shouted Virien and Jisten in the same breath.


  Sinare frowned at them both. “Are you resisting? Disregarding a command from a justicer?”


  Virien paled. “I’ll get the slave.” He stood up and wrenched open the back door.


  Jisten followed on his footsteps, motioning for the guards to remain with Jethain.


  Marea flounced out a few moments later, wearing a gown that appeared to be entirely made of ruffles.


  Jethain stepped away from her with a grimace.


  “I took a fertility potion first,” she told him then sailed out of Virien’s office.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak was still strapped to the bed, and Gebiet, the new slave handler brought in to replace Hasaviz, was finishing up the breeding form. Rak snarled at the sight of Virien, but then, his eyes went to Jisten and he relaxed, thinking himself saved.


  Jisten unstrapped Rak rapidly, daring Virien to stop him.


  Rak eagerly clung to Jisten.


  Gebiet ignored this and tossed a tunic at Jisten. “Cover the slave. Decency laws.”


  “I gave the justicer your papers,” Jisten told Rak as he smoothed his wings through the tunic slits.


  Rak smiled.


  Virien made a noise of disgust. “Don’t think you’ve won, Captain. Those papers are obviously faked. The justicers will decide in my favor, just wait and see.”


  “Walk with me,” Jisten said to Rak.


  Rak let go of Jisten so they could both walk. He studied the Valer’s face, seeking information.


  “Unfortunately, the justicer takes Virien’s claim of forgery seriously, so you will be put in protective custody until he verifies the forms,” Jisten said with regret.


  “I understand,” said Rak via finger talk. Virien hadn't said that he couldn't use that. “The papers are real, so we have nothing to fear, yes?”


  Virien addressed the justicer once they were back in his office. “At the king’s command, my daughter, Marea, is to be bred to the slave daily until she is pregnant. The king needs an heir for the crown prince, who is incapable of engendering his own. Is it permissible for the breeding to continue in your holding area?”


  “I am the rightful owner and I object strenuously,” Jisten said.


  “This is a matter of national security,” said Virien. “The slave does have the required royal blood.”


  “The prince has an heir,” Jisten countered. “And this is not an emergency. Nothing should be done until this has been cleared up.”


  “But Marea is in her fertile time now,” said Virien. “And it’s not your call to make but the justicer’s.”


  “If you can present the order from His Majesty in writing, then we will permit it,” said Sinare. “There is no harm in breeding the slave. There is no reduction in property value or any sort of damage. But the crown must pay a fair stud fee to whoever the legal owner turns out to be. We will make the determination of the slave’s value along with the ruling and set the stud fee accordingly.”


  “Marea will bring the written order with her when she comes tomorrow,” said Virien triumphantly.


  “S’Rak needs daily wing oiling,” Jisten said. “Only I am qualified. Justicer, I would appreciate it if you would allow me to do so now and then tell me what time of day is convenient.”


  “No! Risk of flight!” Virien shouted.


  The justicer looked at Rak this time. “Slave. Daily wing oiling. Is that necessary for your species?”


  “Yes, master,” said Rak evenly. “If my wings are not oiled daily, they get patches and then fungus and damage could result.”


  “That is what our records on the Loftoni subspecies state also,” said Sinare, nodding his head. “Very well, daily wing oiling is permitted, but only in the holding pens and under supervision.”


  “He must be kept separate from other prisoners,” Jisten insisted.


  “Of course,” said the justicer. “His presumptive value is set at a thousand royals. High-value livestock is always kept separately.”


  “I’m sorry.” Jisten stroked the tops of Rak’s wings. “That’s the best I can do for now. Please, Justicer, allow S’Rak time to speak to his guard. They are justifiably upset over their high priest’s imprisonment.”


  Sinare shook his head. “This is not an imprisonment. Rak is a slave. You had his papers, so presumably, if he really is your slave, his guard should be accustomed to the situation. If they attack me or the Hall of Justice, they will end up in collars themselves, and it will add to the evidence that he is not your slave.”


  Jisten groaned inwardly at the thought of addressing the dark guard, especially Pikara, alone.


  The justicer held out his hand. “Leash.” He had already collected the suspect papers.


  Virien handed it to him. Jisten had only untied Rak.


  Sinare clipped the end to Rak’s collar. “We will summon you both when we are ready to make our ruling.”


  “Captain, please include me,” Jethain said sweetly after a glare at Virien.


   


  


  Chapter Six: Plans


   


   


  Virien said nothing until the justicer led Rak out. “You know me, Captain. I do not bluster or make idle threats. When I decide to destroy someone, it is done. You are that someone.”


  “I’ll watch my back and my head better,” Jisten replied blandly.


  “Since the sex toy is gone, you have no further reason to be in here bothering me,” said Virien testily. “I have work to do, unlike some people.” His gaze slid to Jethain.


  “With me, Captain,” Jethain said. “We have guards to review, patrols to assign.”


  Virien stroked his goatee.


  Jethain took the bait. “I have an heir.”


  Jisten hid his wince.


  “And soon you will have another,” said Virien. “Marea will make a most excellent wife for you.”


  Jisten grabbed the prince’s upper arm and hauled him away from Virien. “You really need to have S’Liast see to your hand,” Jisten told him. “It’s swollen and purple.”


  “I broke it on something hard and sharp,” Jethain replied. “And dark. I should go to the sun temple. We can speak with Forael.”


  “After you see S’Liast,” said Jisten stubbornly. “He can offer a complete healing, and that’s your sword hand.”


  “Are you sure you want to go to Valer Square?” Jethain asked. “With all those very, very upset dark priests and guards and Valers who adore Araken?”


  “Oh, them,” Jisten answered glumly.


  “S’Liast is still here,” said Nymis, unexpectedly. He’d been very quiet since the justicer had decided to take Rak. “He was tired after healing Jisten, so he went to rest in the suite.”


  “Nymis, we need to run ahead of the justicer and S’Rak. I don’t want to think what Pikara will do when she sees him on a leash. How are your running skills?” Jisten asked.


  “They’re adequate for the task,” replied Nymis. He proved this by running on ahead, armor and arms clanking loudly.


  “Fortunately, stealth isn’t required here,” quipped Kal. He and Sed still followed Jethain.


  Jisten caught up and politely kept pace with the man. “Coming through!” he called to the backs of the justicer and Rak.


  Rak moved aside and watched them pass with an unreadable expression.


  The justicer appeared impatient.


  At the palace doors, Jisten stopped and straightened his uniform. He exited the palace and called Zala to him.


  The avtappi had resumed marching. Zala broke ranks, causing many snorts and much smoke, to trot up to Jisten.


  Jisten mounted her and approached the dark guard.


  “There’s been a complication,” he told them in Okyran, hoping that by addressing them in their language, they’d feel more charitable toward him.


  “You moron!” Pikara shouted. “You lost Thez?”


  “I didn’t lose him,” Jisten said with dignity.


  “The Virien slime is claiming the papers are fake,” said Nymis.


  “Kill him!” Pikara shouted.


  “The justicer is going to hold the Thez until they determine if that’s true.”


  Ikayone’s breath came rapidly, in and out and in and out.


  “Here it comes,” Dolron nudged Pikara.


  “Killing Virien won’t have any effect on what the justicers decide,” said Nymis, “And if we attack the justicers, we’ll be collared, too, and the justicers will claim our actions prove that the papers are fake.”


  “S’Tyll knew what he was doing,” Jisten said as way of reassurance.


  Ikayone was shaking now, too. Flecks of foam appeared on his lips.


  Phonasa went over to him and popped a vial of liquid into Ikayone’s mouth. She expertly tilted the man’s head back and stroked his throat before he could protest. She put her arm around him as his eyelids sagged. The potion was very strong and couldn’t be used if there was a possibility of battle.


  Ikayone’s avtappi broke rank and pressed on the other man’s side.


  The justicer led Rak out of the palace.


  Rak squinted against the glare of the late afternoon sun.


  The justicer hesitated at the sight of the dark guard, apparently waiting for him.


  “Thez!” Pikara called.


  Rak looked at her and his fingers flashed in full Okyran finger talk, “Stand down. The papers are real. This is just a delay.”


  “Guard! Honor escort for our Thezomeh and the justicer!” Pikara called out.


  Phonasa was guiding Ikayone back inside, but the rest of the guard formed up in an escort position, half before and half behind the carriage.


  The justicer climbed into the carriage once he had Rak inside. The carriage set off for the Hall of Justice.


  Jisten took point beside the carriage window.


  The carriage turned in at the gaol entrance, deserting the leading half of its escort. The steel portcullis slammed down behind it, cutting off the rest of the dark guard.


  Jisten, riding beside the carriage, made it though.


  “Cowards!” Pikara’s voice echoed behind them.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sitting on the floor of the carriage, Rak’s lips quirked into a smile at Pikara’s shout. It made him feel slightly happier that Pikara knew where he was. The carriage rolled to a stop, and Rak tracked the driver by the creaking and slight rocking as the man climbed down from the driving box and set the stairs below the door.


  The driver opened the door and the justicer said, “Exit the carriage and wait for me.”


  Rak quietly obeyed. He emerged from the dim carriage, squinted, eased down the steps, edged to the side and stopped. He glanced at Jisten but said nothing.


  The justicer was right behind him, and once the man was on the ground, he picked up the dangling leash and walked toward the building.


  Rak followed him, keeping slack on the leash.


  Jisten fell in beside the justicer.


  Rak approved of that; it would have given the wrong impression if Jisten were to walk in behind the man, alongside a slave.


  Inside the Hall of Justice now, Rak was led downstairs, below the main halls, the chambers of justice and the working temple of Dykaea and Alethian. They reached the gaol level, and there, not far from the passage where prisoners were brought across from the gaol to be judged, were a series of holding cells, about half occupied. Rak was led past these, to another section, this one nearly empty.


  A man stepped out of a small office when they approached.


  “This is Firad; he’s the slave handler for the holding cells. He’ll take you from here.” Sinare told the handler, “Captain Jisten has permission to oil the slave’s wings daily, and also to use the slave should he wish to, but his time is to be limited to no more than two hours per day. Lord Virien, the other claimant, can also visit, and breed the females of his choice to the slave, and he may also use the slave, but again, his time is also limited to two hours per day.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Firad, bowing. “I will make note of it in the log.” He took the leash from Sinare. “Come, Captain, I will show you were the slave will be kept.” He led them deeper into the kennel while the justicer turned back toward the stairs.


  “This is where the high-value animals are kept,” Firad told Jisten, “while their disposition is determined.”


  “Rak isn’t an animal,” said Jisten in a low voice.


  Rak eyed a horse as they passed by, heading down a row of cages.


  “By legal definition, a slave is classified as livestock,” Jisten was told.


  Firad stopped before an empty cage, with several empty cages around it. Rak would have no neighbors closer than four cages away, and that was the horse he’d admired. “Here we are, away from everyone else. Is that suitable, Captain?”


  “Yes,” Jisten allowed, though Rak could tell he didn’t like it. Of course, Jisten wasn’t likely to express approval of any cage.


  Firad opened the cage and led Rak inside. “Slave, you are at liberty within the cage, you may not leave this cage without express permission from a justicer or a gaoler.” He removed the leash, exited the cage and closed the door.


  “I need to oil his wings,” Jisten said in reminder.


  “That hasn’t been done today?” Firad glanced at Rak then shrugged. “The door is unlocked. I will remain nearby to supervise. Remember, you have a two-hour limit.”


  “We are not permitted privacy?” Jisten’s distress was obvious to Rak.


  “No. Not until the slave’s disposition is determined.”


  “He has slave fires.”


  The handler shrugged. “Policy, Captain. He’s a high-value animal; we have to supervise all contact. If you need to use him to relieve his fires, the justicer did specify that sex was permitted. Very generous, for usually that isn’t the case.”


  Jisten paled and his jaw clenched. “I understand.” He turned to the cage and walked in, pulling a bottle of oil from his pocket. He stopped before Rak, and Rak looked up at him. “You were ordered to remain silent, weren't you.”


  Rak nodded.


  “Then, I order you to always speak freely to me.” His smile was sad and he stroked Rak’s cheek. “I’m sorry, S’Rak.”


  “It is not your fault, master,” replied Rak.


  “Must you call me that?”


  “Ai, master. The collar makes me.” He cast a significant glance at the handler, who had found a chair to sit on as he observed them.


  “Lay down,” Jisten said, his voice full of grief.


  Rak laid down on the thin pallet, pleased that there was one in the cage. He’d more than half expected to sleep on bare stone.


  Jisten sat beside him, and he relaxed as Jisten’s hands made contact with his wings. Inhibited by the audience, Jisten oiled his wings thoroughly, precisely but professionally, without the caresses and kisses Rak had come to expect. And when he was done, Jisten made no move to make love to him. Instead, he put the oil away, stroked Rak’s wings one last time, and said, “Forgive me, I just can’t…not with someone watching.”


  “I understand, master. I do not burn badly,” Rak lied, taking advantage of the collar separating him from his powers and his God.


  Jisten accepted his words, thank the night. He left the cage, casting a last, mournful glance back at Rak as the handler led him out.


   


  * * * *


   


  Once the dust had settled, Owain called Jethain into his office. The prince answered the summons with a cold, furious expression on his face. It matched how Owain felt.


  “Virien,” said Owain, cutting off whatever Jethain had been about to say, “has gone way too far.”


  “You don’t say,” snapped Jethain. “He collared my brother. Your son. The high priest. What do you think his people back in Okyro will think of that? His wife? The mage? The one who tosses lightning bolts about for fun?”


  “I know,” growled Owain. “I am well aware of the trouble this will cause. But the legal finding…son, Virien has clear title, backed by the justicer’s ruling. My nobles would scream foul if I were to interfere.”


  “No, Father, he doesn’t.”


  “What?” Owain blinked at him. “I read the ruling myself, son.”


  “Captain Jisten has prior claim,” Jethain informed him. “He was given a full set of Araken’s registration papers, just in case something like this happened.”


  “Oh, so Araken’s free?” Hope bloomed in Owain’s heart.


  “No. When Jisten tried to claim Araken, Virien claimed the papers were forged. Araken was taken by the justicers until they decide who’s right.”


  Owain sighed and rubbed his head. “I pray they decide in the captain’s favor. I am convinced Virien set this up just to embarrass me.”


  “He had to,” Jethain consoled.


  “Well, I need your help. Araken needs your help.”


  “I’ll do everything I can, Father.”


  “We need to figure out a legal way to free Araken, even if the captain wins and especially if he doesn’t.”


  “I’ll start the research immediately. But…if Virien wins, why not claim him for the throne?”


  “There has to be clear evidence of abuse, son. The nobles and the justicers would lynch me if I started claiming slaves without cause. Oh, and also...I have betrothed you to Marea.”


  “What?” Jethain blinked and his hands fell limp. “I thought that was a joke.”


  “Virien plans to have Marea bed Araken. If she conceives, you’ll have an heir. Nobody need know it’s not your seed. In fact, it might be wise of you to witness the ah...matings. To make sure Virien doesn’t slip in a substitute. The priestesses will testify as to bloodline, so it will pass muster.”


  “Everyone will suspect, Father,” Jethain said. He backed into a chair and collapsed into it. He shaded his eyes.


  “That’s why I mentioned the priestesses,” Owain said brightly. “And Marea and Araken are both royal. So it won’t even be a lie.”


  “And what if the baby is winged? What then?”


  “As long as it's a boy, and healthy, who cares? The wings won't be obvious right away, Araken's weren't. Perhaps we could have them removed, like a circumcision, but for wings. But we don't need to worry about that yet. First your heir must be born.” Owain straightened some loose papers on his desk. “You’ll have a lot on your plate. We’re leaving for the summer palace soon. I want this resolved by then.”


  “I can’t go to the summer palace with all this, Father,” Jethain protested.


  “It is more important that you remain to protect your brother,” agreed Owain after a moment.


  “Thank you,” Jethain said with less sarcasm than was due him.


  Owain rubbed his temples again. “Thinking about this is giving me a headache. And a sour stomach. Maybe you’re right about the whole slavery thing. This wouldn’t be an issue then, right?”


  Jethain sat straight up. “That’s right!”


  “In your free time, if you want to draft some legislation? Perhaps we can present it to the council this fall.” Owain looked like he’d swallowed something sour.


  The corner of Jethain’s mouth quirked up. “I can do that.”


  “That’ll do. Just don’t tell your mother about any of this.”


  Jethain pfft’d.


  “Cookie?” Owain indicated the plate of honey cookies.


  “I love those cookies!” Jethain eagerly took two.


  Owain smiled at him fondly. “Take another.”


  Jethain snagged a third cookie and walked out munching.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten’s heart was heavy as he rode out of the justicers’ court. The fact that the dark guard was still outside the portcullis waiting for him did nothing to improve his mood. He addressed Pikara directly. “He’s safe, for now. I want two of you here at all times. Without exception. Can you manage that?”


  “We can.” For once, Pikara didn’t give him any lip. She ticked off Dolron and Kryt. “You’re first watch.”


  “If Virien comes here, I want a mastigi sent to me,” Jisten continued. “S’Rak gave me command in his absence. So my command is to continue your primary duty. Guard S’Rak. If Virien gives you any excuse to kill him, you have my permission to do so.”


  The dark guards saluted him. Even Pikara.


  He nodded once and turned Zala back toward the palace. The remaining guards fell in behind him. As he rode, he wondered how he could get private time with Rak. Or, failing that, how he could brazen through strengthening the baby while being watched. The very idea made his skin crawl.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak wasn’t left alone for long. Firad, a nondescript brown-haired man, dressed in the uniform of the Hall of Justice and wearing the insignia of a slaver, walked back down the row until he stood before Rak’s cage. He opened the door, a leash in his hand. “Come here, slave.” He sounded bored.


  Rak walked over to him when the collar started to give him pain.


  Firad clipped the leash to the collar. “Follow.” He turned and walked off, holding the leash loosely, not even checking to see if Rak was obeying. Of course, the collar ensured his obedience. He only had so much energy to spare, and wasting it on fighting the collar over something so petty made no sense. Rak followed docilely.


  Firad brought him to a bare stone area that had a slightly sloped floor leading to a drain. There were rings set in the wall—to tie animals to, Rak guessed. This is a bathing area.


  “Remove the garment,” Firad ordered, his flat brown eyes now fixed on Rak.


  Rak pulled the tunic off, the thin fabric offering no resistance when it slid over his wings. He pulled it over his head and pushed it off to dangle on the leash.


  Firad was ready for that. He grasped the leash closer to Rak’s neck and dropped the other end, allowing the tunic to fall to the floor. The leash slid back through his hand as he backed up. “Pick it up and put it in that bin.” The man pointed to a wood and fabric contraption.


  Rak bent down, picked up the tunic and placed it in the bin.


  There was just enough length on the leash to permit this, but once that was done, Firad led him into the center of the wash area and tied the end of the leash to a ring. The next thing he did was cut Rak’s hair with a razor and the surety of much practice. From the way it felt, he didn’t leave more than a finger width of hair on Rak’s scalp. The man then proceeded to wash Rak as if he were incapable of cleaning himself. His touch was impersonal, even when scrubbing Rak’s genitals. Rak was scrubbed, rinsed and toweled dry with brisk efficiency.


  Firad removed Rak’s leash to dress him in a garish orange slave tunic that was far less revealing than the one he’d been wearing. It also wasn’t slit for his wings.


  When the handler pushed the fabric down over the furled mass of the wings, Rak wanted to protest, fearing the wing and back cramps that would result from the close confinement, but Virien’s order hadn’t been countermanded.


  Firad put the leash back on and led Rak upstairs and into a small room.


  A shaggy-haired man was already in the room, setting up what appeared to be fine snowy-white parchment and a selection of drawing implements. The handler removed the leash, pulled the tunic right back off of Rak and said, “You will obey the artist until he is finished documenting your markings.”


  Rak then spent a couple of hours standing, turning and posing for the artist. By the time it was over, he was tired, hungry, thirsty and horny. The garish tunic, still not slit for his wings, was put back on him, the leash reattached and then he was led back down to his cage.


  Firad put him in the cage, removed the leash and said, “You are at liberty in the cage again, slave. You may not leave the cage, as before. You may speak or make noise if you must. Do not abuse the privilege.” The handler closed and, this time, locked the door before he walked off.


  Rak watched him go. He turned to the back corner of the cage, found the empty bucket and took care of the pressingly urgent natural functions. Then, he sat on the pallet. There wasn’t anything else to do and he was tired. Ignoring the growling of his stomach, he closed his eyes and meditated. Eventually, he heard the man returning. He opened his eyes before the handler came near, bearing a pair of chipped ceramic bowls.


  Both bowls were set down and pushed through the gap beneath the cage door. Next, Firad pulled a large chunk of bread from a sack slunk over his shoulder and thrust it through the bars.


  Rak was quick to take it.


  Firad walked on without a word, and Rak turned his attention to the food. It wasn’t much—some sort of pease pottage in one bowl, plain water in the other. Rak ate every scrap of it, despite the bland taste. They certainly hadn’t wasted any bacon or ham in the pottage or given it more than the most cursory of seasonings.


  Realistically, it was about what Rak would have expected for slave fare. He used the soft inside of the partially stale bread to wipe up every trace of the food. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. But it was all he was going to get. Meal done, he carefully pushed the bowls back out of the cage, retreated to the pallet and resumed his mediation. He let his mind drift, not in hopes of touching his God, but because it soothed him.


   


  * * * *


   


  Єnatεra Atεlio, Si’Yεni Fεngari


  9th day, 2nd week, Si’Yeni’s moon


   


  S’Rianz took the message off the altar. It wasn’t from S’Rak, his superior, the only person he would expect to receive a message from. He broke the seal—green wax stamped with the Thezi sigil, which deepened the mystery. The Thezi seal but not from the Thezomeh. Before reading, his eyes skipped to the bottom. S’Ioli. Writing for himself. Rianz went back to the top and started to read.


   


  The palace chancellor and adopted brother of the king, Virien, has attempted to collar S’Rak. Captain Jisten put the contingency plan into action, but Virien managed to partially block it, claiming the papers a forgery. The justicers have taken S’Rak into custody until his legal owner can be determined. S’Rak’s guards are most wroth, and I fear what they might do if the ruling goes against us. Please send legal counsel and back up at once. Sergeant Pikara is requesting that the Third Battle also be dispatched to enforce Okyro’s rights as a sovereign nation and secure S’Rak’s release.


   


  S’Ioli


   


  Rianz was shaking with anger by the end of the short missive. He spun on a heel and marched straight to the Strazi section. When he reached the doors of the Strazi domain, he politely told the duty guard, “I need to speak to S’Kenric at once on a matter of the utmost urgency.”


  “Sir.” The guard saluted and immediately went through the door to deliver the message.


  Rianz waited impatiently. He knew better than to intrude into the sanctuary of another sect uninvited, but he didn’t appreciate the delay.


  The guard returned quickly. “He’s expecting you, Thezine. First door on the right.”


  Rianz blinked. That wasn’t Kenric’s office. He nodded, thanked the man and went through the doors. The first door on the right was three paces further on. He went through it and paused, eyes fixing on the large tabletop map of A’filozenoi and Polemo. Automatically, he found the Aemyna Line, a series of forts on the border strung out like beads on a string. There were many red markers being placed around most of them.


  Kenric cleared his throat, drawing Rianz’ gaze. “You said it was urgent,” grated the Strazomeh in his gravelly hoarse voice.


  Rianz held out the message. “This came through the altar. Some bloody fool has tried to collar the Thezomeh.”


  Kenric’s brown eyes narrowed. He took the message and read it. Then, he looked at the map, and Rianz could almost see the craggy high priest calculating his forces to determine what he could spare. “The Bitch is making a major push; her forces are attacking half the forts on the line as we speak. I need everything I have to meet this attack. I can’t spare any units for a field trip to Koilatha. Not right now. Later, perhaps.”


  Rianz drew in a breath to protest, but Kenric wasn’t done.


  “I know it’s hard. S’Rak is greatly respected. But this isn’t a crisis worth losing the border over, not yet. If the ruling goes against us, and this Virien claims S’Rak as his slave, then I will send at least three Battles to conquer the place and liberate our Thezomeh. Until then, however, I would do as your young priest asks. Send the Ekli and the Astri to fight the legal battle.” Kenric’s lips quirked. “And do show this to his wife. Let her do as she wills.”


  Rianz nodded, glancing at the map again. “When do you leave, and what ancillary forces do you need?” He’d gotten more out of Kenric than he’d hoped for, and waiting made some sense, even though his heart wanted to free S’Rak this instant. It just wasn’t possible. One man’s freedom, stacked against thousands of lives in the forts defending their border? S’Rak wasn’t in any real danger so long as the justicers held him, and the Thezi had a duty to support the Strazi in war.


  The Strazomeh was the highest ranked of the high priests and he had the right to command all other sects, all other high priests. The younger priests joked that if the Strazomeh wanted to, he could make each of the other high priests bend over for him in turn. According to the history books, at least three Strazomehs had done so. The brethren took their oaths of obedience very seriously. All oaths, really, because of the second law. But the hierarchy of power became complicated when more than one sect was being considered. The intricacies of whom outranked whom was based on sect, rank and years of seniority but could still confuse even those in the priesthood.


  “I need the dragon wings and the Thezi cavalry. I leave Okyro tonight, after midnight mass. The train is being prepared for a speed run.”


  The train. Rianz swallowed. That machine, the baby of the Kexnai sect, was their secret weapon in the war. It used steam, somehow, to speed troops and supplies south to the border almost as fast as a dragon could fly. It travelled on a metal road, the Kexnai called them rails, through an underground tunnel specially built for the purpose connecting Okyro, Midgate and Centerpoint. “I’ll have the cavalry unit ready to board directly after mass. S’Ravinia will order the dragon wings to assemble at Centerpoint.”


  “Thank you.”


   


  


  Chapter Seven: Hall of Justice


   


   


  Collared or not, Rak still knew what time it was and when the sun set. At the proper time, Rak’s voice lifted in the first of the hymns of Evensong. They could cut him off from sensing his God, but they couldn’t stop his worship. Focused on the rite, he didn’t notice Firad’s return or hear his angry command for silence. The collar flared, giving him pain, but it was incidental, of no importance. Then, despite the collar, he felt it. Zotien’s presence, the God’s divine essence touching him, flowing into him, offering reassurance and hope.


  Power swelled in Rak, nightflames blossomed on his limbs, dancing across his body. The collar turned scorchingly hot for a split instant then broke asunder, clattering down to the floor in a dozen shattered shards. The garish tunic was consumed by darkness and was replaced by the black working robes of a high priest. Rak concluded the rite and opened his eyes, reveling in the renewed contact with his God. The slave handler was nowhere to be seen. Rak suspected his departure had been recent.


  No doubt he will be back, Rak told himself. He remained seated on the pallet. Where else could he go? Zotien had done what He could, probably more than He should, violating the sacred space of two other Gods to do so. And there was nothing Rak could do about the legal aspect. He had known, been adequately warned, of the risks of being a submissive lover of men in this country. He played with the remaining nightflames, letting them run over his hands until the brown man returned with reinforcements.


  There were several large men with Firad, dressed in the uniforms of gaolers, and two justicers, neither of whom looked familiar to him. Rak stretched his wings out briefly, re-furled them and made no move when the door was opened.


  “Come out, slave,” snapped Firad.


  Rak stood and walked out of the cage. He was immediately grabbed by the gaolers and held tightly as one of the justicers locked a new collar on his neck. Abruptly, his sense of Zotien faded to nothing. He continued to offer no resistance as the gaolers stripped the silk robes off his body. But when another garish orange tunic appeared, Rak said, “Please make wing slits in it.”


  The nearest gaoler backhanded him, splitting his lower lip. Rak tasted the blood but ignored it. The orange tunic was put on him. Rak could feel the wings being pressed to his back by the rough fabric.


  Firad was talking to the justicers. “What if he does it again? It’s night now.”


  “If he tries anything else, gag him.” The justicer didn’t even glance at Rak. “That will prevent him from calling for his God. Also, this collar is stronger than the last—the strongest we have, actually. If his God can break this one, I’ll petition the Twins for aid. He’s a legal collar; his God has no right to interfere.”


  “Yes, sir.” Firad looked relieved. He glanced at Rak then asked, “May I punish him?”


  “No. He didn’t resist being re-collared. It makes no sense to punish him for his God’s actions and would probably just infuriate his God. But the slave is reported to have slave fires. If the animal is in need, you have our leave to deal with that as you see fit.”


  The handler bowed.


  Rak was pushed back into his cage, the door locked. The crowd cleared out, leaving Rak alone with Firad. The man was busy elsewhere in the cellblock, but Rak could hear him moving around.


  In due time, the handler returned to Rak’s cage. He unlocked the door and stepped inside. He removed Rak’s tunic then leashed him and connected the far end of the chain to a ring set in the floor.


  Firad studied him with the same flat gaze as before.


  Rak remained on his pallet, not kneeling, not offering obeisance, but he kept his eyes downcast.


  “Kneel,” Firad commanded.


  Now Rak moved, shifting into the required position, spreading his knees wide.


  The handler’s booted foot slid forward on the pallet, under Rak’s package. Firad raised his foot a little, mashing Rak’s balls between the leather of his boot and Rak’s body. “Do you burn, slave? Speak only the truth.”


  Rak wanted to lie. He didn’t want this man who wasn’t Jisten or Tyll. But he did burn and he had more than himself to think of. “Yes, master, I burn.” He spread his legs a little more widely and rocked himself over the handler’s boot, enough so that Firad could see it, not enough that he could be accused of breaking position. He seemed pleased by the display in any case.


  “Position yourself for my use, slave.”


  Rak turned in place, rolling so that he was on all fours, facing the back of the cage, with his rear pointed to Firad. As he’d been trained, he lowered his front half, taking his weight on his forearms and pressing his forehead to the floor to position his opening at a better angle. He heard the rustle of clothes being adjusted and the sound of the man’s body lowering itself behind Rak’s. The handler’s strong, calloused hands abruptly gripped Rak’s cheeks, pulling them apart and the liquid warmth of the man’s spit landed on his opening. Rak shivered in reaction, his fires ratcheting up another couple of notches.


  Firad pushed a thick finger into Rak’s hole, and Rak moaned helplessly in appreciation as he pushed himself against the invading digit.


  The handler chuckled softly and added a second finger then a third. Several times, he spat down into Rak’s opening to lubricate it thoroughly.


  Rak worked himself on Firad’s pumping fingers, gasping and moaning in reaction to the sensations coursing through him. The handler withdrew his fingers, and Rak writhed in the near agony of emptiness, crying out in fear and lust, begging the man to take him, use him.


  His begging was rewarded. The slave handler thrust his cock into Rak powerfully, taking charge from the first moment of penetration. He gripped Rak’s hips and pulled Rak back into his deep, savage thrusts. The meaty smacks of their bodies colliding weren’t entirely drowned out by Rak’s renewed cries. Firad seemed supremely uninterested in Rak’s efforts to help him, so Rak stopped trying and just held position, allowing the man to use him as he willed. He was still rewarded by the usage, both in pleasure and in the subsidence of his slave fires. It didn’t matter how hard or how gently his body was used, so long as he was used enough to appease the fires which ruled him.


  The cynical part of him considered that slavery was a state from which he should never have been released. At least now, he wouldn’t have to worry so much about being caught with a man atop him. It was permissible, even socially acceptable, to top or otherwise sexually dominate a male sex slave. So once the justicers released him to Jisten, the captain would be free to display his dominant affection for him. Rak found himself looking forward to that.


  Firad finished with a deep groan of satisfaction, and Rak writhed as the man’s throbbing cock shot its hot seed deeply into him, triggering his own dependent climax. The handler held him in place with an iron grip until his softening, shrinking member slipped out of its own accord. Then, he stood and walked out, leaving Rak naked, chained and in the position of use. Once Firad was out of the cage, Rak was technically at liberty, so he moved. He sat on the pallet, facing the hallway, and wondered why the cage door had been left open. The leash on his collar was too short to allow him to even reach the opening, of course, so it wasn’t like he could escape.


  He wasn’t left to wonder for long.


  Another man, a gaoler by the uniform, walked over and right into the cage. “Position,” he commanded, voice short with impatience.


  Rak quickly assumed the same position he had for the handler, with the same result. He was grasped, used and left in short order. This was a pattern that repeated itself once or twice an hour, all night long.


   


  Harday, the 40th of Xrehnmon


   


  In the morning, Firad fed him again. This time, it was an oat and barley porridge, heavy, thick and nearly inedible. Rak ate it anyway. And the stale loaf end of heavy rye and buckwheat. He drank every drop of water offered him, too. Once he’d eaten, a process that didn’t take long and still left him nearly as ravenous as he’d been before, the handler led him to the bathing area. Here, he was leashed again, but this time, before bathing him, Firad bent him over at the waist and thrust in.


  Rak moaned, enjoying it more than he thought he should. This wasn’t Jisten, but then, he wasn’t free. He was a slave now, and the handler was legally permitted to do this. The submissive side of him, always lurking just under the surface, was taking over again, and Rak permitted that, too. It was easier, and less painful, to submit and cooperate. It wasn’t as if Firad was doing anything unusual or wrong. He knew his place. So while the handler pumped inside him, he worked his body to assist the man’s efforts.


  “You’re a lusty one, aren’t you?” Firad asked, tone surprised. He didn’t seem to object to Rak’s cooperation. “You like this?”


  “Yes, master, thank you, master,” Rak gasped out.


  Firad finished with him and pulled out. He stepped around to Rak’s head, his softening cock damp with fluid. “Clean me,” he said, voice flat once more.


  Rak set his tongue to the man’s flesh, licking it clean of the traces of lust. The handler stroked Rak’s head briefly then tucked himself away and proceeded to bathe Rak with the same casual indifference as he had the previous day. Once Rak was washed, he was clad in a clean orange tunic that still wasn’t slit for his wings.


  Firad led him upstairs again, into a different small room. But it was a justicer, Sinare, the one who’d collared him, that Rak faced, not an artist.


  Firad led Rak up to the man and commanded, “Slave, kneel.”


  Rak knelt, keeping his knees together.


  “Properly, slave,” the Firad barked, a hint of anger coloring the usually flat tone.


  Rak spread his legs apart. He risked a peek upward and found the justicer looking down at him with what was almost a contemplative expression.


  Sinare reached out and set a hand on Rak’s head.


  Rak blinked as he felt a crawling sensation along the inside of his skull. It was quite peculiar.


  “Interesting,” murmured Sinare. “The slave’s mind is clouded to me; I cannot see into him at all.”


  “Is it the collar? It’s the strongest we have, according to Justicer Cheltyn.”


  “Perhaps.” Sinare reached down to Rak’s neck and hesitated. “Slave.”


  “Master?” Rak kept his gaze down and his tone humble, hiding his amusement.


  “I am going to remove your collar briefly. Do not try anything or you will be punished. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, master.” Rak’s amusement grew. What do they think I can do? Cast lightning bolts at them? His collaring was disgustingly legal, and he was well aware of that fact. He placed his hopes in Jisten’s papers, and when the justicer removed his collar, nothing happened.


  Sinare tried again. The tickling in Rak’s head was more pronounced. “Still nothing. I’ve never felt a mind as shielded as this one.” The man frowned down at Rak. “His protections let nothing in, nothing out.”


  “He shares pleasure though,” said Firad.


  “Does he?” Sinare replaced the collar. “Well, perhaps that is a way to bypass the shields on his mind. Leave us. I will call for you when I am done with him.”


  Firad bowed and walked out, closing the door.


  The justicer sat back down and started to undo his robes. “I find this distasteful, slave. Why are you blocked to me?”


  “My Lord protects me,” Rak replied. “I am His servant and always will be.”


  “You are a slave,” said Sinare. He bared his front and gestured. “Prepare me.”


  Rak came off his heels, shuffled forward a little and kissed Sinare’s cock and balls in the proper manner before he started to stimulate the sensitive organ into hard readiness. Distasteful or not, it didn’t take long for the justicer to reach full erection under Rak’s tongue.


  The man grunted when Rak’s mouth swallowed him and gave suck. His hand rested briefly on Rak’s head, and the tickling came and went again. Then, Sinare commanded, “Position yourself, slave.”


  Rak backed off the cock, turned and assumed the position before the justicer.


  Sinare worked himself into Rak slowly, as if unsure of how to go about it.


  Rak held still, resisting the urge to rock back and push himself onto the shaft, despite his strong desire to do so. Sinare’s strokes slowly gained in depth and confidence, until at last the man’s balls slapped against Rak with each short thrust. Rak sensed his pleasure at being taken feeding back into his user.


  Sinare grunted. “This is quite nice. Firad was right; you do share pleasure. Now, let’s see if this will work.” The hand descended onto Rak’s head.


  Pain consumed Rak. He screamed, his body tensing all over as indescribable agony lanced through him from skull to toes. He could feel the justicer still pounding him, still raking in the pleasure generated by his body, and he wondered if the man had any notion of how badly Rak hurt, and then, the blinding agony passed, and he felt limp and exhausted, and the justicer continued to use him, slowly, languidly, in no hurry to reach completion.


   


  * * * *


   


  Justicer Sinare pumped his hips as he considered what to do next. The slave’s mind remained opaque to him, the memories he wanted to see were locked away somewhere he couldn’t reach. He knew he’d hurt the slave a little, that had been unavoidable, caused by his attempt to break through the barriers set around the slave’s mind. It wasn’t his fault, he wasn’t the one who’d put that barrier there. It was his sacred duty to read the memories of those who came before him that he might know the absolute truth of a situation before he had to cast a judgment upon it.


  In this case, that wasn’t possible. Yes, the slave shared its pleasure, but that was a projection from the slave to him, it wasn’t the same as the slave’s mind letting him in. That this Rak was a truly a slave, he had no doubt. The question was who owned the slave. That was why he’d tried to search the slave’s memories, to find the beast’s rightful master.


  There were two men claiming rights over this slave. Jisten and Virien. Since he couldn’t read the slave, the next best thing to do, he decided, would be to read their memories. If he could establish who’d had first use of the slave, that would answer the question of who the slave’s rightful owner was, regardless of what the papers said.


  He suspected that the papers were either outright forgeries or might as well be. Even if they were real, they had been invalidated by the slave’s long tenure in A’filozenoi, a land that did not allow slavery. But the slave had submitted to men here in this country and therefore had opened himself to collaring. The question for Sinare was who had the better claim.


  He sighed in enjoyment as he came, giving his seed to the receptive body of the sex slave. A moment later, he closed his eyes, savoring the sensation of the slave’s shared orgasm, the one he’d given to the slave. I will permit him to be chained to the foot of my bed tonight, he decided. It was one of his rights, as a justicer, to enjoy the use of any slave in custody. He pulled out and sagged back into his chair. The slave turned, without permission, and Sinare frowned to see such boldness, but then, the slave was licking him, and it felt very, very good.


  Sinare looked down and this time he smiled. The slave’s pink tongue washing his genitals was a lovely sight. “You do that well, slave.” Praising an animal when it did well was a long-established training technique, one that Sinare approved of. Positive reinforcement was as strong as negative. Using the carrot and the stick in combination was the best.


  Once he was clean, Sinare said, “Kneel.”


  The slave resumed the proper position immediately.


  Sinare tucked himself away and closed his robes. “Firad!” he called.


  The slave handler came in a moment later. “Yes, sir?”


  “I am done with the slave for now. Return him to the cells. Oh, have him cleansed and sent to my chambers after dinner tonight.”


  “Yes, sir, I’ll see to it.” Firad clipped a leash to Rak’s collar. “Slave, follow.” He tugged and Rak stood. He led the slave out.


  Sinare sat back, pleased. He was already looking forward to tonight. But first, he had duties to attend to. He wrote down his findings, or rather, his lack of findings, the reasons why, and the various things he’d tried to break the barrier. He added his recommendation that the memories of Jisten and Virien be examined to establish primacy of claim. His report would be added to the slave’s growing file.


   


  


  Chapter Eight: Visitation


   


   


  Owain looked at Virien’s daughter, who long had pursued his son. “And what would you do should you bear the heir to the throne?” he asked. It might seem a little late for a job interview, but if Marea wasn’t suitable, there were steps that could be taken even now. The order to allow her to be bred by the slave was on his desk, awaiting only his signature. The fact that she was free and Rak a slave didn’t matter. Rak had acceptable blood, and women were a bare step above chattel anyhow.


  In most of the duchies of his kingdom, a housewife was literally just that, the wife of whatever man owned the dwelling she was bound to. Owain heartily approved of keeping women in their place. He knew that Virien shared his views on that. Marea was broodstock to the chancellor, nothing more, and she was clearly aware of her place. The dress she wore was sheer, almost transparent, and displayed her assets nicely. It enabled Owain to ascertain that her body was of good quality, suitable for breeding and bearing children.


  Marea curtsied prettily. “Majesty, it would only be proper for me to wed Prince Jethain. That way, there could be no question of my baby’s legitimacy.”


  “Yes, and as queen, tell me how you would raise my grandson.”


  “I would raise the young prince to be obedient, valorous, virtuous and loyal. He will be a true Koilathan prince in the old sense of the word.”


  Owain stroked his beard in approval.


  “And he will be fortunate to have your great wisdom at his disposal,” continued the girl.


  Owain looked pleased. “Yes, I intend to tutor my grandson. I shall do a better job.”


  “Oh, Jethain wasn’t your fault,” said Marea with a dimpled smile. “You were busy with the border baron’s revolt when the new Ylion put notions in his young, impressionable mind.”


  “Yes, much less religion. Bad for a man’s mind. You agree?”


  “Very much. Look at what religion has done to your other son as well! A crying shame, that is. A prince has no more need for religion than to be seen at sun mass weekly.”


  Virien walked in from where he had been listening at the door. “Well, brother, having a nice chat with my daughter?”


  Marea curtsied again, “Honored Father, welcome.” She said no more. It wasn’t her place and Virien had raised her properly.


  “Yes, very instructive. She says the right things,” Owain admitted.


  “Of course she does. And she means them, too.” He tapped his belt in subtle emphasis. Virien had often suggested to Owain that taking a belt to Jezaia’s bottom would improve her to no end.


  “Yes, I’ve asked around and she’s never given anyone trouble,” Owain said. “Certainly never freed any slaves.”


  “She wouldn’t dare do anything that improper,” replied Virien.


  “Slaves are set below us by divine law,” Marea dared to say. “They’re meant to stay that way.” Marea giggled. “How silly to free one.”


  “Once we claim the stud, we will be able to not only breed an heir, but a spare.” Virien pulled the top of her dress open, displaying her full breasts and excitement-crinkled nipples. “She has the right build to bear children with ease, and the tits to nurse them properly so that lesser milk need not content your heir.”


  “I am ready to suckle my prince’s heirs,” Marea said softly. “And to have as many children as Your Majesty desires. I will be obedient to your will and a good wife to Prince Jethain.”


  After taking a good look at her plump breasts, Owain signed the order and handed it to Virien. “See that she gets whatever she needs for the breeding but make sure it’s properly documented. There can’t be any question.”


  “As you will, Sire.” Virien motioned for Marea to pull her dress back up.


   


  * * * *


   


  Marea didn’t pout as she obeyed. She didn’t mind her father displaying her. He’d done it before. He’d explained to her that a man seeking a female to breed heirs upon would need to examine her assets before he could make a sound decision. And it even gave her a little thrill to stand thus before the king. She wished that her father had pushed the dress all the way down and ordered her to display her crotch the way he had for her last suitor. Such a pity her father had deemed that man unfit to marry her—his family was nearly bankrupt.


  She cheered herself with the thought that she could use the sex slave daily, and once she married Jethain, she could have two men whenever she wanted.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten presented himself to the entrance of the holding cells and told the clerk seated at the receiving desk, “I am here to oil my slave’s wings. I have the authority to do so.” He presented the written permission he’d been given; he’d been told it would act as a pass to let him in to see Rak.


  “Of course, sir. Go on in.” The clerk waved him on with a smile and a nod.


  “Thank you,” Jisten said, polite as ever. He marched into the cellblock, turned and headed for the more empty section where Rak was being kept. It didn’t take him long to get there.


  Rak, dressed in a garish orange tunic, was sitting on the thin pallet, staring off into space. His head turned fractionally, and his yellow-green eyes widened. “Jisten!”


  “S’Rak, how are you?” Jisten cursed himself. What a stupid thing to ask. He tried the door. It was unlocked, so he let himself in and sat down beside Rak. His hand went to the tunic straining over Rak’s back. “No wing slits?”


  “I did ask,” Rak replied quietly. “I was ignored.”


  Jisten throttled his rage. He could hear the slave handler moving around, performing his routine. He knew that what he did here would be reported on. He had to act like a user, a slave master, even though what he wanted to do was gather Rak into his arms and cuddle with him. “Take it off.”


  Rak glanced at him fleetingly, but his hands were already pulling the tunic up.


  Jisten made no move to help.


  Rak removed the thin tunic and set it on the edge of the pallet. Without a word, Rak knelt before him, knelt like a sex slave, with his knees widely spread.


  Jisten wanted to protest, wanted to cover Rak’s exposed manhood, but instead, he picked up the tunic, spread it out and used his belt knife to cut slits in the back for Rak’s wings. He sheathed the knife and set the doctored tunic aside. Jisten could see Firad approaching, so he reached out and gripped Rak’s scrotum. The steel scrotal ring pressed into his palm.


  Rak moaned and spread his legs a little further. He didn’t speak, but his gaze, brimming with trust and love, locked with Jisten’s and there was the slightest of smiles on his lips.


  For the sake of the now-watching handler’s report, Jisten rolled Rak’s balls in his hand, tugged on them then tugged on Rak’s erection before he said, “Turn and face the door.”


  Rak obeyed, turning his back on Jisten.


  Jisten took out the vial of spar oil, uncorked it with a practiced move, tipped exactly the correct amount onto his fingers and started the task of oiling Rak’s wings. Jisten glanced at the handler, who still watched them, and said, “I’m very displeased by S’Rak’s condition this morning. It’s unacceptable. The tunics must have slits made in them for his wings. Bound like they were leads to cramping and possible damage. If you can’t take the basic care of him necessary to maintain his health, I want to take him home.”


  Firad swallowed, bowed and said, “I’ll see what I can do, Captain.” He turned and strode away.


  “What else do you need, S’Rak?”


  “More food. The gruel they feed slaves on is barely enough to keep a man alive.” Rak glanced back at him. “Will you strengthen your baby before you go?”


  “I will,” said Jisten, feeling his expression setting to stone. He wasn’t looking forward to trying to make love to Rak in public. He focused on the task at hand and managed to forget his surroundings for seconds at a time. He did do a thorough job on Rak’s wings in spite of his internal torment.


  When it was done and he was out of excuses, Jisten glanced around. To all appearances, they were still alone. The handler remained occupied on the far side of the holding cells. It was never going to get more private than it was now. Jisten opened his pants but couldn’t bring himself to disrobe. Not here, not in public. Besides, not undressing sent the right sort of message. He bared himself and said, “Prepare me.” He wanted to be gentle, to speak kind words of love, but he was afraid that the justicers, or their functionaries, had magical ways to see what was going on in the cells, like Murson had in the sun temple. So he acted like a master to the best of his ability.


  Rak didn’t complain. He didn’t argue. He put his face down to Jisten’s crotch and kissed his cock and balls in proper greeting then kissed and licked them until Jisten was fully erect and panting from the surges of lust Rak was causing him.


  Jisten lay down on his back, pulling Rak atop him. His hand found Rak’s belly, and he stroked the opening, feeling it unseal against his hand. He spread his fingers, pushing his cock up between them so that the opening didn’t have a chance to close. Once the head of his penis was lodged in Rak’s kironi hole, Jisten pulled the smaller man down onto his shaft, groaning as a wave of intense pleasure rolled through him from his groin outward.


  He pumped his hips, gliding in and out of Rak’s delectable body, awash in the pleasure each inward thrust engendered. His hands shifted to the undersides of Rak’s wings and he stroked the sensitive skin there, causing Rak to cry out and flex atop him. The more he stroked, the more Rak moved to cooperate with his thrusts and the greater his own reward became.


  He could feel the kironi magic even through the collar, and more, he sensed Si’Yeni’s presence. He prayed to her even as he thrust into Rak’s body, prayed for her understanding, her forgiveness and her aid. He shuddered, crying out as a powerful climax overwhelmed his senses. Something flowed out of him along with his seed, and then Rak was crying out and orgasming in turn. It was a dependent orgasm, like those he gave after regular sex, and Jisten could tell, somehow, that their paired climaxes had relieved Rak’s fires.


  For a moment, he rested, still inside Rak, savoring the sensation of Rak’s pliant body sheathing him. He didn’t want it to end. Apparently, neither did Rak, for the Loftoni was gently rubbing his body against Jisten, undulating in a way that allowed his abdominal muscles to clench against Jisten’s shaft, stimulating it. Jisten rolled his hips, his hands shifting to Rak’s waist in order to pull the smaller man down on him even more firmly.


  Rak took one of his hands off the floor and undid the top of Jisten’s shirt—he wasn’t wearing his jacket, it was too hot. Once Jisten’s chest was exposed, Rak set his hand back down and started kissing and licking Jisten’s collarbones and pecs.


  Jisten smiled dreamily, closing his eyes as he enjoyed Rak, pumping slowly and languidly with no urgency beyond his own desire for pleasure. Whenever he sensed Rak tensing up at being taken this way, he reached under a wing and stroked. It worked every time. He and Tyll had agreed that this was the best approach to retraining Rak’s skewed beliefs about kironi sex.


  Jisten’s second orgasm was even stronger than his first, and Rak’s loud cry of pleasure echoed off the stone walls. Jisten didn’t mind Rak’s noise. It was proof positive that he was doing a good job. He stroked Rak’s wings until he’d come back down from the heights of ecstasy then murmured, “We’re done, S’Rak.”


  He felt Rak lift off of him, but he didn’t want to open his eyes yet. He didn’t want the sight of the cage to ruin the last lingering enjoyment of orgasm.


  Rak’s tongue slid around his cock, and he sighed in appreciation of his lover. Rak cleaned him gently, thoroughly, and Jisten was about to ask him for more when a voice interrupted them.


  “Captain Jisten, since you are done using the slave, we have a few questions for you.”


  The voice didn’t sound hostile. More curious than anything. So Jisten opened his eyes and sat up. The slave handler and the justicer were both standing there, clearly watching him. He covered himself quickly, grateful that Rak’s head blocked their view. “You may dress,” he told Rak.


  “Thank you, master,” Rak replied. He dressed quickly in the orange tunic, and Jisten smoothed his wings through the improvised slits.


  When he saw Firad’s narrowed eyes, Jisten turned Rak and said, “I slit this tunic for his wings. It’s not hard, and it makes a big difference. I’ll pay for the tunics to be altered if that’s what it takes.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” replied Sinare. “Firad, use that tunic as a guide to alter any further tunics you put on the slave.”


  “Yes, sir,” replied the handler.


  “Thank you,” said Jisten. He faced Justicer Sinare with what dignity he could muster, under the circumstances. “What questions did you have of me?”


  “With your permission, I would like to examine some of your memories as they pertain to the slave. His mind is blocked from us, or I would not ask.”


  “Why do you need to examine my memories? The papers clearly show that he’s mine.”


  “Even if the papers are real, Captain, they’re unlikely to stand. The slave spent time in A’filozenoi, a country that outlawed slavery. By the laws of that land, he was legally freed. Now, he is in Koilatha, and he submitted to another man sexually. His collaring was legal. He was not a slave until that act of submission on his part. However, given his past, and the slave potions, we are aware that yesterday could not have been the first time he submitted to man here in this country. We need to determine primacy. The man who used him first is the legal owner.”


  “That would still be me,” Jisten replied, relaxing. “Very well, I consent to your examination. Anything else?”


  “What were you doing to the slave? Beyond the obvious, that is. It was clear that you were using him sexually, but in his belly? Not his rear?”


  “S’Rak is a sacred kironi. By the grace of the gods, he is able to bear children. He is currently pregnant with my son. The kironi magic requires daily strengthening by the father, by sexual intercourse through the kironi opening. I was performing that duty.”


  “Pregnant?” Sinare considered Rak through narrowed eyes. “I will need proof of this as well.”


  “You will see the truth of it in my memories,” Jisten replied. “However, as a pregnant kironi, he needs to eat far more than a regular person. The magic causes him to grow the baby in half the time, but the price of that magic is nourishment.”


  “That is easy to remedy,” said Sinare. “I will write that the slave is permitted to eat his fill at each meal.”


  “Again, thank you.” Jisten smiled at Rak. Things were looking up now.


  “I will schedule your examination once I hear back from Lord Virien. I would prefer to examine you both on the same day. In the meantime, the slave will remain in our custody.”


  “Yes, Justicer. I understand.”


  “Since you are done oiling the slave’s wings, you have no further reason to be down here today, and your two hours are up,” added Firad. “You may visit the slave again tomorrow.”


  Jisten wasn’t happy about it, but he didn’t really have a choice. After a last caress of Rak’s wings, he left, returning to the palace.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak relaxed as much as he could once Jisten had left. At lunchtime, instead of bringing him a bowl, Firad put him on a leash and led him to a trough full of food scraps. He wasn’t the only slave here; there were about a dozen heavily muscled work slaves also being trough fed. It was a common-enough method for feeding slaves. Basically, all the leavings on the plates from the meals of the masters were scraped into buckets, mixed liberally with a grain or bean porridge then poured into a feeding trough for the slaves.


  Stacks of flatbread, the cheapest, coarsest sort of bread, and more often burned than not, were dropped between the slaves for use as spoons and plates. Rak dove into the meal with as much gusto as a man three times his size. He didn’t care that it was breakfast leftovers mixed into a congealing corn and pea pottage. It was food and he was famished. He was the last one to step back from the trough, and from the look Firad gave him, he’d surprised the handler by his appetite.


  Lunch over and belly full for once, Rak yawned, wanting a nap. But Firad didn’t lead him back to his cell. Rak followed the handler back upstairs and into one of the little rooms. The first thing he noticed was the two people in the room, waiting for him. One was Gebiet, the new palace slave handler, and a woman whom he did, unfortunately, know all too well. Marea was devouring him with her eyes.


  Firad turned to Rak. “Gebiet has full liberties with you, and you are to obey him. Understood?”


  “Yes, master,” said Rak. He kept his gaze on the floor, afraid that if he looked up and caught Marea leering at him, he’d try to wipe the expression from her face with his fists.


  Firad handed Rak’s leash to Gebiet. “According to the rules, I have to observe. Do you mind?”


  “Not at all,” replied Gebiet. He unclipped Rak’s leash. “Kneel, slave.”


  Rak knelt, spreading his knees. Marea’s soft laugh rankled, but he didn’t allow himself a visible reaction.


  “Strip,” Gebiet then ordered.


  Rak pulled the tunic off, somehow without snagging his wings, and set it aside.


  Gebiet nodded down at him. “By order of the King of Koilatha, you are to be bred to this woman, Lady Marea. Other ladies may be brought to you at the king’s discretion. You are forbidden to speak of this outside the breeding chambers, or to ever acknowledge your role in the succession. Do you understand, slave?”


  “Yes, master,” replied Rak. The room’s other notable features were a bed and a whipping post.


  “Very well, slave, stand up and grip your ankles.” Gebiet lifted a wooden dildo from the table.


  For a split second, Rak stared at it in horror. It was nearly as large as Jisten, if not as thick. But it made up for that lack by being covered by a series of concentric rings with large, spikey bumps between them. He stood, hoping that his knees weren’t shaking, and bent over to grasp his ankles.


  Gebiet’s hand on his ass felt like fire and a soft whimper of fear escaped him despite his efforts to contain it, so great was his dread of what was coming.


  Marea must have heard him, for she put her face near his. “Don’t you like the breeding tool, slave? Father designed it just for you.”


   


  


  Chapter Nine: Another Night


   


   


  Dεktεra Atεlio, Si’Yεni Fεngari


  10th day, 2nd week, Si’Yeni’s moon


   


  Rak hadn’t enjoyed the breeding tool or Marea, and he was grateful to be allowed to escape back into his cage. He lay on the pallet and tried to stretch out and get comfortable. He must have succeeded, for he was dozing when Justicer Sinare and a sun priest walked in.


  “Here’s the slave,” said Sinare, startling Rak awake.


  Rak quickly sat up and risked an upward glance. It was Photas. The angular man swallowed heavily, the apple bobbing up and down the column of his skinny neck.


  Firad opened the cage door. “Slave, come.”


  Rak stood and walked over to them. He kept his gaze averted from Photas. He couldn’t stand the look of horrified pity he saw in his friend’s eyes.


  Firad leashed him and led him out.


  “Captain Jisten claims that the slave is pregnant by him. We need independent confirmation that the slave is actually pregnant,” said Sinare.


  “I can do that,” said Photas in a low voice. “Nyxion, may I touch you?”


  “You may, master. It is safe,” said Rak, still not looking at Photas.


  “The collar will prevent a day-night conflict,” said Sinare.


  Photas’ hand was gentle as it caressed Rak’s bulging belly. But his probe hurt, and Rak gasped in pain. It would have been far, far worse without the collar. Photas’ examination was brief. “I confirm the pregnancy; he is about halfway through it. This Loftoni is undoubtedly a kironi.”


  “The baby is in good health?”


  “Yes, he is. And I can tell it is a male. All kironi-born babies are, actually, though we know not why this would be so. The theory is that it’s because no women were involved in making it.”


  Photas took Sinare’s hand and placed it on Rak’s belly right as the baby moved again. “I felt that,” said the justicer. “What is the sun temple’s position on kironi? Are they male or female?”


  “I will ask the Ylion for a ruling,” said Photas after a moment. “Would it affect your decision?”


  “It might. At least, the matter of gender will have to be considered.”


  “I see.”


  “If you could have the Ylion’s opinion sent over in writing, I will add it to the evidence.”


  The justicer and the sun priest walked out together.


  Firad led Rak over to the bathing area. “Time to prepare you for the justicer.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak was already chained to the foot of Sinare’s bed when the man walked in and proceeded to undress. The justicer glanced at him. “Slave, I assume you know why you’re here?”


  “You wish to use me, master,” said Rak evenly.


  “That’s right. Slaves are meant to be used, you see. Allowing one to remain idle serves no purpose. So the working slaves we hold work for us during the day, and the sex slaves, like you, serve our pleasures. That is your function, after all. It’s what you are, what you were trained to do.” Sinare walked over to Rak and ran a hand down his side. “And I know you like it, I’ve watched you. You really enjoy being used.”


  “I have no choice, master. The potions force my reaction.”


  “No, they don’t. They cannot force a reaction that was never there. Why do you think some slaves make excellent pleasure slaves and others don’t if it’s all the potions? All the potions do is strengthen what’s already there inside you. Loftoni like you make excellent sex slaves because you’re passionate, and you instinctively realize that you’re subhuman and are therefore almost universally submissive once you’ve been collared. Those reactions are inborn, not imposed.”


  Sinare stroked Rak’s member into hardness. Before long, Rak was pumping his crotch into the justicer’s hand. “If you aren’t a natural sex slave, the potions can’t make you into one. I can show you slaves where that’s been tried. Sad, pathetic, really, those animals. Dominants forced to submit usually break, and it’s not pretty. They scream a lot. They don’t moan in enjoyment and hump their masters’ hands. Slaves like you can’t be raped because you always want it. You love the use, love submitting, even if you tell yourself otherwise.”


  “Please use me,” Rak begged, hoping to end the man’s monologue. Part of him vehemently objected to Sinare’s statements but part of him suspected the justicer was right. “I want you.”


  Sinare smiled at him. “Of course you do. You’re a natural sex slave.”


  “Yes, master,” Rak agreed. He’d heard that before, many times in fact, in his youth.


  “I want a full service massage,” Sinare told him and he stretched out, belly down, on his bed.


  Rak went to work. He massaged, kissed and licked his way down the justicer’s body until he reached the man’s ass. Here, he paused, obedient to the command for full service, and licked and sucked on Sinare’s opening.


  “No, not that,” said Sinare.


  “Yes, master,” Rak murmured and moved on, for once grateful that Koilathans were such prudes. He massaged, kissed and licked his way down Sinare’s legs. Rak lavished attention on the justicer’s feet, licking them thoroughly, massaging them into limpness, and sucking on toes until the man was all but snoring. He’d gotten Sinare to turn over once he’d reached the feet, now he started back up the long legs until he reached the crotch again.


  Rak licked Sinare’s scrotum with slow, languid licks before working its mass into his mouth to suck on. Sinare’s sac was large and Rak had trouble getting it all in his mouth, but he managed. He suckled, and Sinare moaned in pleasure. Rak kept at it until he felt his saliva had done all it could for the man, then he released the sac, worked the kinks out of his jaw and went to work on the erect cock waving about before his eyes.


  Sinare groaned in obvious enjoyment as Rak swallowed him; he thrust himself upward as Rak bore down. Rak bobbed his head, planting his nose in Sinare’s curls every time he went down, sucking in air every time he came up. He didn’t use his tongue to massage, and he didn’t hum to vibrate Sinare’s shaft. He hadn’t been ordered to give his best service, and so he chose to only give what was required of him. Even without the extra stimulation, it didn’t take long for Sinare to climax. Rak had sensed it coming in time to position his mouth to catch the seed and he swallowed. It was preferable to choking on it halfway down his throat.


  Rak gently licked Sinare’s cock and balls clean of every trace of their exertion then resumed the massage. He kneaded, kissed and licked from the groin, up the abdomen to the chest muscles. He paid attention to the pectorals and the nipples, and then, his mouth danced along Sinare’s collarbones. By then, Rak could feel Sinare’s renewed erection prodding him in the thigh, but he gave no indication of this as he reached the shoulders again.


  “Very good, slave. Thank you.” Sinare stroked his hair briefly then rolled to the side of the bed. “Position yourself.”


  Rak obeyed silently.


  Sinare stroked his upturned cheeks. “Do you want me, slave?”


  “Yes, master,” Rak said. He burned after spending all that time working over Sinare’s body. The man had to realize that. He didn’t want Sinare, specifically. Any man would do. Sinare just happened to be there. If he’d had a choice in the matter of whom, he’d have chosen Jisten. But he didn’t have that choice, and Jisten wasn’t there, so Rak chose, once more, to accept that he was collared and had no choice if he wanted to live. Thus far, nothing had happened that made him regret choosing life.


  Sinare was apparently satisfied, for Rak soon felt the justicer’s cock prodding at his entrance.


  He relaxed and pushed back, crying out a little as the shaft impaled him.


  Sinare gripped his hips and set a quick, but shallow, rhythm.


  Rak worked himself in counterpoint to an extent, enough that the man knew Rak was cooperating and wasn’t just a piece of limp meat.


  Sinare grunted in satisfaction as he unloaded his seed into Rak’s body then gasped as Rak’s dependent orgasm backwashed through him as well.


  The justicer pulled out and flopped heavily to the mattress, landing on his back.


  Rak broke position, shifting to the space between Sinare’s legs. He gently cleaned his user’s tool and licked the sweat from the dangling balls. That done, he backed himself down the mattress until he was at the edge. Sinare’s soft snores reassured Rak. He tried to get comfortable at the foot of the bed. It was a softer sleeping surface than the pallet in his cage, but he had no space to sprawl or toss and turn as he so often did. By morning, he was stiff from sleeping in one position and he felt unaccountably weak. Then, he realized the date. It was the solstice.


   


  


  Chapter Ten: Summer Solstice


   


   


  Auranz’ Day (the summer solstice)


   


  It wasn’t Firad who retrieved him from the justicer’s quarters but a senior gaoler. He didn’t give a name, but he was dressed in the gaoler uniform and the collar markings indicated his rank. He looked familiar to Rak, but Rak couldn’t place where he’d seen him before until they were halfway back to the cages. He had met this gaoler when he’d gone to the city gaol to free Tyll. What was his name? Rak wondered, not that it really mattered.


  The gaoler led him to the feeding trough first.


  Rak was grateful. He whispered, “Thank you, master.” Most handlers didn’t mind manners in a slave, and this one was apparently no exception, though his only response was a grunt. Rak ate quickly and neatly, but he ate his fill and that took some time. The gaoler waited, leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, studying Rak the entire time.


  When Rak finished, he scooted back from the trough then walked over to where the hulking gaoler waited and knelt at the man’s feet. The gaoler clipped the leash back on and led him to the wash area. He pulled the tunic off Rak before tying the leash to a ring, but he didn’t immediately start washing Rak. One of his large, calloused hands explored Rak’s sex, squeezing the balls and stroking the cock. His other hand explored Rak’s belly bulge.


  “How is it, slave, that you still carry this child with the sire dead? How is it that Murson’s death didn’t kill you?”


  “How did you know—”


  The gaoler’s slap cut him off. “You do not ask the questions, slave. Now, answer me!”


  Rak winced as the control collar flared to life, sending those agonizing lances through his body. “My master petitioned Si’Yeni and adopted the baby. She transferred the kironi magic to him.”


  “Your master? The Valer?”


  “Yes, master. Captain Jisten is my owner.” Rak wished Koilathan had the lingual subtlety of Zafirin, which had separate words for masters who were just free people—heffin, masters who were handlers—praesin, and masters who were owners—domin. Yes, Koilathan did have the words master, handler and owner. But heffin, praesin and domin all meant master. This enabled the slave to address all free people correctly and without ambiguousness.


  “Speak to me in Zafirin,” the gaoler told him, in the master-to-slave mode. “Those are Riverlands brands, so I know you speak the language.”


  “Yes, master,” replied Rak in the slave-to-master mode. Since the gaoler was obviously acting in Firad’s place, Rak addressed him as praesin. The gaoler didn’t correct him.


  “You will tell me exactly how your owner managed this miracle,” the gaoler commanded. The gaoler questioned him closely about the details of the heart adoption, his hands playing with Rak’s genitals all the while.


  Rak tried to control his lust, to hide his reactions, and failed miserably. He told the gaoler everything he knew about the heart adoption but most of his attention focused on what the gaoler’s hands were doing to him.


  “Please use me, master,” begged Rak when he couldn’t stand it any longer, which didn’t take long at all.


  The gaoler laughed and let go of him. “Grip your ankles.”


  Rak bent down, keeping his legs straight, and grasped his ankles in his hands. He felt the familiar press of the end of a tube being inserted. He’d been cleansed twice daily for so many years that his body now required it, as if it had forgotten how to manage matters on its own.


  The warm fluid pumped into him, filling him with a sense of pressure just short of painful. He actually enjoyed it. There was both penetration and stimulation from being filled. His erection grew larger, hotter, and he ached with lust and desire. He just barely managed not to hump the tube lodged in his opening.


  When the tube was withdrawn, he moaned in displeasure at its absence. The gaoler stroked his upturned cheeks. “You like the cleansing, slave?”


  “Yes, master,” Rak choked out. He held position for long minutes, clenched tight to prevent leakage, enjoying the pain of the fluid’s moving about inside him. He straightened up when commanded and the gaoler led him over to the jakes. When he was empty, he dared to ask, “Again, master?”


  The gaoler snorted with amusement. “Yes, slave. Twice is always better.” And they repeated the entire procedure, but this time, Rak did hump the tube, causing the gaoler to laugh aloud. Then, Rak was washed, with cold water and strong soap, with the same impersonal efficiency as Firad had displayed. Once he was dried, the gaoler led him back to his cage, following him in and closing the door.


   


  * * * *


   


  Dienok considered his enemy, the dark priest. The control collar kept the man’s powers at bay, and his own Goddess prevented the priest from recognizing him. He’d nearly died in the battle at his temple, but the temple had acted to save him, pulling him within itself at the last moment. He was still recovering, but he had more than enough strength to dominate a collared slave. It pleased him to no end to see Rak like this and to hear the dark one begging him—there could be no sweeter victory than this.


  “Very well,” he said, affecting a bored tone, as if he were doing the slave a favor. “Complete frog position, slave.”


  Rak positioned himself on the pallet, squatting with knees spread wide then pressing his chest to the thin mat. It was an uncomfortable position for the slave to maintain, which was why Dienok had ordered it. Mostly, the partial frog was used, which allowed the slave to rest his lower legs on the ground. Complete frog required the slave to balance on his toes, with all of his leg up off the ground. It was said to be almost unbearable once the weight of a user pressed down.


  He knelt on the pallet behind the slave and played with the dangling cock and balls some more. With his other hand, he stroked the slave’s firm, perfectly formed buttocks before circling in on the puckered opening.


  Rak moaned and pushed himself into Dienok’s hands, using his body to beg.


  Dienok rewarded him by slapping his cheeks until they were a rosy pink. He worked a finger into Rak and wiggled it.


  Rak cried out in lust, his tunnel clenched on the digit and Dienok was pleased. He worked the finger in deeper then added another, followed quickly by a third. He pumped them and smirked when Rak rocked in counterpoint to the finger fucking.


  Dienok could feel the lust and pleasure rolling off the slave, sexual energy that he could tap into and use. He absorbed everything the slave gave him and sought ways to evoke more. He added a fourth finger and slid his hand halfway in. He squeezed Rak’s balls. “Beg.”


  “Master, I beg you to use me for your pleasure,” Rak gasped.


  Dienok felt a rush of elation when he realized that the pain the slave felt was transformed into pleasure and given back to him tenfold. He slapped Rak’s balls, mashing them against his thigh. “Beg me to fist you.”


  Rak cried out in pain and pleasure then said, “Master, I beg you to fist me. Please permit me to submit to your dominance.”


  “Excellent, slave.” Dienok pulled his hand most of the way out, tucked his thumb in, and thrust his entire hand into Rak. The slave’s noises were music to his ears, and the immense waves of pleasure filled his achingly empty power reservoirs. The recent dearth of prisoners needing to be questioned hadn’t helped his recovery any. He pumped his fist, driving his arm deeper into the slave and each inward thrust rewarded him with a fresh blast of pleasure and noise from the slave.


  The slave abruptly orgasmed, and the ecstasy of the climax fed Dienok even more power, but there was no reduction of the slave’s burning fires. The amount of power being generated was amazing. Rak had all the marks of a slave who’d been used to raise magical energy not once or twice but many, many times.


  Bored now and wanting to take and use the slave in every sense of the word, Dienok pulled his fist out. He replaced it with his cock, sinking balls deep into the stretched opening with his first thrust.


  Beneath him, Rak cried out in pleasure and pushed himself back into the invading shaft.


  Dienok gripped the leading edges of Rak’s wings just at the place where they merged into the back. He could feel the bones and muscles under his hands. The wingbases made good handles and enabled him to pull the slave into his thrusts with great force, far greater than the slave’s own cooperative efforts. And when he twisted his handholds, the pain the slave felt rewarded him with an additional rush of power.


  The slave’s body was velvety soft around his manhood, holding him in a tight, pleasurable embrace. The harder he pounded, the more the slave’s body accommodated him and worked with him to increase his pleasure. Whenever he paused to just enjoy the feel of impaling Rak, which also served to stave off his climax, the slave’s tunnel responded by rhythmically clenching along his length, massaging his manhood very pleasingly.


  He varied his rhythm and his strokes, purposefully prolonging the intimacy. He also varied how he gave pain to the slave. Dienok was intent on gathering every scrap of power he could from the slave’s body. Small crystals secreted in various pockets were handy for storing extra power, and Dienok’s only regret was that he didn’t have more of them to fill. But the slave would be here for a time yet and that meant he’d have more opportunities to stock up on power.


  Dienok finally permitted himself, and thus the slave, to climax. He pulled out. “Clean me, slave.”


  The sensation of the slave’s tongue licking him was enough to make him hard again. He grunted and pushed into Rak’s mouth. He clawed at the slave’s scalp as he pounded into Rak’s mouth and throat. The power gain from this wasn’t as great as from full intercourse, but the slave’s humiliation at being taken this way was extremely enjoyable. He watched the slave’s face the entire time, soaking in the details of Rak’s submission, of his own dominating victory over the dark one.


  Dienok exploded into Rak’s mouth. The slave wasn’t able to suck it all up, and what he didn’t catch dribbled out of his mouth to congeal on his chin.


  Dienok tucked himself away and pointed to the floor. “Clean your mess, slave.”


  Rak went to all floors and licked the indicated spot on the floor.


  He could feel a smile stretching his lips as he watched the slave licking up his drying discharge. “When you are done cleaning your foul seed from the floor, you are at liberty within your kennel. You may dress. And you will tell nobody about what we discussed, ever. Do you understand, slave?”


  “Yes, master,” said Rak, between licks.


  Satisfied, Dienok strolled out. Today was Firad’s normal day off, but now, he was considering taking steps to lengthen the handler’s absence. An illness would do nicely, he decided.


   


  


  Chapter Eleven: Jisten’s Examination


   


   


  When Jisten arrived to oil Rak’s wings, he was directed to speak to the justicer first. With some trepidation, he followed the clerk upstairs and into the justicer’s office. “You asked to see me, sir?”


  “Yes, Captain.” Sinare considered him. “Lord Virien will be here shortly. We spoke of using your memories to determine primacy of claim.”


  “Yes, I’m ready. And still willing.”


  “Very well. Please, sit. I don’t want you to fall when I do this.”


  Jisten said down on the edge of a hard-backed chair and watched attentively as Sinare stood and came over to him. He concentrated on his memory of his first time with Rak as Sinare placed a hand on Jisten’s head.


   


  Rak stood up and stretched. His wings filled the small room, brushing the yellow tiles on both sides. Jisten stared happily at the sight, no longer peeking. “So beautiful,” he sighed and didn’t even blush this time. There was a spot just below the second spar of the right wing where the color was off, a greyish patch of flakes over it. “Wha’s that patch?” Jisten asked. “Didja get hurt?”


  “Just a dry spot,” said Rak after he tilted the wing to look. “Needs oil.”


  “I brough’ healing oil,” Jisten said. He leaned over and rummaged through his pants. “Helps wi’ wounds. Why called healing oil.” He chuckled at his own joke.


  Jisten fumbled with the vial, which rolled across the floor. Bending over, he chased it until he caught it then dropped to his hands and knees in laughter.


  Rak grinned at him. “You are a tease.”


  Jisten rolled onto his back and stared up at Rak’s wings. “The sky is full of wings!”


  Rak waved a wing over Jisten, who grabbed for it vainly.


  “Stop movin’! How’m I gonna put oil onnit if movin’?” He caught the wing at last, enjoying the suede-soft texture of the membrane and the firmer feel of the spar. “Thas’ better.” Jisten grinned up at Rak then peered at the wing. “Where’s spot? Where?” He struggled to a sitting position and examined the wing bit by bit, his nose a bare finger width from the colorful membrane, until he saw the spot. “Bad spot!” He fumbled with the oil vial.


  “Do you need me to open it?” asked Rak, mildly concerned.


  “Okay!” Jisten handed it over happily.


  Rak leaned over and kissed him.


  Jisten deepened the kiss as a wave of desire and lust swept over him. When the kiss ended, Jisten said, “I’m yours. Your Valer.”


  Rak’s breath seemed to catch for a moment. “Pardon? You are mine?” His thumb and index finger finished working the cork out of the vial, which he held out like an offering.


  Jisten grinned. He took the vial and upended it on his fingers, spilling it gratuitously. “Yours for takin’!” He began to spread the oil, not quite hitting the flaky spot. “Valer, see? You Loftoni, me Valer!” He laughed again.


  “I appreciate the offer, but I cannot do as you ask.” Rak stared at Jisten with a great deal of interest. “Perhaps you could take me, instead?” There was a hint of a plea in his voice.


  “Whas’ difference?” Jisten hit the dry spot and made a noise of triumph.


  Rak kissed him again.


  Jisten dropped the oil vial, put his arms around Rak and kissed back. When the kiss broke off, Jisten traced the edges of Rak’s wings and babbled. “Could be your Valer. Makes sense. You’re in th’ palace. I’m in th’ palace. You’re military. I’m military.” He stroked his fingers gently down Rak’s wing spars.


  Rak kissed him again.


  Jisten shyly added tongue. He’d heard that lovers did that. Rak didn’t seem to mind it. Jisten’s hands continued stroking his wings.


  “My back itches,” Rak murmured.


  One of Jisten’s large, calloused hands moved to Rak’s back and scratched the wing bases. The other continued to explore his sails and spars.


  Rak moaned and pressed against Jisten.


  Jisten shifted, surprised by Rak’s reaction to the scratching. He ran his fingers the length of the right wing to the tip. He repeated this procedure on the left wing, and Rak’s back arched, pushing his wings more firmly into Jisten’s hands.


  Rak kissed his way down Jisten’s chest and belly, hands sliding over the firm swells of Jisten’s backside, taking the thin shorts down with them.


  “But you’re my better,” Jisten murmured.


  Rak nuzzled Jisten’s package in answer. Rak set his lips to Jisten’s soft, warm skin and kissed it softly. He licked it. Jisten’s manhood was rapidly engorging under Rak’s attention, and he covered it with little kisses and licked it thoroughly until it was fully erect. Rak’s wings wrapped about him as his mouth enveloped the head of Jisten’s shaft.


  Heady with wine, morphea and wings, Jisten moaned. He gave his hands free rein with the wings now, as pleasure surged through him. He looked down, stunned by the indescribable sensations he was experiencing as Rak alternated between bobbing his head up and down the long pole and sucking while massaging the meat with his tongue. Both techniques felt incredible. He stroked Rak’s short, soft hair with one hand and those marvelous wings with the other.


  The indescribable pleasure did Jisten in. He felt the tension coiling in his back and groin, but before he could pull out of the Loftoni’s mouth, the climax crashed down on him. He stiffened, gasping in pleasure as he shot his load. He could feel Rak’s throat working to swallow his massive offering then keep sucking after, as if to wrest out every drop.


  Rak released the softening member but only to wash the sweat off the man’s balls.


  Jisten moaned softly in appreciation.


  Rak opened his mouth wide and sucked at Jisten’s sac. He massaged the two stones with his tongue as he held a gentle seal with his lips.


  Jisten had thought the pleasure he’d just felt to the pinnacle, now he knew that wasn’t true. Rak’s mouth on his sac was deliriously pleasurable. He just didn’t have the words to describe the intense sensations Rak was causing him to feel.


  In no time at all, he was erect again. Jisten felt Rak release his scrotum, then to his immense shock, something warm and wet flicked against his rear opening. He jerked away with a gasp of fear.


  “Sa’sa,” Rak murmured. “I only meant to give you pleasure.”


  Jisten pulled him up and gathered him close.


  When their erections rubbed together, Rak locked his arms around Jisten, preventing himself from being pulled further up.


  Jisten liked the way that felt. He rubbed his erection against Rak’s feeling the smaller tool being pushed around.


  Rak kissed Jisten’s collarbones and pressed against his muscular body. “I want you in me so much.”


  “Danger ‘n that. Not see you collared.” But Jisten’s hips were still rolling, rubbing his shaft against Rak.


  Rak stroked Jisten’s back. “Nobody need know. Sweet night, you are gorgeous, and you said you are my Valer.” He sucked on Jisten’s left nipple for a moment, tonguing it into a hard little nub. “I want my Valer in me, using me, pleasuring me.” He repeated his procedure on the right nipple. “I want my Valer to want me.”


  “Your Valer?” Jisten’s hands wandered south, stroking Rak’s ass briefly before gripping the man’s hips. “Choosin’ me?” His hips ground forward, causing his cock to push the smaller pole aside and plough into the smaller man’s sac.


  “Oh, yes. Of course you are.” Rak spread his legs wider as Jisten humped his package.


  Jisten pulled away, causing Rak to groan, but only to take the goblet of doctored wine. He drank deeply and offered it to Rak, a trifled abashed that he had drank first.


  Rak took a long drink before running his fingers down Jisten lightly.


  Jisten kissed Rak, this time with more confidence, gained from the wine and morphea. “Tell your Valer what’cha want.”


  “I want you in me,” said Rak, stroking what he wanted with one hand and rolling the sac with the other. “I want to feel every bit of this inside me. I want to dance on it.”


  Jisten laughed at the mental image of that. Rak’s hand on his cock felt good, and he felt the oil coating him.


  Jisten picked Rak up and whirled him around just to see the wings flutter. The wings curved into the spin, adding to the image. Then, he lay Rak face down on the cot. He eased himself over the smaller man, supporting his weight on his forearms and knees.


  Rak’s wings encircled him, and before Jisten could figure out what to do next, Rak pushed himself onto the massive shaft.


  Jisten blinked at Rak’s impatience, but he leaned down and kissed his neck, enjoying the novel feeling of being inside someone. “Now what?” he whispered.


  “Thrust,” moaned Rak. “Until you’re all the way inside me.” He had only gotten the head in thus far. There was a lot of Jisten left to go.


  Jisten moved, slowly at first, savoring the sensation.


  Rak pushed back every time he thrust forward, sliding Jisten in a tiny bit deeper, increasing Jisten’s pleasure a tiny bit more.


  Jisten’s confidence increased with each thrust until he reached out and stroked a wing in time with his pumping.


  Rak shivered with pleasure beneath him, and both wings folded back to brush against Jisten’s sides and back.


  Jisten inexorably increased in speed.


  Rak moaned in pleasure in response, his own counteraction growing more forceful.


  When Jisten shuddered to a climax, he clasped Rak to him, murmuring in his ear. Rak muffled his own cry.


   


  “So, three days after the slave arrived in this land, he not only submitted to you sexually, he pushed himself onto your manhood.”


  “That’s correct, Justicer,” Jisten replied. He felt confident now. There was no way Virien could have used Rak before then.


  “You are not the original sire of the baby the slave carries,” Sinare noted.


  “Adoption is legal,” replied Jisten. “And the Goddess Si’Yeni transferred the kironi binding magic to me along with transferring my essence to the baby, making it mine in blood as well as name.”


  “Yes, I see that in your memories. I also see that the slave is bound to you, racially. Whether or not you are really the dominant one in that bond matters not. You are fully human and the Loftoni is not, therefore you are legally the dominant member of your triad and responsible for the actions and behavior of your property.”


  Jisten stiffened in surprise. “I do not own the dragon,” he said carefully.


  “Yes, you do,” countered Sinare. “You own the Loftoni; therefore, you own the dragon also. They are both bonded to you, and if I decide you are their legal owner, it will be your duty to keep them in their place. If you cannot, I will transfer their bond and collars to a stronger owner who can control them.”


  “So you’re deciding in my favor?”


  “That has yet to be determined, after I examine Lord Virien’s memories.” Sinare paused then said, “But at the moment, your case is looking very strong.”


  “Thank you, Justicer.” Jisten bowed. “May I go? I need to oil his wings.”


  “Of course.”


  Jisten quickly headed downstairs, where Rak was waiting for him.


   


  


  Chapter Twelve: Virien’s Examination


   


   


  Virien accompanied Marea and Gebiet to the Hall of Justice. He wasn’t happy about this requirement to allow the justicer to rifle through his memories. What does it matter who used the slave first? Jisten is no slave owner. He has no notion of how to keep a slave. Hells, he thinks he’s in love with the subhuman freak!


  He watched impassively as a ruddy-faced man, that he carefully didn’t acknowledge openly, brought Rak to them. So, the chaos priest survived. He wasn’t sure if that pleased him or not. Their slave-trading operation was in shambles now. Virien focused on the scene as Rak was stripped and bent over. The breeding tool he’d designed for the slave was slowly rammed into the slave’s ass, and he smiled at the slave’s soft, anguished cries of forced pleasure.


  He didn’t stay to watch the breeding but went to the justicer’s chamber.


  Sinare was perusing a heavy tome full of tiny, cramped writing. He motioned Virien to a seat. “Please sit, my Lord.”


  Virien sat down and toyed with the ornate end of his riding crop. “My underling, Hasaviz, was the first to recognize the slave for what he was. Hasaviz used the slave’s past to blackmail him, with the intent of making the collaring permanent when the time suited us. I got to use the slave as part of Hasaviz’s retraining program. Since Hasaviz is dead now, the slave should be mine.”


  “I will determine that, Lord Virien,” said Sinare politely. He moved to stand beside Virien, his hand stretched out. “May I?”


  “Yes, you may,” said Virien, relaxing.


   


  Virien was pacing Hasaviz’ office when the slave answered the summoning whistle. Hasaviz let the slave in, who entered imperiously, glanced at Virien, and said, “This violates our agreement,”


  “No, it doesn’t,” said Hasaviz. “I agreed to keep your past from the court at large. I never agreed to keep your past from my direct superior.”


  “He reports to me,” Virien told the overly smug slave. “He cannot keep such important news from his direct superior. I would have him executed.”


  “If it becomes common knowledge that you are a sex slave, then you can consider our agreement violated,” added Hasaviz.


  Rak’s expression was not pleased. “You are treading a fine line. The more people who know a secret, the more likely it is to be spilled.”


  “Training room,” commanded Hasaviz, pointing.


  Virien crossed his arms on his chest, watching and waiting. The sound of Rak’s teeth grinding was audible. But he obeyed. Virien followed and slouched on the padded viewing chair.


  Rak glared at him then turned his gaze on Hasaviz. “Why is he still here?”


  “Because your oath is not broken, slave. Strip for inspection.”


  Rak glared even more, but the clothes came off.


  “Barely obeys,” Virien noted. “Not a good start, slave trainer.”


  Rak finished undressing and assumed the inspection position.


  Hasaviz locked the training collar on his neck.


  Virien hauled himself to his feet. “Much better.” He ran a single finger down Rak’s chest to his groin. He casually flipped Rak’s manhood. Rak remained still but he glared freely. “Small,” Virien said in response to Rak’s glare.


  “Bigger than you,” replied Rak.


  Virien stroked himself out. He was quite a bit larger.


  “My mistake,” said Rak easily. “It was well hidden by your ale belly.” Rak kept his gaze on Virien.


  “Lord Virien, shall I whip the slave for you or do you wish to?” Hasaviz offered the whip. “You cannot damage the wings or cause permanent injury.”


  “Oh, only you swore that,” Virien said with silky venom. He wanted the slave broken and bleeding at his feet, and he was well aware of the Loftoni fear of wing damage.


  “Then, I will not let you touch him,” said Hasaviz. “I like my soul.”


  Virien snatched the whip, and Rak furled his wings tightly. Virien let fly with a practiced hand. The tails easily missed the wings.


  The slave only grunted with the impact.


  It was a five-tailed whip that Hasaviz had invented, using wooden beads instead of the steel barbs of the true Zothian whip.


  Once sweat dotted Virien’s brow, he desisted and handed the whip back to Hasaviz. “Put him through his paces,” Virien said, mood still foul.


  “Let me finish warming him up,” replied the slave trainer. He turned Rak to face Virien. “He enjoyed your efforts.” Hasaviz indicated Rak’s erection, and Virien smirked. The slave trainer whipped Rak with an expert hand around the thighs, buttocks, belly and groin.


  Rak screamed when the whip lashed across his erection, causing Virien to cheer up. “Nice hitting such a small target,” Virien said. He idly stroked himself.


  Hasaviz put the whip away. “Kneel and give Lord Virien the pleasure of your mouth, slave.”


  Rak went to his knees and eyed Virien’s crotch with disfavor.


  Virien cracked Rak across the head. “Do as you’re told, slave.”


  Rak shuffled forward on his knees until he was positioned directly before Virien. He set his tongue to Virien’s balls first.


  “Hmm, I expected better from a Zothian-trained sex slave. He’s holding back. He won’t approve. Shows lack of control.”


  Hasaviz replied, “It’s standard for a sex slave to start that way. He’s Zothian trained, so he’ll give you a Zothian working. Licking then sucking. The slave’s saliva has magical properties. Let him lick.”


  “Magical?” Virien relaxed further in the chair and spread his legs wider. “Do tell.”


  Rak sucked Virien’s sac into his mouth and massaged the balls with his tongue.


  It felt wonderful, but the sight of Rak on his knees sucking him was even better.


  “It’s from the potions, so this magic is common to all real sex slaves. The saliva heightens desire but also staying power. In addition, it lubricates.”


  “I had no idea it was so complicated,” Virien said, his voice lowering as he relaxed further, legs spreading further as well. “Damn my brother for forbidding it.” He reached out and languidly stroked Rak’s hair.


  “The slave is trying to lull you. Make him move on to your manhood.”


  With a yank of Rak’s hair, Virien said, “Do as he says.”


  “Ow,” said Rak, voice cross. He quickly swallowed Virien’s shaft.


  Virien straightened in the chair as the stimulation increased. He groaned from the pleasure Rak was giving him and looked down, smiling to see Rak working his cock like a tavern slut. The collar looked good on Rak, and Rak looked divine with Virien’s cock in his mouth. Rak swallowed Virien’s seed and once the climax was over, he settled back on his heels.


  “An excellent start,” Virien said.


  “The training room is at your disposal, my Lord,” said Hasaviz. “Is there any equipment you wish to try today?”


  “Do you have anything new?”


  “There is a new sling but that may be too tame for you.”


  Virien shrugged with disinterest. “At least show it to me.”


  Hasaviz showed him the canvas, leather and brass contraption. It was remarkably similar to the old one, which had broken recently under odd circumstances.


  “Just like the old one,” Virien sighed.


  “Yes,” agreed Hasaviz. “And it can’t bear the weight of a horse either.”


  “Forget the sling. I’m in the mood for the classics. Strap him down.”


  Hasaviz sighed a little and led Rak to the couch. He showed Virien a few of the more interesting positions.


  Virien perused them like a person at the market. The blowjob had left him rather satisfied. He made Hasaviz rearrange Rak several times.


  Finally, Hasaviz said, “In this position, he could give me oral pleasure while you took him. He could probably take us both at once, but I don’t fancy a tight squeeze today.”


  Virien stroked his goatee. “Yes, yes, why not.”


  Hasaviz moved to Rak’s face. “Open.”


  Virien snickered nastily. “It’s a pity you can’t do this at the next council meeting. Perhaps someday.”


  “The king of Zoth, Narvain’s sire, used to keep a slave under the council table just to give him oral pleasure during meetings.”


  Virien thrust in smoothly. “Oh, you were right about the lubrication. And that would make those meetings tolerable.”


  “That was his rationale, also.” Hasaviz looked down at Rak. “Enough with my balls, pay attention to my phallus.”


  “Did he ever let his nobles have the same service? Or just the ones who voted his way, I wonder?”


  “The ones he wanted to curry favor with often received a visitor between their legs. It encouraged them to vote his way.”


  Virien sighed as he drove into Rak. “The drawback is that it encourages one to be neutral. He should reward his followers with visitors as well.”


  “The loyal ones had their own slaves permanently assigned as a mark of the king’s favor.”


  Virien grunted with a particularly hard push.


  Rak moaned and pushed back.


  “Amazing that he does that,” Virien said with a shake of his head.


  “He likes it, my Lord. He is a real sex slave.”


  Virien withdrew himself. Rak clenched and Virien could see his tension and fear. Virien laughed. “By all the gods, he hates me, would cut me in two if he could, yet wants my cock in him.”


  “Exactly correct. He needs it; he craves it. And once you start, he has to have it. His climax depends on pleasing you enough to climax inside him. He can’t if you don’t. And if he can’t, the fires will kill him.”


  Virien shoved his tip in and said, “Work yourself onto me, slave.”


  Rak moaned around Hasaviz’s shaft and rolled his hips to push himself onto Virien. “That’s right, you’re the slave, you do the work. You pleasure me,” Virien ordered.


  Rak worked his body to comply, aided by Hasaviz loosening several key ropes.


  Laughing, Virien slapped Rak’s buttocks.


  Rak’s erection grew harder with the addition of pain and he visibly increased his efforts to please.


  Virien noted the reaction and slapped Rak’s member next.


  Rak cried out around Hasaviz this time.


  The slave trainer said, “Yes, he likes it. Keep doing it and he’ll be forced into a false climax. He’ll spill seed and feel pleasure but no relief of his fires will occur.” Hasaviz grunted as he climaxed in Rak’s mouth, and once the slave had swallowed it all, he backed off and tucked himself away.


  Virien slapped, pinched and pulled Rak’s member until the slave orgasmed. It looked exactly like a real climax, except that Rak didn’t soften after, nor did the slave stop working himself on Virien’s pole. Virien grunted and changed rhythms, powering into Rak hard and fast. It didn’t take but a few thrusts before he climaxed, deep and hard inside Rak.


  Rak cried out again, and this time climaxed for no visible reason.


  “I felt his climaxes,” Virien half stated, half asked Hasaviz.


  “Why shouldn’t you? You caused them. Why should the slave get to keep his pleasure for himself?”


  “Yes, why indeed?”


  “His body knows who used it,” added Hasaviz. “And the more you use him, the better he knows you, the better he shares his pleasure with you.”


  Virien stroked Rak’s exposed genitals with a possessive hand, causing an immediate reaction. “So, you hate me and yet your body wants me. How the gods must hate you. And you a high priest. Shameful that.”


  “The potions are of your precious House of Day,” spat Rak.


  “Yet the Lord of Night sent you back to the Lands of Day to be used by me,” Virien said. “He can’t stand you in His sight anymore, can He?” He fondled Rak’s erect cock, rubbing it with his fingers then rolling the hairless balls in his hand, before caressing the inner thighs. He returned to the cock and started over.


  “Apparently not.” Rak shifted in his bonds again, and Virien could see the growing need in his eyes.


  “High priests can’t be defrocked, correct?”


  “That is correct,” gasped Rak. Shamelessly, he rubbed himself against Virien’s hand, expressing his desire for more.


  “So the only way the Lord of Night could rid Himself of you would be to send you to the sunlands, correct?” Virien’s finger traced Rak’s hole.


  Rak squirmed and pushed against the finger.


  “Answer me and I’ll honor you with my cock.”


  “That is not the only way, but it is effective.” The finger entered Rak to the first knuckle and wiggled.


  Rak’s back arched. “Please use me, master, I need,” he said, abandoning dignity.


  Hearing Rak humiliate himself and beg to be used made Virien’s day. He pushed in, and Rak pushed back, crying out in pleasure. “High priest of the night, skilled sex slave, sent to pleasure me,” mused Virien. “Thank you, Lord Zotien. I should offer Him a sacrifice.”


  Rak worked his hips. “Thank you, master,” he moaned.


  Virien smiled down at him and used a flogger to thrash Rak’s erect cock and balls in time with his thrusts.


  Having already gotten off twice, and recently, it took Virien a long time to reach a third orgasm. Rak had given him two false climaxes from the stimulation of the flogger before he exploded deep inside the slave’s body. He ground to a stop, panting with the exertion but glowing with the pleasure of it. He pulled out slowly, watching to see his seed drip out of the slave. When nothing came out, he looked at Hasaviz again, disappointed. “I put enough seed in him for it to leak, why can’t I see it dripping out of him?”


  “Sex slaves absorb it,” said Hasaviz. “The magic uses your essence to attune his body to you. Have him clean you.”


  Virien moved to Rak’s head. “Clean me, slave.” He sighed in appreciation as Rak’s tongue licked the sweat and fluids off his genitals. He stepped away many minutes later, having allowed Rak to continue licking long after he was actually clean. Finally, he had enough and he tucked himself away. “Thank you, slave trainer. I will want to use him again.”


  “At your convenience, my Lord,” said Hasaviz. He stroked Rak’s bare foot. “I am not done with him, so if you don’t mind seeing yourself out?”


  Virien laughed, nodded and headed back to his office.


   


  “This was six days after the slave’s arrival in Koilatha,” said Sinare contemplatively. “But your underling first used him…on the fourth day. And in a collar, to which he willingly submitted. An interesting wrinkle, which I must consider. Thank you for your cooperation, Chancellor. I will make my ruling within the next day or two.”


  Virien knew a dismissal when he heard one. He stood, offered a brief bow and strode out. He was confident of victory. The justicer would consider Hasaviz’ use to be the first, so even if Jisten had beaten him to the punch, he’d still win thanks to his canny underling.


   


  


  Chapter Thirteen: Justicer’s Ruling


   


  Si’Yeni Nix, Kynetha Fengari


  Si’Yeni’s Night, Hunter’s Moon


  Summer Solstice


   


  Sunday, the 1st of Auranmon


   


  They gathered in the Judgment Chamber to hear Sinare’s decision like two armies lining up to fight. On one side, Jisten stood in full-dress uniform with Jethain beside him in the even more militarily spectacular uniform of the crown prince and general of the army. Two black-clad priests stood with them, their hoods up, making them appear even more sinister than they usually did. Next was a solidly black man, bald but for an array of small white horns. Behind these, a full dozen uniformed guards, half from the palace and half from the dark temple, glared with real venom in their gazes.


  Chancellor Virien, dressed in indigo and gold, with the seal of the chancellery gleaming on his breast, didn’t stand alone. With him were Lords Keron and Deviol, both of whom had witnessed Rak’s collaring, and Gebiet, the palace slave handler. Virien’s guards stood behind them, glaring back at Jisten’s men.


  Justicer Sinare took his seat and inspected both sides carefully before he said, “Hear now the decision of the Court. All arguments having been heard, and the evidence of memory considered, the justicers find that Captain Jisten’s claim has primacy, for the slave submitted to him a full day earlier than he did to Hasaviz, the deceased underling of Chancellor Virien. In addition, the Hall of Justice in Limini confirms that Bard Tafflynn did in fact file claim papers for the escaped slave, Rak, in the proper manner, paying all fees as required for the transfer of ownership. That ownership is now transferred to Captain Jisten in full.”


  Firad led Rak out and offered the leash to Jisten, who took the leash without looking left or right.


  Rak knelt at his feet and glared at Virien.


  “I seek redress for the theft and abuse of my slave,” Jisten said.


  Virien turned an interesting shade of purple.


  “Denied,” said Sinare. “Lord Virien acted properly, unaware that your slave was, in fact, a slave.”


  A muscle twitched in Jisten’s jaw, but he bowed to the justicer.


  “The collar has been respelled,” continued Sinare, “to recognize you as the slave’s owner.”


  “Will you please remove the collar? I trust S’Rak implicitly.”


  “That’s a bad idea,” snarled Virien. “This whole unfortunate incident occurred because nobody knew that the Loftoni was a slave. With neither collar nor visible brands, the slave is able to pass himself as a free man.” He very much looked like a spoiled brat deprived of his candy.


  “My preference is for collarlessness,” Jisten said haughtily. “Inferior owners need the reassurance of a collar, I do not.”


  “The law requires slaves be recognizable as slaves,” Sinare said tiredly.


  “He has tattoo brands,” Jisten said in a more humble tone to the justicer.


  “You let your slave flounce around in the clothing of a free person!” Virien pounced. “Nobody can see the brands!”


  “He earned his robes,” Jisten said. “If his God let him earn that rank, I won’t gainsay one of the four creator Gods.”


  “Chancellor Virien has a point,” said Sinare. “This is a slave we’re speaking of; he does not have the right to pretend to be a free man. If you, his owner, will let him keep the robes, he must at least wear a collar. If you do not want a collar on him, he must wear something like the palace livery, but in your colors, and the brands must be visible.”


  Virien looked smugly triumphant.


  “I will comply with the justicer,” Jisten bowed slightly.


  “And where do you intend to keep your slave?” demanded Virien. “There isn’t enough space in that small room of yours, and the envoy suite is not appropriate for a slave!”


  “I wasn’t aware I had to house my slave in quarters larger than mine,” Jisten returned to his haughty tone. “He’ll like my quarters or else.”


  “Justicer,” said Virien, turning to the man and spreading his hands in supplication. “The captain can’t afford to provide the basic necessities for keeping a mouse alive, much less a slave.”


  “I have my new lands,” Jisten shot back. “I receive rents same as any noble.”


  “For the sake of my brother’s comfort, I will be happy to make up any lack,” Jethain said.


  The justicer could see that the slave was vibrating with anger at Jisten’s feet. But he was wise enough not to speak. Wise, because Sinare wouldn’t hesitate to order him gagged.


  Virien scowled when Sinare said, “It seems you are mistaken on that matter, Chancellor. I propose we wait and see. If the slave appears to be neglected, then you can take steps.”


  Rak relaxed and dared to smirk.


  “No neglect,” Jisten said. He ran a fond finger down the top of Rak’s wing. “Never.”


  Rak smiled up at him.


  Sinare nodded. “So nice to see a slave love its master.”


  Virien appeared to be grimacing in disgust, but his face was expressionless when Sinare turned his full gaze on him.


  “True love,” Jisten said without thinking. “No collar needed.” When the prince nudged him, he added hastily, “But we’ll fulfill the law. Please, I don’t want a control collar on him. I’ll provide a collar as you require.”


  “See that you do. Love aside, a slave must know its place and keep to it.” Sinare stood up, walked around the desk and removed Rak’s collar. He set it aside and studied the pair a moment longer. “Very well, we are satisfied.”


  Virien looked far from satisfied. “What of the crown’s petition, justicer?”


  “Ah, yes.” Sinare motioned for Jisten to wait and returned to his desk. He drew out several sheets of paper. “The petition is granted,” he said. “The crown has the right to breed females of their choice to the slave, provided that a fair stud fee is paid to the owner. We have researched the value of the Loftoni subspecies and have set the stud fee, accordingly, at two hundred and fifty royals per bred female.”


  “That’s good money!” Jethain blurted out and Jisten surreptitiously kicked him.


  Virien bowed to the justicer. “That is most fair, and on behalf of all Koilatha, we thank you.”


  “Here are your papers, Captain. Your original papers, plus copies of what we received from our brother chapters, our ruling on the legality of your ownership and the ruling in favor of the crown petition.” The justicer handed Jisten a thick sheaf. “Please remember what we discussed, Captain, about your two slaves.” He slid his glance to the solid black man who wasn’t a man at all. “It also must wear a collar or display a hip brand.”


  Jisten visibly swallowed. “Ah…I’ll comply.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten wasn’t sure how he’d made it out of the Hall of Justice, but he blinked in the bright sunlight with Rak beside him and Jethain on his other side, Ioli, Liast and Scorth hovering nearby and the guards surrounding them in an impenetrable ring.


  “Back to the palace?” Jethain asked.


  Jisten shook his head. “S’Rak and I have some errands to run, my prince. We will join you for dinner. Is that acceptable to you?”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Virien has never accepted defeat graciously. If he’s said that he’s going to destroy you, he is far from done with you. You need to be careful. Errands are fine but not alone.”


  “Don’t worry, Prince Sunny, we won’t let the Vegemite or the Thez out of our sight.” Pikara gave them a mocking half-salute.


  Rak turned his gaze on Pikara.


  Jisten wondered how he managed to deflate the woman with a single look and wished he had the same ability.


  Then Rak said, “Pika, thank you.”


  “We brought Vyld for you, Thez.” Pikara gestured to the waiting stallion.


  “Where is Zala?” Rak asked.


  “I walked,” said Jisten. “I needed the time to clear my head. Let’s go deal with the justicer’s decree. My prince, please join us at my mother’s for dinner?”


  “I’d be delighted.” Jethain nodded to Pikara then wheeled Varn and trotted off with the palace guard on his flanks.


  “After I stoke myself with sufficient chocolate, I will examine you and make sure you suffered no ill effects in the clutches of the justicers,” Liast announced.


  Jisten and Rak nodded. “Thank you, S’Liast,” said Jisten. He turned to S’Ioli. “Your boss is safe and sound, thank the sunset. Are you coming with us?”


  Ioli shook his head. His fingers flashed, “I’d rather stay with you, but I have to write the report for Okyro.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Liast. “They don’t need me to tag along when all they’ll be doing is looking at fabric and clothing designs.”


  “Phonasa, Ikayone, accompany them,” ordered Pikara. The two guards followed Liast and Ioli back toward the palace. Pikara focused on Jisten. “What did the justicer mean, two slaves?”


  “Scorth,” said Jisten quietly. “The justicer examined my memory to determine who’d made love to Rak first. In the process, he learned about the bond. He decided that since I was the only full human, I was responsible for both Rak and Scorth. But I don’t think a dragon can legally be enslaved, so…Scorth, make yourself scarce until we’ve figured this out.” He turned an appealing look on the dragon. “I won’t collar you or brand you, but the easiest way to avoid that requirement is if you’re not around.”


  “I think I need to take a hunting trip. A long hunting trip.” Scorth inclined his head. The man headed back to the palace also, catching up to Ioli and Liast, who’d slowed when they saw him coming.


   


  “Collar or livery?” asked Rak.


  “That is your choice, S’Rak. Not that I could say that in front of them.” Jisten smiled.


  “I have never been particular about clothing. And I hardly think livery would violate the first law even in technicality.”


  “My colors are grey, silver and dark green. I think they’ll look striking on you.”


  “Although I would be proud to wear your collar,” added Rak, unable to resist teasing the man.


  Jisten turned suddenly, took Rak’s face in his hands and kissed him soundly. It looked very dominant and worthy of a master, so no passersby complained. “You deserve better,” he whispered.


  Rak made a pleased noise. “I have you, what more could I want?” His eyes sparkled with mirth. “Perhaps a rampant dragon and gryphon in green and silver?”


  “That is on my crest,” Jisten mused. “Yes. I think that will be best. You’ll be clearly marked as mine.”


  “I like that,” said Rak. “But make sure you request proper slave livery. We should not give Virien even the slightest excuse to complain.”


  “Let’s go to the tailor now,” Jisten said. He wasn’t exactly sure of the requirements of proper slave livery. And he wanted to push the limits, anyway.


  “Oh, yes please. This tunic is as scratchy as it is hideous.” He was wearing the garish orange justicer-issued slave tunic. It met all the decency law requirements but left his brands visible.


  They entered the palace tailor shop.


  Jisten mentally groaned when he saw it was the obnoxious tailor from his knighting ceremony.


  Rak remained silent.


  “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Jisten the Pure and his sex slave,” the tailor crowed. “What do you want?”


  “Bambak,” Jisten replied.


  Rak’s hands clenched into fists, and he glared at the tailor.


  Jisten stroked his wings.


  “He’s on two-month sabbatical to Lini to study styles for the queen,” the tailor said.


  “Another shop, master?” asked Rak carefully.


  “Yes, my gold will be spent better elsewhere,” Jisten said. He took out his large purse and opened it, just to tweak the man. “Yes, I believe I have enough to design new livery.”


  The tailor gaped and was silent as they left.


  Rak snickered once they were out of the shop.


  “There is the tailor who designed the clothing I got you,” said Rak, pointing to an upscale shop.


  “That’s Siarden’s shop. He’s said to be the best tailor in the city—with the prices to match.”


  Siarden brightened upon seeing them enter then said, “But...what happened?” True concern colored his expression.


  Rak tugged at the garishly colored cloth. “We were caught, but my Valer prevailed in the court battle, and now, I am his.” He sounded pleased.


  “Please, make the absolute best slave livery that you can,” Jisten said. “Silk but meets any stupid requirements. Primary color is dark grey, and I’d like my crest in silver and forest green.”


  “And the device?” asked Siarden, taking notes.


  Rak picked up a pencil and sketched it. He wasn’t a bad artist. He showed it to Jisten. “Is this correct?”


  Jisten nodded. Rak had remembered it perfectly. He showed it to Siarden.


  “Clean lines,” Siarden approved. The tailor made short work of measuring Rak. Then, he laid out what silk he had. There wasn’t much.


  “S’Rak? Send for more?”


  “We will provide the silk,” said Rak. “Enough for what my master wishes and a few bolts for your own use in trade for the work you do for us.”


  “Deal,” said Siarden immediately.


  “You did a good job with Jisten’s clothes.”


  “My thanks.” Siarden fingered the rough tunic and sniffed. “Horrid thing. Let me give you a loaner of fine fabric until yours are made.”


  “Thank you,” said Rak.


  Siarden vanished in the back and reappeared with a brown tunic, shears, chalk and a threaded needle. He put the tunic up to Rak’s back and chalked the proper place for slits. Then, he cut and hemmed at speed. He told Jisten, “The law requires that the genitals be covered but the brands be exposed. Those are the only requirements, so the length of the front and back are entirely to your taste. Most masters prefer the hem as short as legally allowed. Pants are generally only acceptable in winter, but if you really want to put leggings on him, we can make some with windows for the brands.”


  “S’Rak?” Jisten asked and the tailor smiled that the captain had asked him.


  “I would suggest knee length for the tunics, perhaps one at mid-thigh in case you feel like showing off my legs, and at least one pair of pants, please. Riding without pants is unpleasant.”


  Jisten winced.


  “How many tunics do you wish?”


  “I want four knee-length tunics, two short ones and three pairs of pants to start with,” Jisten said. He wanted to see Rak in the mid-thigh himself. Not to show off but to enjoy privately.


  “Please make the tunics the type that lace up the sides,” requested Rak. “So they can expand.” He stroked his pregnant belly and watched Jisten with a fond smile.


  “Oh my,” Siarden said, and he studied the slight bulge of Rak’s belly. “I can make pants that lace up the sides and expand as well.”


  “Thank you,” murmured Rak.


  Siarden wrote down the order. “Please, sign here.” He motioned to Jisten. When the captain bent over, the tailor said in a low voice, “Captain, you must get him out of this horrible country. Have you a plan?”


  “Don’t worry, tailor,” Jisten said and the man nodded. No place was truly safe to talk about freeing slaves.


  Siarden finished hemming the loaner tunic by the time Rak finished telling Jisten how to word the message requesting silk. It would go through the altar to Okyro once they were back at the palace.


  Rak stripped out of the justicer tunic, paying no mind to his nudity.


  Jisten helped him into the loaner, smoothing the wings through the slits. He smiled at Rak, who looked much happier in the soft brown cotton. It draped to the top of his knees, and the high, rounded hip cuts left the brands perfectly visible. Jisten realized that although Rak’s package was technically covered, there would be some exposure from the sides as Rak walked. He cursed at the indecency of the decency laws that forbade wraps.


   


  When they returned to the palace, Jisten led Rak into his office. “I’m sorry,” he said, seeing his tiny, spare living arrangements in a new way.


  “I am content,” replied Rak. “There is space for us both on the bed, and if not, I have slept on floors before.”


  “You can’t sleep on the floor!” Jisten gasped at the very idea. “I’ll sleep on the floor first!”


  “Ix. What if someone should walk in and find me on the bed and you on the floor? We cannot risk it. I will sleep on the floor.”


  Jisten took Rak in his arms. “We’ll fit on the bed like this.”


  Rak’s arms came around Jisten and they shared a snug hug. “But, my dear, I toss and turn in my sleep.”


  “I think Si’Yeni might pay me an unpleasant visit for making my Loftoni sleep on the floor.” Jisten was only half joking. “I need a new bed.”


  “I will try to sleep on the bed with you,” replied Rak. He continued to snuggle with Jisten. “What time are we going to your matre’s?”


  “One hour after sunset,” Jisten said. “Tebber will deliver your robes there. We have to sneak in before anyone in Valer Square sees you. I’ll be disgraced if they see you in a slave tunic.”


  “You should be honored for keeping me out of Virien’s clutches,” retorted Rak. “But no matter, there is enough time for sex. I want you to make passionate love to me on this bed. We have never done it in here, after all.”


  “Does the risk of falling off sweeten the pleasure?” Jisten teased.


  “Of course!” laughed Rak. He removed the brown loaner tunic and dropped it on the floor.


  Jisten picked up Rak and tossed him onto the narrow bunk.


  Rak bounced on the bunk, wings waving, flipped and wiggled his rear end in the air invitingly.


  Jisten pounced on the bed, but in avoiding Rak, hit the edge and slipped off. He laughed as he tumbled onto the floor.


  Rak reached an arm down to help Jisten up.


  Jisten got to his knees, reached and flipped Rak over neatly. He straddled Rak and looked down at him. He stroked Rak’s belly.


  Rak stared up at him and his kironi opening gaped.


  “Love you,” Jisten said and lowered himself toward Rak.


  Rak stiffened, but he made no move to stop Jisten. “Love you, too,” he whispered.


  Jisten guided himself in and lay on Rak but used his arms to support some of his weight. He stroked Rak’s wings, reaching in to massage the inner wingbases as necessary until Rak was panting as he cooperated with Jisten’s lovemaking. The kironi magic gripped them both, giving them both indescribable pleasure while binding them even more tightly to one another.


  Jisten worried about what tomorrow might bring, but for now, he had won. Now, all he had to do what avoid whatever Virien had planned for them.


   


  To be continued…
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