
        
            
                
            
        

    
  The best winter solstice ever.


   


   


  Rak, newly come to Okyro and the novitiate, isn’t finding life as a free man as easy as he’d thought it would be. On top of his struggles with his studies, he’s lonely. His dragon had abandoned the love of his life, the bard Tafflynn, during their escape from Zoth. When Rak discovers that his bard isn’t whom he thought, he feels betrayed. The bard had lied to him about who and what he was for years. Is their relationship over, or is their love strong enough to survive the honesty necessary to create a lasting partnership?
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  The leaden clouds filled the bowl of the sky, making a pleasant change from the heat of summer, a heat that had seemed unending, until downright comfortable temperatures and clouds had abruptly replaced it. The dragons were delighted by this and had taken to flying through the cloud cover in tight formations, lighting the clouds from within with streaks of light as they magically converted the cloud-stuff into the gas they used to fly and fight.


  Rak wished he could share in their delight and in the joy he sensed about him as the nights lengthened toward the ultimate of holy days—the winter solstice.


  But Rak felt like…well, he wasn’t sure what he felt, other than outcast. It wasn’t that his fellow novices were trying to exclude him, quite the opposite, in fact; it was that he wasn’t even properly a novice. He’d arrived in early summer, and now, it was nearly midwinter, and he was still struggling with remedial lessons. Lessons usually offered to children in their first decade. And he was failing them. He’d never considered himself smart, but to have his nose rubbed in exactly how stupid he was, night after night…he was close to breaking.


  The only classes he was doing well in were physical—arms instruction, equitation, gymnastics. In arms, he excelled, to the point where he was already considered an assistant armsmaster. Equitation was no more difficult. He’d ridden racehorses in his youth, and after dealing with those neurotic, frequently psychotic beasts, avtappi were no challenge at all. As for gymnastics—the basis of dance was in gymnastics. In fact, the basis of all athletic endeavors was to be found in gymnastics. And Rak had been a royal dancer. Here, too, he was called upon to assist the gymnasium coaches.


  All I’m good for is fucking an’ fighting, he thought, still framing his thoughts in his native Zafirin as opposed to the far more difficult Okyran. He stared out across the barren landscape from his vantage point at the very edge of the great Okyran plateau. Three hundred lengths below his seat, the badlands of A’filozenoi stretched out to the horizon—a rumpled, tumbled sea of rock and sand and death.


  And riding. Oh, and dancing. You’re very good at dancing, Scorth told him in their private mind-to-mind speech.


  Rak glanced up at the clouds, somehow knowing precisely where his dragon was even though he wasn’t visible. I should quit. I’m never gonna get these lessons. Never gonna be any good at this priest business. I’m wasting their time, my time. I should never have left Zoth.


  Oh, Rak. Scorth’s sigh transmitted through their bond just fine. You need to be patient. Give it more time. You’ve already come so far, learned so much. Even your accent isn’t as thick as it used to be. I’ll bet you could get rid of the slave-cant accent entirely if you tried.


  Mebbe. Mebbe not. It’s been six moons, and I still can’t hardly read. Math would be funny except the joke’s on me. And language—gah! So many rules! What do we need so many blasted rules fer?


  So we don’t sound like a savage just pulled out of the pens. Scorth circled lower, until only the thinnest layer of cloud scraped along his belly. Rak, cheer up. They’ll make you a priest no matter how badly you do at academics.


  Oh, really? How do you figure that?


  Yes, really. Because you have me. And no matter how pig-ignorant you manage to remain, the brethren need dragons.


  Rak sighed to himself. Scorth was probably right, but that didn’t help. If anything, it made him feel worse. How would he ever know if the brethren were accepting him because of Scorth and not because of his own merits? Had any novice of the Lord of Night ever been more stupid than he was? He’d once been called a half-wit, and these days, he felt that label was all too right. His most recent instructor in the arcane art of reading, an acerbic Ekli, had even asked him if he had enough wits to walk and talk at the same time.


  He’d walked all right—right out of the room, out of the temple and out of the city to the edge of the plateau. Wonder what would happen if I jumped? He stared down at the rocks three hundred lengths below.


  Your wings would open and you’d glide down safely, Scorth told him. Stop it. I don’t want to die and neither do you. One nasty teacher got under your skin? After Narvain? You suffered under one of the most evil bastards to ever live, and a few words from a bureaucrat has you staring down cliffs? C’mon, Rak, you’re tougher than this. What’s really bothering you?


  I miss Tafflynn. Rak was careful to keep his mental tone level and not reveal his smoldering anger over the situation. Scorth had rescued them both from Zoth, plucking them out from under Narvain’s nose and flying away. But as soon as they’d crossed out of Zoth and into Klyma, the dragon then abandoned the bard, dropping him off in a forest clearing in the middle of nowhere with no food, no supplies, no weapons…Rak hadn’t been conscious at the time, or he’d have protested.


  Scorth hadn’t known that Rak loved Tafflynn, and really, dragons weren’t dumb beasts of burden. They carried their soul-bonded partners and very few others, ever. So Scorth had done nothing that Rak could honestly take him to task for. But the loss of his sweet bard still hurt.


  Scorth, wisely, remained silent as he landed beside Rak and offered what little comfort he could.


   


  * * * *


   


  Tyll was tired and looking forward to a hot soak, a good meal and a bottle of wine. But the ascent lay between him and his goal. He’d been away for too long, the switchback road up the side of the Okyran plateau appeared steep and daunting. And he wouldn’t even be doing most of the work. He gave his avtappi an apologetic pat as they crossed the wide, flat staging area where the large caravan wagons could rest while they were sorted out.


  He hadn’t been home in well over a year, unusual even for one of his sect. The Kephi were information gatherers and, sometimes, assassins. Many of his fellow Kephi braved the dangers of Polemo, daring to enter the Enemy’s homeland to bring the brethren the reconnaissance found necessary to defend A’filozenoi from the Unmaker’s attacks. Tyll, himself, was a Riverlands’ specialist, using his talents and his accident of noble birth to keep Okyro current on the news of the rest of the civilized world.


  Even though he didn’t spy in Polemo, he still dressed in the uniform of his sect. He wore a black tunic and pants, hemmed in dark amber runes. His black hooded cloak had the Kephi sigil embroidered on the back in the same dark amber hue. This was a standard uniform for the dark servants, with only the color of the embroidery changing by sect. But to this ensemble, the Kephi added thin black leather gloves and a black facemask, imbued with magic, to conceal their appearance fully.


  The magics of the mask enabled Tyll to see normally, despite the lack of cutouts for eyes. It seemed to Tyll that the mask enhanced his peripheral vision, as well. The mask also distorted his voice to prevent easy recognition. In his case, that was all too necessary, since, as a bard, his voice was distinctive. The lengths the Kephi went through for concealment seemed laughable until one saw the pitiable wreck of a human being, a tortured and skinless husk, that was all that remained once the Unmaker’s monks had finished.


  Getting caught by the Enemy was every Kephi’s nightmare, and even though Tyll hadn’t been in Polemo since he was a young priest, the lessons of caution died hard. So, even though he dressed in the gaudy finery of a noble bard while he was in the Riverlands, once he crossed the border into A’filozenoi, he put on his uniform again, including the mask and gloves.


  Vrema carried him up the left side of the broad, well-traveled road, nimbly weaving through the wagon traffic wending their way upward. The traffic heading back down the plateau used the right side of the divided road. Tyll listened to the travelers as he rode, getting a feel for the general mood, always listening for anything of import to himself or the brethren. Today, the teamsters mostly were concerned with reaching the city before the threatening rain broke. When it rained in A’filozenoi, it rained. Flash floods were a certainty, for the sky would dump more water on the parched, hard-baked ground than it could possibly absorb.


  Tyll nodded to himself and continued to urge Vrema upward. Not that the avtappi needed much urging. She knew they were nearly home. The blue roan snorted smoke at a slow, laden donkey as she eeled around it. She sent Tyll an image of them hunting, and Tyll stroked her arched neck. Avtappi were intelligent, almost equal to human in brains, but they spoke in imagery, not in words. Tyll promised Vrema a good feed once they were at the temple, and the mare somehow increased her pace.


  He understood her desire to see home again. But Tyll had an additional incentive to hasten his steps. Rak was here. Rak was free now and a novice, and Tyll couldn’t wait to see him. It had been over six months since his disastrous escape attempt had ended in failure, requiring Rak to first rescue him and then requiring a dragon to rescue them both. The dragon had, quite properly, dropped him off once they were safely out of Zoth and continued on with just his Loftoni.


  Tyll had immediately turned around and, using yet another disguise, had returned to Zoth to tie up some loose ends. Unfortunately, he hadn’t managed to get close enough to remove Narvain, but he had assisted in engineering a mass escape of the Zothian Royal Dancers. The journey home had taken longer than usual because he kept running into problems that needed dealing with. He couldn’t just ignore the problems; it was his duty as the only Kephi in the region to take care of them. So a journey that should have taken two long moons had taken five instead.


  When they reached the halfway marker, Tyll turned Vrema off the road proper and across the flattened rest stop to the small fort that hunkered down like a brooding hawk standing guard over the flattened space half filled with wagons. He and Vrema both needed a break. The Perrai at the gate waved him through. The Perrai were another mixed sect, doing a little of this and a little of that. They were the road guards, the guides in the wilderness, scouts for the army, messengers and patrollers within the towns and cities. The Perrai were one of the four fighting sects, so called because the priests of those sects routinely risked their lives in the war against the Unmaker.


  He dismounted and gave Vrema a pat. She nudged him in the chest, and he obligingly scratched her chin before sending the mare over to the troughs for some water. He slipped into the open front door of the fort and headed right, toward the mess hall.


   


  * * * *


   


  Turning the bone over in his hands, Rak felt the slightly rough texture of it while he decided where to make his next cut. S’Torel, rider of the blue dragon Ferraeth, had introduced him to the Loftoni hobby of bone carving. He wasn’t particularly good at it, but he wasn’t abysmally bad, either. Rak picked up the small, but sharp, knife and delicately scratched out a line. He studied the line briefly, double-checking it was where he wanted it before he deepened it into a groove.


  He was just getting into the rhythm of the work when his roommate, Drien, burst in and dramatically flopped on his bunk. “Hi, Rak.”


  “Hi, Drien,” mumbled Rak, glancing up from his carving. Drien was an affable youth; it was hard not to like him, and Rak wasn’t immune to his charms. If it hadn’t been for Drien, he’d still probably be friendless. Such a pity that Drien didn’t care for male sex, claiming to be a diehard fan of the female of the species. Concentrating on his word choice, he offered, “Ye look tired.”


  “Oh, I am, I assure you. Just finished a session of advanced maths. I tell you, it’s insane. Why do I need to know how to calculate the load-bearing capability of a bridge? We don’t even have rivers here! Besides, I want to go Strazi, I want to fight. Not calculate.”


  Rak grinned at hearing Drien voice complaints so similar to his own. “It is silly. They’re doin’ it t’me, too. What’s th’point? Thezi will be me fer sure, ‘cause o’ Scorth.”


  “Exactly,” crowed Drien, rolling onto his side to face Rak. “You ‘n me, we’re going to the fighting sects. We don’t need this academic nonsense. Let the Astri and the Ekli worry ‘bout that stuff.”


  “Least ya not stupid.” Rak focused on a tricky part of the carving before speaking again. “M’teacher thinks me an idiot.”


  “You’re not an idiot,” Drien said forcefully. “Who said that? I’ll go beat the snot out of them.”


  “Ev’ryone says, Dri. It’s only truth.”


  “No, it’s not the truth.” Drien was as stubborn as a basilisk, as Rak had already learned and was learning anew. “You’re confusing ignorance for stupidity. It’s not the same thing. Just because nobody ever taught you anything, doesn’t mean you’re stupid. Rak, you were a slave. It was in the interests of your masters to keep you from learning. You just have to catch up. I know you can do it.”


  “It’s hard. An’ nights when I don’t make no progress e’en harder.”


  “Stick with it, Rak, you’ll get there.” Drien changed the subject. “What are you carving? It is a solstice gift? Who’s it for?”


  “A what?” Rak blinked at Drien in confusion. 


  “Oh, this is your first solstice here! You know, midwinter, the year’s turning, the most sacred night of the year?”


  “Ye-es,” said Rak cautiously, not sure where his friend was going.


  “It’s traditional to give gifts to your friends. Doesn’t have to be much, it’s the thought and the fellowship that counts. If you really care about somebody, traditionally, you’re supposed to make their gift by hand, to show the depth of your feelings. Most people just buy trinkets in the market to give away.”


  The Riverlanders did something similar, as Rak recalled, but at the vernal equinox, not midwinter. But since this was Okyro, home of the Lord of Night, and midwinter was the longest night of the year, it made a certain amount of sense. “I see. Gifts givin’ on solstice night?”


  “Yes. If you ask the Movai, they’ll give you scraps of paper and string to wrap things in. Then, just after the Fall of Night ritual, you give out your gifts.”


  “How? Be a tree or somethin’?” That’s what they did in the Riverlands, leave the gifts under a tree covered with flowers and ornaments. Not that Rak, a slave, had ever participated in the gift giving of the spring celebration. He’d watched it, though, so he had some idea of what to do.


  “Tree? In Okyro?” Drien laughed. “As if we’d waste the wood! Nah, just either hand the gift to the recipient or leave it on their bed.”


  “I see. Grat'tu, Drien.” Rak returned to his carving with more purpose in mind than before.


  “It’s thank you,” said Drien kindly. He'd taken it upon himself to help Rak learn Okyran, one way or another.


  Rak privately thought that his roommate was more frustrated by his glacial progress than even he was. He nodded and tried again, trying to lock the feel of the Okyran words into his mind. “Єvhro εsε.” His brow furrowed. “That don’t sound right.”


  “It is right if you’re being formal. Informal would be εvhro’sε or εs'εvhro depending on the rest of the sentence.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Tyll groomed Vrema carefully, trying to throttle back his impatience. The avtappi deserved his care—she’d brought him safely and quickly home. But now that he was on the temple grounds, he could hardly wait to go find Rak. The bath could wait. He wanted to see his dancer again. His groin ached at the thought of the lithe Loftoni in his arms once more, lying beneath him with his legs spread invitingly, massaging his length with his incredible internal musculature…Tyll broke off with a strangled curse and a raging hard-on. It had been far too long.


  He gave Vrema a last wipe and released her into the large paddock where most of the bonded avtappi spent their evenings when they weren’t needed. Tomorrow night, Vrema would join the foraging packs that were let out of the city each night. She would know to return when Tyll needed her; it was a facet of their bond. Vrema trotted off with her tail flagged high. Tyll turned toward the main temple, taking a moment just to admire the sheer majesty of the building. It was huge and black, the marble shot through with veins of silver. Four spires of silver arose from the four corners of the square building, yet they didn’t reach as high as the top of the black, magically reinforced glass dome.


  Other buildings clustered around the temple like chicks around a hen, all very much smaller and seemingly subservient to the temple. That is as it should be, Tyll thought. The temple should be the focus of all, the most important structure in the entire city.


  Zotien Himself was said to reside in the temple, in a special, sealed chamber one level down, directly below His altar. Tyll had seen the doors of that chamber, made entirely of precious metals and stones, but he’d never seen them open. Privately, he doubted that they could open.


  Tyll headed into the temple, entering the nave a short time later to offer his obeisance to the altar. The chanting of the Movai, as they continued the rites which lasted from sunset to sunup, was a soothing sound that beckoned him to kneel down and just absorb the beauty of it. He resisted. He had too much to do to allow the Movai to lull him into a trance. He climbed back to his feet and slipped out of the nave silently, heading past the public areas of the temple, into the areas where only those sworn to Zotien ever went.


  The first thing he did was stop by the section for his sect. Each sect had something similar, a shared set of workrooms and offices, in addition to the sect lounge, which was really more of a combination between a club and an eatery. Each sect had its own lounge, and the character of that lounge usually reflected the character of the sect very well indeed. The Kephi lounge was a quiet place, with hidden alcoves and privacy curtains around some, okay, most of the tables.


  He went through the lounge quickly, finding the Kephomai’s office off the corridor on the far side. He dropped his report in the in-basket and skittered back out before he was noticed. He wasn’t in a mood to answer a million questions before his official report had even been read. Besides, he wanted to find Rak.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak slunk out of his math lesson. If he had a tail, it would be between his legs. His wings were tightly furled and clamped to his back. The lesson had not gone well. When presented with a short column of numbers to add, he’d arrived at a different answer all three times he’d attempted the problem. And that had been the first math problem posed to him in the lesson. Idiotic didn’t begin to cover how he felt about himself.


  “Rak,” called a voice with the peculiar distortion of a Kephi facemask. The Kephi stepped out of concealment or appeared or whatever Kephi did. One moment, he hadn’t been there, and the next, there he was, large as life.


  Rak veiled his surprise as he stopped. “Eh?”


  “I wanted to speak to you privately.” The Kephi gestured for Rak to accompany him. “Please.”


  Rak thought about it. He was pretty sure the Kephi wanted information about the Riverlands in general or Zoth in particular. He weighed talking about that against yet another reading lesson with the acerbic Ekli. There was no contest. He nodded. “Sir,” he said shortly.


  The Kephi paused but a moment, as if studying Rak, before leading the novice deeper into the temple. They reached a corridor that mostly contained sleeping cells. The Kephi opened the door to one and waved Rak through. Rak licked his suddenly dry lips as he complied. Any full priest could command a novice, all novices swore oaths of obedience, and sometimes those oaths were tested. Rak had heard the saying that nobody got out of the novitiate with their virginity intact. Not that he, an ex-sex slave, was a virgin. But still, no full priest had demanded that he serve...until now?


  As if confirming his thoughts, the Kephi crowded in behind him and closed the door. His arms came around Rak, embracing him. “Night, how I’ve missed you.”


  The physical contact struck like lightning, searing through his veins. The Okyran words washed over him unheeded, untranslated, as Rak's whole being focused on the physical need thrumming through him. Rak made no effort to escape from the Kephi, though part of him wanted to. It was just that his commitment to the priesthood was stronger than his desire for celibacy. Besides, his slave fires were burning with agonizing intensity now. He might as well let the Kephi scratch his itch.


  Decision made, Rak reached down and untied his sash. The bare, hot hands of the man behind him slid up under his loosened tunic, caressing his skin until they reached his nipples. The fingers expertly pinched and teased them into hard little nubs. Rak moaned a little and pressed back against the Kephi to show his interest. He could feel the man’s erection rubbing against him. He wanted it in him.


  Quickly, he pulled his garments off, paying no attention to what he was doing. His wings tangled in the tunic while it was still over his head, trapping his head and arms within the folds of grey silk. The Kephi laughed as he stroked Rak’s exposed skin but eventually helped Rak sort himself out. Once the tunic was off, Rak dropped his pants to the floor and stepped out of them. He wasn’t wearing anything underneath.


  The Kephi’s knowing hands were quick to take advantage, cupping and squeezing his sac then stroking his erection. The touch of those hands seemed familiar, almost as if his body knew them well. But the pleasure and need they were evoking in Rak distracted him from the puzzle, and he squirmed, rubbing himself against the Kephi’s bulge as the man continued to play with him.


  Finally, the Kephi released him in order to open his pants. “Get on the bed, Rak.”


  Rak was quick to comply. In fact, he was trembling with eager need. The Kephi had a masterful touch that told Rak he’d be well satisfied by the man’s use, something he sorely missed during the senior novices’ fumbling attempts on him. They at least kept his slave fires under control, if barely. But this one…he sensed that the Kephi would accept his fullest submission and be as dominating as he could wish. To test that theory, Rak positioned himself carefully on the bed, chest to the mattress and ass in the air, his legs spread to make the Kephi’s entry easier.


  One of the Kephi’s hands stroked his raised cheeks. The other hand smeared oil against Rak’s opening, then a finger pushed some of the slippery substance inside him.


  Rak moaned and pushed himself against the finger, sliding it into him to the base.


  The finger withdrew; the Kephi’s other hand holding against Rak’s backside now. Then, two fingers shoved in, bearing more oil with them, and the man started working the anal ring loose.


  Rak rocked himself on the fingers, biting back further moans of need for fear of annoying the Kephi.


  The man reached between Rak’s thighs and tugged on the dangling sac. “Don’t hold back on me. I want to hear your enjoyment of this.”


  “Yes, sir,” Rak said, grinding his sac into the man’s hand. “Might I knowin’ you name, sir?”


  “I am the Kephane S’Tyll, Rak. Call me Tyll, if you would. And the possessive is your, not you.”


  “Yes, si…Tyll.” Rak moaned aloud as Tyll squeezed his balls. “Be likin’ that, Tyll.”


  “Is there anything else you’d like?” the Kephi asked in arched tones.


  “Yes, sir. Be really likin’ you in me.” Rak lifted his rear slightly higher. Tyll chuckled, and Rak felt something that wasn’t a finger press against his opening.


  Rak relaxed himself and groaned in lust as he pushed back against the head of Tyll’s cock. He was rewarded by the sensation of the head pushing through his pucker, opening his body for the man’s use. The thick, flat point of Tyll’s spear entered him slowly, until the entire head had penetrated and Rak’s opening had sealed around the flared rim of it. Tyll tugged back slightly, not trying to withdraw, but evoking a deeper level of sensation for Rak.


  “Is this what you want?” Tyll asked him, holding his waist to prevent him from fully impaling himself on the shaft.


  “Yes, please, sir. Yes.” Rak ached to feel the thick length of the man filling him, rearranging his innards as it plunged in and out to take its pleasure of him. He glanced back over his shoulder at the hooded and masked figure looming above him and slipped easily into slave cant. “Tomae, Tyll. Hazm'ya.” He didn't feel even a trace of shame at having begged a total stranger to take him and make him his.


  Rak cried out in pleasure as the cock thrust inward, filling him just as he’d imagined it would. The thick, curved weapon seemed intimately familiar to Rak, but he dismissed that as a fleeting fancy. He’d known so many cocks, after all, it could hardly be considered surprising that this one reminded him of another’s.


  Tyll pumped hard and deep until his balls slapped Rak, then he paused at full penetration and stroked Rak’s cheeks again. In perfect, unaccented Zafirin, he sighed, “So soft, so tight and hot. Like you were made to hold me.”


  Rak trembled as the Kephi's words struck him. Not only was the spy fluent in Zafirin, he had spoken in the mode of the master to the slave. Before Rak could come to terms with this, Tyll drew back only to drive forward anew, each hard stop sparking a wave of pleasurable sensation through Rak. He set a bruising pace, pushing Rak’s upper body deeply against the mattress with his exertions and driving all thoughts of language from his head.


  Rak’s cries were as rhythmical as their action. His hips pumped in opposition to Tyll so that he was pulling away as Tyll withdrew and pushing back as Tyll thrust inward. This increased the length of the stroke, the depth and the pleasure. Rak reached the peculiar bliss point of a truly taken slave. He had ceased to think and existed in a world comprised only of physical sensation. He sensed that his body was sharing its pleasure with Tyll, and this pleased him. It was proper that he share his pleasure. His internal muscles went to work, massaging Tyll’s shaft to increase the pleasure. This usually resulted in a swift climax, and for Rak, relief from the fires.


  Tyll showed no signs of completion. He hammered Rak without pause, merciless in the giving of pleasure upon pleasure.


  The tension within Rak, his need to release, grew and grew. His fires sublimated from agony to ecstasy as Tyll mastered his body by his incredible endurance. Everything within Rak tuned itself to Tyll, absorbing every nuance of his usage and returning the pleasure tenfold. With a shout, Tyll unloaded at last, slamming to a halt as his cock throbbed mightily within Rak’s body.


  Rak shrieked as the incredibly intense sensation of Tyll’s orgasm crashed through him, triggering his own, but no lesser, climax. He barely had the presence of mind to catch his seed in a hand to prevent himself from fouling Tyll’s sheets.


  Tyll held his body hard against his groin, his weapon still embedded in Rak’s depths, until all traces of orgasm had passed and Tyll’s member softened and shrank. Only then did Tyll withdraw and he sagged onto the mattress with a weary groan. “Night, that was good. Thank you, Rak.”


  Rak glanced over at the masked man as he finished licking his hand clean. “Yer mostly welcome, Tyll, but I who would be you thankin’.” Rak could just imagine the expression hiding beneath that mask as Tyll tried to sort through the jumble of slave cant and badly parsed Okyran he’d just spewed forth. He shifted position to reach Tyll’s groin and began to lick the man clean, almost apologetically.


  Tyll’s hand fell on his head and stroked his hair. “You don’t have to do that, Rak.”


  “Want to,” mumbled Rak between licks. He could feel his brow furrowing as he noticed how very familiar this cock was. It was more than his imagination. He was intimately familiar with this particular penis. He pulled back slightly and focused on a faint scar. Hurt and confused, he sat up. “Tafflynn?”


  The man sat up and pulled off his mask, revealing the familiar features of Rak’s missing bard.


  It’s him, all right, my bard. But what is he doing dressed up like a priest?


  “Am I really that distinctive?”


  Tafflynn’s smooth voice shivered through Rak. He loved the singer’s voice, but he’d thought he’d never hear it again. To hear it now and in such a situation…Rak tried to control his complex welter of emotions. He didn’t know what to think, what to feel.


  “What are you doing here? Why are you dressed like that?” Rak demanded in Zafirin.


  Tafflynn grabbed one of Rak’s hands and held it as he peered into Rak’s eyes and answered in the same language. “Rak, I’ve missed you so much. Please…I never got a chance to explain, I couldn’t risk it in Zoth, and then we got separated…I am a priest of the Lord of Night, I always have been. I was sent to you all those years ago to guard you and to guide you. It was my duty to teach you about the Lord of Night, to help you find your way here.”


  “Your duty? That’s what I was to you? Duty?” For once, Rak knew what he felt. Betrayal. How could his bard be saying these things? This had to be some horrible dream. Angrily, he forced himself to speak Okyran. Not slave cant. Not ever again. “Ten years be me knowin’. Ten years, be me leavin’ on his leash. Came you to teach not but to me rescue? Knowin’ he was bein’ what he was?”


  “It was only a duty at first,” Tafflynn—Tyll claimed. “Then I met you.”


  “Oh, yes, duty be a pleasure fer certain. I seein’ to that.” The amount of bitterness that filled his heart was a surprise to Rak. He pulled away from the Kephi spy and reached for his clothes. “Came you only to me ‘cause of duty. Never you told me true, did you? Told me just what me want to hear. What yer duty demanded. Never me trusted. Just me used. Enjoyed. Like now. Just used me. No more. Leave be I. No sex slave me now.” Clothes in hand, Rak stalked out of the room before the man could answer him. He didn’t care a whit that he was naked. He’d been kept naked for ten years in Zoth, what was a few minutes compared to that?


  In the corridor, he kept his face impassive, holding back his grief and anger by sheer willpower. He’d perfected the expressionless mask he wore while under Narvain’s lash. Tyll hadn’t ever lifted a finger to guard him from the prince.


  Lost in his mental turmoil, Rak paid little attention to where he was going, turning almost at random through the subterranean maze below the temple.


  A pair of gorgeous doors blocked his path. They were so exquisite that Rak actually broke out of his anguished musings to stare at them. Copper pinwheels danced over black iron, set with sparkling gems that still managed to blaze in the diffuse light. Atop this background, the sigil of the Lord of Night was picked out in gleaming silver and nightstones, the crossed sword and lightning bolt nearly filling the two doors, which silently swung open before him.


   


  * * * *


   


  In the wake of Rak’s abrupt departure, Tyll bowed his head in grief. The worst thing about it was that Rak had a point. It didn’t matter that Tyll had tried several times to either steal or legally acquire Rak. All his attempts had failed, even the last one. Rak probably didn’t even know about most of them. If he had, Narvain would have found out. And as much as Tyll loved Rak, he knew that the Loftoni would not have been able to keep his secrets while Narvain had control of him. He’d run a huge-enough risk teaching Rak of the Lord of Night without blowing his carefully constructed cover.


  Rak was wrong, though. It might have started as duty, but it had ended in love. Tyll was wise enough to know he’d fallen for the dancer. Rak’s accusations of lust and use were wrong as well. Tyll loved Rak for himself, not just for the sex. Admittedly, the sex was fantastic where Rak was involved, but Tyll knew he’d still love Rak even if they could never have sex again.


  If he’d made a mistake, Tyll realized, it was in that he hadn’t immediately told Rak who he really was. He should have taken the mask off straight away. But it had seemed fun at the time, and Rak had certainly been willing.


  The oath of obedience crossed Tyll’s mind, and he sighed. There had been subtle, but noticeable, differences in Rak’s lovemaking this night from what he was accustomed to. Rak’s heart hadn’t been involved. Just his body and his fires. And Tyll, in retrospect, felt the difference keenly.


  He wondered if it was too late now. Had he lost Rak forever? His heart broke at the very thought of that. He buried his head in his hands and prayed for guidance and Rak’s forgiveness.


   


  * * * *


   


  He stepped through the doors, feeling his eyes widen as he took in the grandeur of the chamber. The walls were made of lapis, malachite, carnelian, agate, onyx, obsidian, quartz and other stones he had no names for. Two walls depicted a forest of silver-trunked trees with black and red leaves, with hounds and nightmares…thansymi and vranyxi, Rak corrected himself, flowing between the trees.


  The other two walls displayed an impressive black-columned building shot through with a myriad of lesser colors. Malachite plants and lapis flowers bordered the jet lawn, a carnelian and amethyst fountain depicted rearing firemanes, and from what Rak could tell, the fountain was flowing with nightflames rather than water. Of course, it wasn’t a real fountain, but the imagery was compelling.


  Rak looked down and gasped in spite of all his training at remaining silent. He stood on nothing but air. Beneath his feet, a pinwheel of stars spun through the inky void. He looked up and saw nothing, just the vastness of empty space, an illusion, surely, for there had to be a roof, since this chamber was underground. He looked to the walls again, and they were no longer walls, but there before him. He reached out and touched the silver bark of the nearest tree. The vranyxi beside it snorted and shook its smoke mane before wending deeper into the gloomy forest.


  “Rak,” whispered a voice that seared soul-deep. “Dance with Me.”


  He turned to face the Lord of Night, falling to his knees or trying to. The God caught him, held him fast in strong arms. Rak tilted his head back to regard his Deity. “My Lord, command me.” Forgetting his earlier promise to himself, he spoke perfect Zafirin in the slave-to-master mode, called slave cant, that he’d spoken every day of his life until he’d come to Okyro.


  “Dance with Me,” Zotien repeated, and He drew Rak into an open space. Music came from somewhere unseen, and Rak danced, catching the rhythm of the music in his steps. Zotien joined him, but the God’s dance wasn’t one Rak knew. He watched intently, mimicking Zotien’s steps, quickly learning the pattern. Thus had Varkaris taught him new dances; it was familiar and different at the same time. Rak sensed the fundamental power lurking in the seemingly simple steps of the dance.


  Somehow, he understood it, this power. His dance changed in an instant, no longer aping the God but mirroring Him. Rak performed the completing half of his Lord’s dance. Power rose up about him, spinning with his body, rolling down his wings and limbs. The power deepened, intensified and threatened to become all-consuming. Rak sensed Zotien harvesting the power, spinning it out along the threads of creation, strengthening and renewing the pattern of existence.


  The dance swept into a grand finale that ended with Rak in Zotien’s arms once more. The Lord of Night entered him and consummated the dance, fixing the power they’d raised into the pattern. When Rak had first met his God, he’d begged to be permitted to serve His pleasure. Zotien had told him that the time wasn’t right for that. Now, the time was right, and Rak yielded himself utterly to the God’s passion.


  The climax that crashed into him was a monumental, palpable wave of exquisite sensation so pleasurable that it hurt. In the briefest of moments, between one heartbeat and the next, everything changed for Rak. Dark power flooded through him, burning a fog from his mind. With pitiless clarity, he remembered.


  From the moment he’d awakened in the small infirmary of the Slaver House Deviol onward, he remembered everything that had ever happened to him. Every unkind word, every use, every abuse. Also, he remembered the good. Drespel, Glia and, above all, Tafflynn—Tyll! The love in Tyll’s eyes was unmistakable. The whispered affections in his ear as they made love, the gentle caress of the musician’s hands across his body…this was not duty. It was love.


  All he had left were regrets. He desperately wanted to apologize, to throw himself at Tyll’s feet and beg forgiveness. But he’d burned his bridges, for certain, with his cold, cruel words. Tyll would be a fool to want to have anything further to do with him, and Tyll wasn’t a fool. Rak considered how he might seek Tyll out, trap the man long enough to express his regrets, but Tyll was a Kephi. How would he even be able to find the man again when that man was a member of a sect known for its ability to disappear?


  “Rest easy, My servant. You will know your love when you see him.”


  Rak looked up at his Lord. They were back in the gemstone room; the forest was just a depiction on the walls once more. “I am not Your servant, Lord. I am not worthy. Just a slave—Your slave. I am too stupid for aught else.”


  “You are no slave, Rak. You are My servant. You are not stupid, and I have given you the tools you need to overcome the handicap of your past. Your star will shine brightly in the years ahead.”


  Rak closed his eyes, basking in the loving regard of the God. “Thank You, Lord.” He knew better than to argue further. Zotien had restored his memory after all. Perhaps He had done more than the obvious. Knowing the Storm Lord, Rak realized that much was a certainty.


   


  The next evening, Rak considered what to do about Tyll. He had no doubt that he could find the bard again; he trusted Zotien’s word. But, he doubted his own ability to apologize effectively. He needed Tyll to realize his sincerity and the depth of his feelings. He felt that more than a simple, “I’m sorry, I was wrong,” was called for here. But, he wasn’t sure how to express himself in a concrete way other than sex. He rubbed his head ruefully. Life had been so much simpler when he’d been a slave.


  His eyes fell on his nearly finished bone carving of a cat. He smiled as inspiration struck. Scorth, we are going hunting.


  He quickly gathered the supplies he needed and stuffed them into a small pack. His carving tools, a change of clothes, the field medicinal kit the Therrai gave out, some basic camping gear like the fire disks and portable brazier, a shallow pan and bowl, and a bedroll. Everything fit neatly into the pack for once. Rak was pleased that he’d finally mastered the art of packing. He threw the pack over a shoulder and headed out of the novice house.


  On the way out, he stopped by S’Gien’s office and let the Novice Master know that he’d be gone for a few nights, giving an expected return date. This was not only in the rules, it was common sense. The badlands were dangerous even for experienced priests. If something happened and Rak were injured, by setting a return-by date, Okyro would know when to send out the rescue party. He also told S’Gien the general area he planned to be in. If there were any changes to this plan, Scorth would relay that information through the dragon network. Now that Scorth had met the other dragons living in Okyro, he could contact them mind-to-mind so long as they were within range. The further Scorth flew from Okyro, the harder he had to work to reach the others, and after about three nights’ flights of distance, the energy it would take was so great as to be lethal. Rak wasn't planning on going nearly that far away.


  With the necessary stuff dealt with, Rak headed to the landing field. He was looking forward to this trip. He needed a break from the lessons, to the point where S’Gien hadn’t offered a single objection to Rak’s plan.


  Scorth was waiting for him, lounging in the nearest corner of the field. Rak paused to admire his soul-bonded dragon, still in awe that this mighty beast had chosen to bond to him less than a year prior.


  The dragon was black, but it wasn’t a flat black. No, there was an iridescent rainbow sheen over the black scales, like a film of oil over a puddle of water. The head was small compared to the body, wedge-shaped and graceful looking, framed in stark white horns. A double row of bone-white ridges flowed down the graceful neck and back, protecting the long spine nested between them. Scorth’s four muscular legs ended in large, wickedly curved white talons, and his immense wings, a third pair of limbs, technically, vaned idly in the light breeze. You are beautiful, Rak thought. It was the first thing he’d ever said to Scorth.


  Scorth turned his head toward Rak, yellow eyes ablaze with humor. It is proper that you remain well aware of my obvious superiority and fantastic good looks, but you really don’t have to tell me so every time you see me.


  Rak laughed as he scaled the black shoulder. He quickly fastened his pack to the black leather harness Scorth wore then told the dragon to take wing. He held on as the black beast’s powerful hind legs flung them into the air. The wings took their first downbeat, and abruptly, they were airborne. Scorth headed up in a spiral that took advantage of the temple’s thermal draft. Once a comfortable altitude had been reached, they struck out north and west.


  Rak merged himself into Scorth’s senses as they left the plateau and entered the badlands of A’filozenoi. He sought a place where they could camp, a place where he would find what he needed to make a gift for Tyll. After nine hours of flight, he found it—a tree. The tree by itself wasn’t that impressive, being a short, scrubby green desert tree with more thorns hiding in the leaves than any tree had a right to. But according to Rak’s map, the tree marked an underground spring, one that was accessible even by a dragon.


  Scorth landed and Rak dismounted then sent the dragon off to hunt. He carefully checked their location based on the stars and the time of night. They were exactly where the map said the spring was. Reading the crabbed shorthand notation wasn’t easy, but Rak managed to find the rock formation that led to the semi-concealed entrance to the underground caves.


  The badlands were riddled with caves. Some said it was possible to travel from Okyro to Polemo without ever emerging above ground. Rak had no idea if that were true or not. But the fact of the cavern systems was that they were extensive and everywhere. Wyrms created them, according to the Astri scholars, by eating the rock. The wyrms ate their way ever lower, creating chambers and tunnels seemingly at random. Sometimes, the caves would collapse, forming new ravines on the surface. There was water down in the depths, too, and that also played a role in forming the caverns.


  For the brethren, the caves were more than convenient; they were lifesaving. The Hammer, the Okyran name for the sun, was merciless in the open desert. The heat and light, striking the Anvil—the land—could kill. Did kill, regularly, the unprepared. The brethren took to the caves to hide from the Hammer during the day, and as a result, the maps of A’filozenoi that were available to the dark servants were filled with notes about the various cavern systems and the resources to be found within.


  Traders and pilgrims received much simpler maps, Rak had heard. But traders and pilgrims were expected to stick to the roads, under the watchful eyes of the Perrai rangers, and the roads had forts placed precisely a night’s travel apart. The forts, basically walled camps, all had the basic amenities, such as a mess hall, a temple and a bath. Nobody in their right mind travelled through A'filozenoi during the day. Not if they wished to live, anyhow.


  Rak carefully checked the cave, looking for signs of occupancy. But the brethren camped here often enough that nothing inimical was all that likely to move in. The wards set by the last camper were still here, Rak discovered. He could taste the dark power warding off things that were less than friendly, which out here, was pretty much everything. Rak unsheathed his dagger and, starting at the ward furthest north, set about renewing and strengthening the magical barrier.


  There was great power in blood, as every mage knew. But, there was even more power in that blood when it was willingly shed. Those who took blood power by force received only a tenth part of the power that a willing sacrifice would have granted. Rak sliced open his hand with a willing heart, chanting the warding spell he’d been taught as his blood dripped down to the sandy floor. Power flared about him as the ward set. Rak walked east, still bleeding, still chanting. Four wards he set, in the cardinal directions, and his bloodied steps defined the arch of the circular barrier. As he closed the circle, returning to the northern ward, night flames flared about him, healing his sliced hand utterly, leaving whole, unblemished skin behind.


  Rak settled in the center of his warded area and made his simple camp. Scorth returned, and Rak went back to the surface to help the dragon deal with the gazelle he’d brought for their supper. Rak already felt more relaxed, more at peace, than he had in weeks. He needed this, he realized, as much for himself as for anything. He prepared the carcass, carefully skinning it. He removed the organs and set them aside. He rubbed wine and spices into the meat before setting the gazelle to roast over the portable spit.


  He stretched the hide on a reed frame and set it aside to dry. Tomorrow, he would use the gazelle’s brain to cure it. Very little of the gazelle would go to waste. That was the way of things in the desert. Those who were wasteful didn’t long survive in this harsh land.


  “What sort of bone are you looking for?” Scorth asked curiously.


  Rak glanced at the black, horned man who’d replaced his dragon. He had been so preoccupied with sorting out the gazelle that he hadn’t even noticed the dragon transform. “Vranyxi or unicorn.”


  “Vranyxi’s more likely out here.” Scorth sat down next to Rak’s bedroll. “Unicorn—maybe in the mountains to the west. The coastal range.”


  “Vranyxi, then.” Rak turned the gazelle so it would cook evenly. The pair fell into a companionable silence that lasted until the meat was done roasting. Rak carved thick steaks for them both. Once they’d eaten their fill, Rak stripped the remaining meat from the bones and wrapped it in a supple hide provided by the Arrai mages. The meat kept within the folds of the hide should remain fresh and edible for more days than Rak planned to be out here. The bones were cleaned and rolled into a separate hide. He’d take them home and give them to the Kexnai, the crafting sect. They made glue from the bones or so he’d heard.


  Now, in the deepest part of night, the hours before dawn, Rak slipped out of the cave and went in search of bones. Although Rak had chosen to camp by the underground spring, he knew the water from it emerged into open air not that far away, traveling perhaps a half-stadia above ground before vanishing into the depths again. That half-stadia oasis was why Rak was here. An oasis was a hunting ground.


  A’filozenoi was a hard land, and little survived here without being adaptable. Almost everything ate meat. Or rather, almost everything was omnivorous. An animal that turned down any type of nourishment that was offered was at a profound disadvantage. The gazelle Rak had feasted on probably ate meat as well as plants. There wasn’t enough plant life to support a pure herbivore class. Even the kangaroo rats ate meat—carrion, in their case, able to reach the tiniest scraps the larger creatures could not.


  In the Riverlands, the lines of predation had been clear. The herbivores ate grass and the predators ate them. Here, the predators ate each other. Vranyxia, the sacred equines, had bone spikes on their spines, not for decoration but to defend against aerial predation. Wild dragons thought vranyxia were excellent meals. Vranyxia fed on gazelle, which fed on hares. Hares, like the rats, were scavengers that would feed on any carcass they weren’t chased away from. Firemanes hunted everything from wyvern down to hares, and their smaller cousins, firecats, hunted the rats.


  The aerial predators, from dragons and gryphons at the top, all the way down to mastigi and raven, added an additional layer of complexity to the system. Wyrm, which mainly ate rock, also ate anything else they could catch. Wyrm, at first, appeared to be the exception in the predation pyramid, until one met the basilisk, which had no problem taking on and devouring wyrm. They were pretty much the only things that could eat wyrm, though.


  Rak slipped between the date palms, senses alert for any predators. He wasn’t a priest yet, there was a good chance that he, himself, would be viewed as a potential meal. But the oasis was quiet, other than the water music of the small stream flowing over rocks. Rak searched the low brush, mindful of thorns. As he’d suspected, there was a wide variety of bone to be found, in various states of dryness. Rak supposed that eventually even the bones would be absorbed back into the system. Then, he found bones with roots growing through them. Well, maybe sooner than eventually.


  There were a lot of bones, but most of them were too small, too dried, too riddled with holes from hungry plants, and not vranyxi. Vranyxia bones were different from the rest; they were crystalline in a way. Harder to carve but worth the effort, since their natural hues of silvery blue and red were very popular. Finding the bone was only the first challenge Rak faced. Once he had it, he also had to cure it.


  It was nearly dawn when Rak found what he was looking for. Scratches on the rocks above the oasis led him up the arroyo wall to a small, secure undershot ledge that was invisible from above. Just the sort of place where a wyvern or firemane would drag a carcass to feed in secret. Here, he found the scattered bones of a vranyxi, a weanling from the smallish size. He picked up the femur and studied it with his hands and eyes. It felt solid. The blue and red whorls were muted but there. It would take the right kind of wax to bring the luster out.


  Rak collected as many of the vranyxia bones as he could carry. He might only be planning to use the femur for now, but there was no sense in leaving the rest to rot. He’d either carve them later or give them to his carving teacher, S’Torel. Rak slipped back into the cave as the sun rose. He stacked the bones neatly then went right back out to the oasis.


  Knowing where and what to look for, it didn’t take Rak long to find some of the scattered, hidden vegetables. He was careful to replace what he took with seeds of the same plants from the field kit. The brethren had started planting hardy, but edible, vegetables in every oasis centuries before, and the rules were simple—replace what was used. For every onion, plant three seeds, for every carrot, the same. Rak planted the seeds along with a compressed disk of nutrients to feed the plant then watered the spot.


  He ended up with two potatoes, three carrots, one onion and a bulb of garlic. He carried his haul back to the cave, where he cleaned and chopped the vegetables. Next, he took some of the leftover gazelle meat and cut it into bite-sized pieces. He put the vegetables and meat, along with herbs and water, into a small pot. He locked the lid onto the pot and set it outside, wedged securely between some rocks, where it would simmer most of the day.


   


  That evening, the first order of business was to brew the café. Rak set a fire-disk in the brazier and lit it. Then, he placed a kettle of water atop this and measured out the grounds into it. While he waited for the café to brew, Rak picked up the vranyxi femur and ran his hands over it. The bone was indeed solid. It was perfect for his purposes. He took a charcoal stick and marked where he’d make the first cut.


  He planned to make a flute, for he thought his bard would appreciate an instrument more than anything else he knew how to carve. He’d have to cut the ends off the bone then hollow it out, removing the dried marrow. Then, he’d have to measure and drill the holes, precisely, in order to achieve the proper notes.


  He set the bone down and poured the first mug of steaming café. He added a honey-disk to sweeten the bitter brew then asked Scorth, “Want some?”


  Scorth looked up from his book, blinking owlishly, which rather amused Rak. “Sure, Rak. Thanks.”


  Rak set the mug at Scorth’s elbow and poured more café into the second mug. He’d been right to bring two mugs. He added the honey-disk but barely waited for it to dissolve before taking the first sip. Even though he hadn’t waited, the cinnamon and ginger pressed into the honey was already apparent, and Rak enjoyed the complex interplay of flavors. He finished the mug and poured himself a refill before he turned to the bone once more. He picked up the small saw and carefully began to cut off the ends.


  He worked, with only occasional pauses, for most of the night. Once the ends were off, he used a smaller bone retrieved from the oasis to ream the hollow interior larger. Sandpaper followed to polish the inside and remove any remaining marrow. Rak paused often to inspect the inner curve, looking for flaws or any unevenness to smooth away. Once he was satisfied with the inside of the bone, he turned his attention to the outside, using his tools to shape the mouthpiece and remove unwanted projections.


  Setting the bone aside, he took a stick and used an area of smoothed sand to calculate the placement of the holes. With that done, he returned to the bone and marked where the finger holes should be then took a break.


  He retrieved the stew he’d started the morning before. It had cooked all day in the sun, the locked lid sealed over it to prevent it from drying out. The herbs and vegetables made a pleasant addition to the meat, and he and Scorth licked their bowls clean.


  Stomach satisfied, Rak turned to the exacting task of drilling the holes. He prayed he hadn’t screwed up the placement. There could be nothing worse, in his mind, than a flute that sounded bad. He needed it to be pitch-perfect, to show his love for his bard.


  He drilled the final hole and carefully sanded the edges smooth. Hesitantly, almost expecting that it would end badly, he brought the flute to his lips and blew an experimental note. The mellow, perfect note hung in the air. Rak tested each note in turn, occluding the holes with his fingers. He had done it! He had properly calculated the placement of the holes! He was beside himself with glee. He wasn’t the hopeless dunce at math that he’d begun to think he was.


  “It’s easier when there’s a practical application to learn it by,” said Scorth, who’d been following his surface thoughts as a matter of routine.


  “You are right about that,” Rak agreed cheerfully. He turned his eyes back to the flute. The easy part was now done.


  Now, he had to get the wax needed to treat the bone and bring out the colors. He took a packet of herbs and mixed them with some date oil he’d collected from the oasis. He smeared this concoction on every scrap of visible skin, even working it up under the hems of his clothing and into his hair. He placed a fire-disk and another packet of herbs into a small muslin bag, which he carried with him as he exited the cave and headed for the night wasp nest on the far end of the oasis.


  Night wasps were dangerous, deadly insects nearly as big as Rak’s hand. Their sting was venomous, and the more they stung, the less likely you were to survive. Of course, they never stung just once or attacked alone. No, they swarmed over their adversaries in great numbers. They ate other insects, scorpions, small rodents, birds and carrion. Really, there wasn’t a single living creature in A’filozenoi that would turn its nose up at carrion. Carrion was, after all, a free meal.


  The concoction he’d spread on his skin was supposed to hide his scent from the wasps. It didn’t always work, but it was better than no protection at all. The sack he set alight below the hive produced a smoke that was supposed to make the wasps sleep. It, also, didn’t always work. Because of that, night wasp wax and night wasp honey were both rare and valuable. Rak waited the prescribed amount of time. There did seem to be decreased activity in the hive. Taking a deep breath and holding it, he reached into the hive and carefully broke off a piece from the interior.


  He bit back a cry of pain as piercing agony lanced through his hand. When he withdrew the hand, he found a large night wasp on the wax comb preparing to sting him a second time. He carefully passed his hand through the smoke, trying not to react to the pain of the second sting, and the wasp’s agitated buzzing faded away. The insect fell from his hand but not before stinging him a third time. He left the herbs to smolder out and carefully carried his prize back to the cave.


  With each step, the pain in his hand grew worse. The sites of the stings were large, red wheals, and his whole hand was getting puffy and hot. He set the wax comb down in a clean bowl, picked up the medicinal field kit and carried it to the water. Using a little water and a lot of soap, Rak washed the barrier cream from his body. Then, he awkwardly applied a salve to the stung hand. The salve would help with the venom. Rak knew the lightheadedness he felt was from the stings. He’d been lucky he’d only been stung three times and by the same wasp. There wasn’t enough venom in him to cause full-blown hallucinations.


  With a groan of pain, Rak sat down beside the comb. He carefully pierced the waxed-over octagons and poured the honey into a small flask. Once that was done, he set the remaining wax over the brazier to melt. The flask he corked and tucked into his kit. Someone back at home would want it; he was sure. When the wax softened, he dipped his fingers into it then began to work it into the bone.


  He spent hours on this, working more and more soft wax into the dry bone, which, at first, just seemed to absorb it. But each successive layer of the wax deepened the swirls of silvered blue and whorls of silvered red, highlighting the natural beauty of the bone. This was why Rak hadn’t carved any decoration into the shaft. The bone had its own natural décor, and nothing Rak could do would add to that, only ruin it.


  Finally, the flute was done. There were a few things Rak wanted to add to it, but that could be done back at home. He pressed the remaining wax into an oblong block and allowed it to cool and harden as he broke camp. He packed everything away, then he and Scorth ate the remaining gazelle meat. Scorth exited the cave to transform, and Rak followed, though it took him two trips to bring everything out of the cave. He loaded the pack and the additional bones and the now-supple brain-cured gazelle hide on Scorth, then the dragon lifted off, taking him home. To Tyll.


   


  * * * *


   


  The last few nights had been rough. Rak had left Okyro. At least he’d notified S’Gien, the Novice Master, and he did list a return-by date, so Tyll knew that his Loftoni hadn’t fled the novitiate entirely. There was hope that Rak would return. But still, the man’s absence cut into him cruelly. He’d sought Rak out, despite the hard words, to apologize. Rak was right—he should have tried harder to rescue him. Should have told—trusted him with the truth. Rak’s anger was almost entirely justified.


  Tyll performed his duties by rote, answering questions and writing reports and opinions about various doings in the Riverlands. His report on the events in Zoth and the aftermath of the escape of so many Royal Dancers was met with many, many questions. It helped to keep his mind off his missing Loftoni but only at times. He felt almost dead inside and knew himself in mourning for what he might have lost.


  Solstice was looming closer and closer, and the high priests had entered the sanctum for the necessary and customary rites of purification that would precede the all too important rituals of the longest night, the daylong vigil and the turning of the year the following night. The two nights of the winter solstice were filled with ritual and revelry, for the solstice was a time of celebration for the dark servants, with Zotien at the peak of his powers and the climate at its mildest. It did, on occasion, even rain during the solstice, which inevitably led to an outdoor, impromptu rain-dance festival.


  Tyll had a gift ready for Rak. He knew custom dictated that if you loved a person, you made their gift by hand, but in this case, that hadn’t been feasible. He knew what he wanted to give Rak, and it was well outside his ability to make. Instead, he’d traded for it from the Kexnai. He hoped to find Rak before the solstice rites began. He wanted to spend the solstice with him. He knew Rak was due back any time now, and as a result, he had no interest in answering the same questions he’d already answered twice over in the hopes of gleaning new information by their different phrasing.


  Abruptly, fed up with it all, he stood and left the Kephine’s office without another word. He headed for the landing field. He was a trained empath and used to listening to his feelings. Right now, his feelings said that his love was almost home. He’d slept with Rak more than enough for a rudimentary psychic bond to form. So, he went to where Rak would be.


  Annoyingly, the Kephine followed him, still asking questions. As they walked, more Kephi joined in and struck up a discussion of various infiltration tactics. Finally, Tyll stopped and looked at the small crowd around him. “What are you doing?”


  “We’re coming with you, brother. You’re going to find your Loftoni, aren’t you? We know he’s due back in tonight. We know what happened—he left you.”


  Tyll didn’t question how they knew. They were Kephi, all of them. They had ways and ways of knowing, and Tyll wasn’t above eavesdropping on his friends either. There were no secrets in the halls of the Kephi. “He was right,” he said mildly. “I should have tried harder. I love him, and I want to tell him I’m sorry.”


  “We’ll see. If he loves you, then he should know you.” There was laughter in the Kephine S’Marl’s distorted voice. Tyll could feel the humor and the affection rolling off his sect brothers. He understood. They were going to put Rak through the test of love, to see if the Loftoni could pick Tyll out of the crowd of masked Kephi.


  Tyll just shook his head and continued to the landing field. By the time he got there, there were a full two dozen of his sect following him.


  A Thezine, the Loftoni S’Torel, Tyll identified, looked at the crowd of Kephi and said, “Scorth and Rak have passed the outer marker and should be here within a quarter hour.”


  One of the Kephi asked, “How did you know?”


  “Why else would you all be here?” replied the Thezine. “I doubt that two dozen Kephi have suddenly acquired an interest in dragon lore all at once and no other dragons are due in today.”


  Tyll permitted himself a chuckle then settled down to wait. He didn’t have to wait for long. Almost immediately, he found the black dot on the horizon, a dot that grew larger and larger. As the dragon approached, more details became visible. Tyll hadn't realized just how big Scorth was. He’d only seen the dragon once, during their rescue from Zoth, and he hadn’t caught more than glimpses as the dragon had grabbed them and carried them to safety.


  When the huge black beast touched down, Tyll stood up and approached. All the Kephi filled in around him, so that he was in the middle of the group but not the exact middle. He was one rank back and to the right of center. Randomly placed by design. He waited, trying to remain impassive, as the lithe Loftoni jumped off the dragon’s back, his gorgeous wings spread wide as he glided to the ground.


  Rak looked at the ranked group of Kephi, his face expressionless. He focused on one after the other, until his gaze rested on Tyll. He stepped forward without hesitation, pushed through the first rank and stopped right before him. “S'Tyll?”


  Tyll stroked the scars on Rak’s cheek. “Well done, Rak.” The group of Kephi broke apart, laughing, and returned to whatever they’d been doing before this. Tyll waited until they were alone on the landing field. Tyll eyed the dragon and amended, well, as alone as one could be with a dragon rider. Dragons, as he well knew, were notorious gossips. Almost as bad as bored Kephi stuck in Okyro between real missions. He said, “I’m sorry. You were right, I should have trusted you.”


  “I am sorry, too,” said Rak. “I was cruel to you. You did try to save me, I know that now.”


  Tyll reached down and took Rak’s hand. He saw the wince and immediately raised the hand to inspect it. “Night wasp stings. You need to see the Therrai.” Tyll pulled Rak along, refusing to be dissuaded by Rak’s protestations that the hand was getting better.


   


  Later, once the Therrai had medicated Rak and bandaged the hand, Tyll brought him to his small cell once more. “This is only slightly more private than the novice hall,” he warned as he stripped off his mask and gloves.


  Rak sprawled on his bed. “It is fine.” He was a little drunk from the morphea-laced wine.


  Tyll sat down beside him and took the hand that wasn’t bandaged. “Rak, I came to Zoth because of duty. I stayed because of love. I tried more than once to secure your freedom. You never knew about those attempts because my life would have been forfeit if the prince had found out. That’s, also, why I didn’t tell you who I really was. I regret that I didn’t trust you. I truly do love you, and I’ve never wanted to be with anyone as much as I want to be with you. But only if you still want me. My empathy won’t allow me to force anyone, you know that.”


  “I was not thinking about him, but you are right. He would have gotten it all from me.” Rak raised Tyll’s hand to his lips and kissed it. “I love you still. Want to be with you. I am very sorry for the things I said to you. Was wrong of me.”


  Tyll laid down beside Rak and gathered him into his arms. He craved the physical contact, and Rak had always enjoyed a good cuddle. He wasn’t at all surprised, however, when Rak fell asleep on him. The herbal medicine the healers had added to the wine and morphea was powerful stuff. Besides, it was dawn. It was time for sleep, and tonight, the solstice would begin. He let himself drift off, still snuggled with his Loftoni.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak awoke feeling warm, relaxed and loved. He could feel the weight of Tyll’s arms still wrapped about him. It was late afternoon of solstice night. He needed to return to the novice hall for his festival finery and to wrap Tyll’s gift, still safely tucked away in his pack.


  He turned over and kissed Tyll’s cheek. When the bard opened a bleary blue eye, he said, “I have to go. Meet you at sunset for the rites?”


  “Okay, love,” Tyll yawned.


  Rak smiled at the appellation. “Love you, too, you silly bard.” He padded out of the cell. He had a lot to do. First order of business would be a bath, of course. He was still dirty from his trip to the badlands. His wash-up out in the wilderness had been minimal, not at all what he was accustomed to. He headed for the novice hall with a light step that matched his light heart.


   


  Refreshed, properly dressed and with Tyll’s present wrapped in scraps of multi-colored paper, Rak waited for his Kephi in the narthex of the temple. Since he was a novice, not a priest, he could stand in any section of the temple he chose. The priests all stood in the section for their sect. It wasn’t a law by any means, but tradition had nearly the strength of law here.


  His Kephi entered the temple, and Rak immediately brightened and waved. Tyll came over to him and took his hand. Together, they walked into the temple to find a place before the long night began.


   


  After the lengthy set of rites, which had lasted from sunset until after midnight, Rak and Tyll followed the crowd to the traditional feast. They sat together and served each other from the platters of food that were being passed up and down the tables in a slightly random fashion. Once their plates were full, Rak set Tyll’s present before him.


  As he set a small wrapped object before Rak, Tyll said, “I wish I didn’t have to wear this mask tonight.”


  “How do you eat with it on?”


  “It’s part illusion, especially around the mouth. Watch.” Tyll picked up a carrot and bit off a chunk. To Rak, it looked like the carrot was simply disappearing into the mask.


  Rak waited for Tyll to swallow then pulled the Kephi’s head down for a kiss. His lips found Tyll’s without impediment, proving that there really wasn’t anything between Tyll’s mouth and his. The kiss was wonderful. When it ended, he whispered, “Now open your gift.”


  Tyll picked up the package and carefully untied the colored ribbon before he pulled off the paper to reveal the flute. Tyll’s exclamation was soft and heartfelt. “Oh, Rak, this is lovely. You made this? Of course you did. That’s how you got stung.” He put the flute to his lips and blew an experimental tone. The rich note, mellow and smooth, pleased the ear. “I will treasure this,” he said finally. “Now, you open yours.”


  Rak opened the small gift and blinked at it. Two oval pieces of glass were held in a wire frame. “What is this?”


  “Glasses,” said Tyll. “To help you read. You’re farsighted, Rak. That’s probably half your problem reading. The letters are blurry, aren’t they?”


  “Yes, that they are.” Rak tried the glasses on and squinted.


  “They’re not for looking across rooms,” Tyll explained. “Just for close work like reading.”


  “Thank you,” Rak told him, touched by the thought that had gone into the gift. “This is the best winter solstice ever.”


  Tyll agreed immediately. And kissed Rak again. But he had to ask, “What happened to your speech, Rak? Suddenly you’re speaking Okyran like a native. Not that I mind…”


  Rak just smiled. It hadn’t taken him more than an hour to figure out Zotien’s other gift to him after that incredible dance. The Storm Lord had indeed given him the tools he needed—a working memory and full command of the language, but he wasn’t about to tell anyone what had happened. That was between the God and himself.


  Once they had eaten, Rak leaned close to Tyll. “How about we go off somewhere private, and I will show you how much I love you?”


   


  * * * *


   


  Tyll was quick to bring Rak back to his cell. He stripped off his mask and gloves immediately, tossing them aside. He undressed Rak slowly, savoring the experience as he revealed each part of Rak’s delectable figure. This time, he undressed himself as he went, so that he ended up as naked as Rak. He stroked Rak’s soft, tattoo’d skin, admiring the artwork in spite of knowing its origin. It was still beautiful art and very much a part of Rak.


  Rak leaned into his caresses, his bright beryl eyes full of love. The Loftoni was sweetly cooperative, and more, he was eager. Rak’s hands on his body felt so good, almost as good as Rak’s mouth on his cock. Tyll groaned as Rak’s tongue wrapped about his sex and tugged. He buried his hands in Rak’s hair, so much longer now than when he’d been a slave. Someone must have advised him to grow it out. Well, Tyll approved of that. He loved Rak’s hair, a jumbled mix of russet and gold, like a sunset in his hands.


  Rak swallowed him to the base and hummed. Tyll nearly came off his bed from the intense sensation of it. He pumped his hips and, with a groan of pleasure, came in Rak’s mouth. He groaned again as he felt Rak swallowing it down, sucking hard to wring every last drop out of him. Tyll pulled Rak up and started kissing him, stroking everywhere he could reach. He squeezed Rak’s balls and tugged on his cock, two things he knew Rak really liked, then plunged a finger into him.


  Rak’s back arched and he moaned, his body reacting to the finger probe with great interest. Tyll added another finger and pumped. Rak worked himself on Tyll’s fingers.


  Night, he’s so hot, thought Tyll. How’d I ever get this lucky?


  Tyll played with Rak, keeping his lover at a fever pitch, until his own interest was renewed. Then, he rolled Rak onto his back and looked him in the eye as he entered. “I love you, Rak,” he said as he sank into Rak balls-deep.


  Rak’s internal muscles massaged his length, and the Loftoni’s hips rocked, working himself on Tyll’s shaft. His lovely yellow-green eyes, which appeared peridot in the dim lighting of Tyll’s cell, met his boldly, fearlessly and with love brimming over. “I love you, too, Tyll,” he said in perfect Okyran without even a trace of the slave-cant accent or verb tense troubles that had, until recently, fouled his speech.


  As Tyll made passionate love to Rak, he realized that his partner was right. This was, indeed, the best winter solstice ever.
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