
        
            
                
            
        

    Never say impossible.

 
 

A time of peace and recovery shatters when a routine mission goes awry. Chaos reaches out once more to destroy the prophecy. But the enemy has learned, and this time the attacks are aimed at the prince’s defenders, high priest S’Rak, and Captain Jisten. 

Prince Jethain finds true love at last, but his gentle partner is no lady, but a slave. All the slaves he’s ever freed have vanished within days of their manumission. He loves her, but fears to free her and bring the curse down upon her.
Will S’Rak and Jisten survive the traps laid for them, or will Jethain and his new love be left defenseless against all the power of the Unmaker?





 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.
 
Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 

A Chaos Temple
Copyright © 2013 AC Ellas
ISBN: 978-1-77111-613-8
Cover art by Angela Waters

 

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

 

Published by eXtasy Books
Look for us online at:
www.eXtasybooks.com
 
 
 
 
A Chaos Temple
The Dark Servant Book 11
 
 
By
 
 
AC Ellas 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For my very patient spouse.
 

 







Chapter One: The Approach

 
 

Påndåra Atålio, Traåspo Fångari

5th day, 2nd week, Traespo’s moon

 

Harday, the 16th of Revmon

 
The brilliant morning light was muted to something bearable within the stable. The warm, floral-scented springtime breeze that wafted in through the open doors competed with the odors of hay, grain, and horse. Rak leaned against the silken ebony hide of his avtappi as he brushed it to a sheen. Vyld sent his rider a stream of telepathic images that informed the man he was eager to go. Every image featured action—racing the other avtappi, hunting game, battling monsters. 
“Zala wants a good gallop,” Jisten called from the next stall where he groomed his own avtappi.
“Vyld is bored. He wants to find monsters to fight.” Rak briefly stretched his wings. Along with his short stature, the wings were the most obvious indication of his Loftoni blood.
“There is an old Valer saying, be careful what you wish for, it may come true.” 
Jisten's people had a multitude of wise sayings. The Valer people, once so closely allied to the Loftoni, were rich in heritage. Rak couldn't resist asking, “Do Valer sayings apply to dhemion horses?” 
When Rak had arrived in Koilatha, most of the people had called him demon, a word he hadn't been familiar with. Scorth, his soul-bonded dragon, thought they were saying dhemion, which meant holy-blood-sucker in their own tongue. That misunderstanding was now a source of endless amusement.
Vyld snorted smoke as he flashed a crimson eye at his rider.
Jisten’s baritone laugh rolled through the stable. “I don’t know.”
Rak gave Vyld’s coat a last swipe. “A trip to the ruins and back should be enough of an adventure for them.”
Vyld heaved a gusty sigh and further spread the smoke about. From the next stall, Zala snorted agreement. Both avtappi ambled into the aisle and waited. Jisten chuckled and walked to the tack room to retrieve their gear. 
Rak checked Vyld’s cloven hooves and climbing claws. Finding nothing amiss, he checked Zala, too.
“S’Rak! I just checked them!” Jisten set the saddles over the stall half-doors. The Valer captain always addressed Rak with the honorific S' given to those who'd sworn vows to the Lord of Night, no matter how many times Rak told him that it wasn't necessary.
“It is not that I do not trust you.” Rak set the hoof back down. “But you have not had the training on hoof care that would allow you to spot a problem before it became serious.” He stood up and gave the silver-grey fanged mare a pat. “Perfect.”
“You’ll have to correct that.” When Zala snorted at him, Jisten added, “After we ride.”
Rak set Vyld’s saddle on the black back. “I will try, but it is harder to teach these things without examples.” 
“Perhaps we’ll go to Okyro and you can teach me there, with hundreds of avtappi ready and waiting for your care.” Jisten tightened the girth on Zala. “I’ve ridden her long enough to realize how useless the headgear is.” He held the bitless bridle for his mare. She slid into it with ease.
“It is for show. It is not even useful for balance. Anyone who needs reins to balance has no business riding anything.” Rak offered the bridle to Vyld and the stallion gracefully ducked his horned head into it. “But people expect to see a bridle on an equine, and to go without one gives away capabilities I would just as soon keep quiet.”
Zala sent an image to both men, which showed them all turning old while standing there. Jisten led her out of the stable and swung up into her saddle. “It isn’t too bright for you, is it S’Rak?”
Rak followed Jisten out, one hand on Vyld’s crest. He flipped the deep, black hood of his robe over his head. “I shall try not to look up.” As short as he was, that would take a real effort. He flowed onto Vyld’s back.
“Let’s have fun with the gate guards.” Jisten leaned over Zala’s withers in preparation for the tremendous gallop.
“Jump the gate?” Rak asked. 
Vyld’s ears perked forward as the avtappi considered the ten-foot barrier.
“Can they?”
Vyld imaged them going over the wall. 
“They would need to use their claws, but ai, they could.”
Jisten grinned and crouched lower. “Go!”
Zala shot off toward the gate. Vyld surged in her wake and caught up to her within three strides. They leapt together, one to either side of the gate. The climbing claws came down and hooked into the top of the wall. A quick scrabble and shove with the hind legs, and they attained the top of the wall in a moment of precarious balance before leaping down.
Jisten whooped. The gate guards gaped as the horse shaped predators went over the stone wall. It was easy to underestimate avtappi. Because they looked like horses, people assumed they’d act like them, too. Locking gazes, minds, and strides, the two avtappi thundered through the streets of Karpos City.
Rak slowed Vyld to a sedate walk before they reached the Sun Temple. “We turn on Temple Road to reach the bridge?”
“Yes, then over the bridge and five miles until the turn-off that should lead to the old ruins.”
Vyld and Zala turned onto Temple Road and moved to a canter. Playfully, they switched leads every three strides, but only the horsemen that they passed noticed.

 
With smoky snorts of unhappiness, both avtappi stopped. They planted their hooves in the dirt of the narrow trail and refused to move forward. Rak slid from Vyld’s saddle to investigate the difference before them. There was no marker, no visible indication of change, but they all felt it. Jisten stayed mounted and scanned the area, nocking an arrow to his hunting bow.

Rak crouched on the narrow game trail, studying the path ahead. It looked no different than any other part of the trail. Some distance ahead were the ruins of the abandoned temple. It had been a month since he and Jisten had used dragon’s fire to destroy the hive of the deadly katrami flies, but no reduction in their numbers had been seen. 
The flies were blood-drinkers and possessed of a near-magical ability to know when blood had been shed. They terrorized the people of Karpos City to the point that the sight of any amount of blood caused a panicked reaction. Bladed weapons had been outlawed, and women had to spend a week out of every month in special, windowless, stone buildings.
The area of the ruined temple’s influence was much larger than it should be for a pile of stone that had been untenanted throughout Koilatha’s fifteen hundred year history. They’d come here on his dragon, Scorth, the last time they’d visited the ruins, so he hadn’t realized how far out the effects could be felt. 
This region, across the river from the City, was incredibly fertile. The plant growth around them was thick, vigorous, and green. Rak reached down and scooped up some black soil from the side of the game trail. He considered the heavy loam as he worked it through his fingers. It appeared no different from any other fertile soil. 
“Farmers tell me that this is the richest soil in all of Koilatha,” Jisten told him, shifting his grip on the bow and double-checking the set of the nocked arrow. “Yet there isn’t one farm within two miles of the ruins.”
As the last of the soil sifted through his fingers, Rak stiffened. There, amongst the small pebbles remaining in his hand was something that did not fit. “Look, Jisten. A tooth.” 
He separated it out and rolled the ancient human molar across his palm. A single tooth didn’t mean anything, not one as old as this one seemed to be, but it still sent a shiver down his spine. 
Jisten peered at the tooth. “It looks very old, S’Rak. Do you want to take it with us?”
“I will study it later.” Rak brushed the last clinging particles of soil from his hands, dropped the tooth into a pocket, and studied the dense undergrowth on either side of the trail. “I want to circle the area to see how large the temple’s area of influence is.” The riotous undergrowth between densely packed trees made that impractical, at least from the ground. “Perhaps later, on Scorth.” He mounted Vyld and urged him forward.
The two avtappi still hesitated before crossing that unseen line across the path. Zala bared her fangs at the invisible threat. The two predatory equines locked red eyes on each other, minds linking and motion synchronizing as they stepped past the line.
“I wouldn’t want to try this on a horse.” Jisten still held an arrow nocked on the string, ready to draw and fire.
Nothing visible appeared amiss to Rak. This section of forest appeared identical to that on the other side of the invisible line. But there was something, some difference, and it irritated him that he couldn’t put a finger on it. 
The sound of Vyld's soft snort made the lack of normal noises clear when it shattered the deep silence. 
“It is too quiet,” murmured Rak. Before the line of influence, there had been the subtle sounds of a living forest. On this side of the line, they were gone. He wondered why it had taken him so long to notice. Reaching out with his senses, he sought the minds of the animals that had to be there. He found nothing. Surprise caused him to draw in a sharp breath. 
Vyld stopped in reaction to his rider’s surprise, pawing the ground. 
Zala’s ears flicked forwards and back several times as she stood beside her jet-black pack leader, clearly unwilling to move forward without him. 
“S’Rak?” Jisten asked.
“How can there be no animals?” Rak shifted in the saddle as his wings spread in agitation. “Not even mice!” As the high priest of an animal-tending sect, he was truly alarmed by this. He wanted to turn around and leave, but how could he claim that he’d destroyed the hive without verifying that Scorth’s flames had in fact incinerated it?
“No animals?” Jisten's brow furrowed and he let go of his bowstring in order to stroke Zala's neck. 
I don’t like this. You should leave. Scorth’s thought was the merest whisper, giving Rak yet another reason for concern. The distance between them wasn’t great enough to attenuate the bond. 
I cannot, Rak sent back. This is important. I need to make sure that we destroyed the hive. 
Be careful. Scorth did not sound pleased. If the wildlife won’t get close, something is seriously amiss.
“Scorth thinks we should leave, S’Rak.” Ever since he and Rak had bonded, Jisten had been able to hear the private, telepathic communication between Rak and his dragon.
“While I agree with his sentiment, I cannot abandon my duty for a feeling.” Rak took a deep, steadying breath and urged Vyld onwards once more. “We have amulets, should we need them.”

 

* * * *

 

Abandoning the dusty tome that he was reading, Scorth stood up and paced. Rak’s determination to continue worried him and the complete absence of wildlife near the temple frightened him. No matter how harsh the conditions were, there should be life there beyond plants and bugs. He regretted his decision to stay behind. It had seemed reasonable at the time since his rider was only visiting ruins.

Scorth turned and paced the other way, ignoring the scowl on the librarian’s face. He could saddle one of the avtappi and ride out after Rak. That assumed that the avtappi would cooperate with him. Rak always had to soothe, even cajole, an avtappi to accept him, no matter how many times he’d ridden that particular beast. The avtappi sensed his nature and reacted accordingly because wild, unbonded dragons preyed upon avtappi. Besides, the temple was a couple hours ride away, and the need was now. That left flight. 
Scorth could fly the distance from the palace to the temple in minutes. But to do so, he would have to revert to his natural form. In draconic form, he could not possibly escape notice. A large, black dragon in the daytime sky was anything but subtle. He’d worked hard to make the Koilathans think of him as nothing more than a man. If he were seen changing his shape… Scorth didn’t want consider the ramifications. He was as physically vulnerable as any man when he wore human form, far more vulnerable than he was as a dragon.
As the librarian stalked over to him, no doubt to make pointed, barbed comments about disturbing the quiet sanctity of her library, Scorth turned around. He walked out of the palace library before the priestess could rant at him. They’d been alone in the library, so he didn’t feel she had any basis for complaint.








Chapter Two: The Flies

 

 

“S’Rak! Look!” Jisten slung his hunting bow over his shoulder and used the arrow to point upwards and to the right. 

A hundred paces away, Rak observed the first katrami fly approach. It was large, the length of his thumbnail. The body was black, except for the thoracic casing, which gleamed a metallic blood red. The buzz of its wings was a low-pitched menacing sound. 
Rak handed Jisten two of his recently created amulets. Jisten hung one of the small, power-imbued amulets around his neck and tied the other onto Zala’s saddle. The magic of the amulets was enhanced by being set in nightstones, which allowed them to bind together, making the fly-repellent barrier even stronger by cumulative effect.
Rak concentrated and touched the mind of the fly. He was powerful enough to have contacted insects before, but their minds were so alien that he’d never learned much from them. The last time he’d been here, the dragon had been moving too fast, and the distance too great, for any sort of mental contact to be possible.
Rak was unprepared for the cold blast of hostility from the fly. He’d barely touched the fly’s mind when it reacted to him. The katrami darted at his face but bounced back, unable to touch the priest. He sensed a doubling of its rage. It contained such intense hatred that it defied rational belief. Flies shouldn’t have the emotional capacity that he was sensing. Did it know that he had ridden the dragon that had destroyed its hive?
Moments later the katrami was reinforced by a swarm of its fellows. The mass of flies buzzed around them, unable to penetrate the dual barrier of the amulets and Rak’s powerful presence. Rak removed another amulet from a pouch and tied it onto Vyld’s saddle. 
Watching the swirl, Rak discerned patterns in the apparent randomness. The flies moved together as if a single will controlled them. He reached out with his mind once more. The hatred and the fury of the flies beat against his senses, attacking the only part of him they could reach. 
Rak gripped the saddle horn as he recovered his mental equilibrium. Jisten touched his shoulder and he drew strength from his Valer. Rak had barely pulled back in time to save himself. Precious few creatures could attack on the psychic plane, and even half-expecting the attack as he was, the power of the flies’ attack left him gasping. The swarm swirled around his barrier in new patterns. 
Chilled to the bone, Rak sat up in the saddle. “Impossible,” he whispered at the sight of mystic runes twisting in the air. 
Vyld snorted again, flicking an ear forward and back. Zala pawed at the ground with a cloven hoof, unearthing several small bones.
“What’s impossible?” 
Rak watched the patterns of the flies as the swarm continued to surround him, continuously attacking his barrier with their bodies and their power. “Flies do not live in hive communities. Flies are not social insects. Flies do not reason or write runes. But these do all of that and more. They have a deep malice towards all other forms of life. In all of creation, only one Being hates as fiercely as these flies do.”
“You did theorize that the ruins of the chaos temple made them what they are,” Jisten reminded Rak as he double-checked the placement of his amulets. “And we saw the control that Murson was able to exert over them.” The sun priest Murson had proven to be a chaos priest in disguise, and had nearly defeated them when he was unmasked just a week earlier.
Rak closed his eyes, seeking relief from the hypnotic yet nauseating patterns. “We burned their hive, but clearly, there has been no effect on their numbers. We need to see if they have rebuilt it.”
Vyld eased forward, drawing the mind-linked and lock-stepped Zala with him. Around them, the flies redoubled their attack. More and more flies arrived until the small company formed the peaceful eye of a phenomenal storm of black and metallic red flashing in the late afternoon sun. The knot of flies broke from around them as they passed between the last of the towering trees into a meadow. The swarm lifted into the sky, the patterns twisting overhead in a rainbow-shaped arc between the riders and the dark blot in the center of the field—a dark blot much taller than the ruins that were supposed to be there.
“That looks more substantial than what I recall.” No matter how intently Rak stared at the dark something, the details of it refused to become apparent. The distance wasn’t great enough for that. Shapes, patterns, walls and towers should all have been visible. But all he could say was that there was a dark form that was probably a building ahead. 
“Are you sure?” Jisten squinted at center of the plain, one hand shading his eyes. “Well, maybe. It keeps moving. Are the flies doing something to it?”
“Perhaps.” Rak glanced up at the twisting arch. “If the flies are able to remember us, they could well be attempting to camouflage it. They are smart enough for that.”
They rode out of the dark trees onto grass so vivid a green that it appeared to have a blue tint to it. Many small flowers, all of one type, peeked up between the blue-green serrated blades of prioni grass throughout the circular meadow. Rak leaned over and plucked one of the pure white blooms. “Symaia bloom eternal.”
The skull flower grew on ground that had been soaked with blood. Finding one here and there in the wilderness was not uncommon, for any blood could cause the tiny star-shaped seeds to sprout. The seeds were able to float incredible distances on four feathered tufts that resembled a pair of crossed bones. This many skull flowers, growing in prioni grass, could only mean one thing.
“May those who died here find the peace of Pehroz,” Rak whispered and set the skull flower free to ride the winds across the ancient battlefield to parts unknown. 
 

* * * *

 

Scorth paused in the hallway, pretending fascination for an intricate bit of carving on one of the many statues. He need not have bothered. At this time of day, the corridor was unguarded. Still, he checked both directions for any potential observer before he slipped across and opened the tower door.

He walked up the stairs, focused on reaching the top, and hoped that there wouldn’t be anyone posted as a lookout. Reaching the trapdoor, he eased it open before climbing the ladder to gain the roof. Stepping into the small open space, he kept his head down to prevent anyone on the palace walls from seeing him. 
Next he eased the trapdoor closed to add another layer of confusion to the issue, for the door couldn’t be opened from the outside. If he was mistaken about what was about to occur, he could either glide off the tower, or have Rak let him down once he returned. 
Scorth settled down to wait, hoping that he was, in fact, mistaken. 








Chapter Three: The Temple

 

 

Rak’s skin crawled and his wings rustled as he stared at the ancient, long-abandoned temple. This time, Jisten drew his sword. It was no longer the ruin of their last visit. Not a single one of the plain, dark grey stones looked out of place. They were as crisply edged as if they’d been cut and laid last week. Rak briefly wondered if he had gotten lost. Had he truly returned to the same site? 

Scorth’s voice protested in his mind, How many perfectly circular plains are there in Koilatha? Or anywhere?
There could be two, one around the ruins and one around this perfectly built temple, o intelligent, oversized, flying gecko. Hast thou overflown the entire land of Koilatha? Or Ydron? Rak replied.
I hate it when you use thee’s and thou’s. Didn’t I tell you to look at this ruin at night, like a sensible high priest of Zotien? Then you could have used the stars for a position fix. But no, you had to go traipsing off like a sun worshipper, leaving your poor dragon behind! And I’m not a gecko!
Privately, Rak thought Scorth had a point, not that he’d admit it. You are the one who wanted to stay behind, because you thought that reading A Survey of the Noble Houses of Koilatha would be more interesting than this.
That was a ruse. I was going to sleep in the library and snore, just to annoy the Librarian.
Now that is truly a worthy endeavor for one as mighty as you.
You should be looking at the blackened mass of a burned hive. Scorth's petulant tone,  apparent in his mental voice, almost made Rak smile.
It is hard to see, for a temple has sprung up around its location. I suppose I shall have to go inside and look there.
Inside? Inside a temple that just sprang up overnight? The sun has fried your brain!
I cannot go to the other sects and say “A temple appeared, it might be a chaos temple, but I do not know, I was too afraid to enter.”
How about, I was too intelligent to enter? Scorth snapped back, worry tinting his sarcasm.
That would destroy my reputation as a Thezi!
Scorth’s mental voice went silent, worry and laughter warring with each other. Jisten only looked worried as his gaze slid to Rak’s face. 
Rak turned Vyld and began to ride a circuit around the structure. “We should look at all its aspects for some indication of designation. A carving, or a statue, anything that can prove to whom this temple was dedicated.”
“Could Scorth’s attack on the hive have activated some magic that turned it from a ruin back to a living temple?” Jisten studied the featureless walls.
“That is possible, but not very likely.” Rak focused on the temple, trying to get an idea of its internal layout. The perimeter was the right size for the ruins he recalled. The building was an architectural mess, both outside and presumably, inside. 
The main bell tower was not centered, but off to the right side. No two spires were the same height. Some twisted towards the sky and some seemed to claw at it. A few even shot in straight lines, but at odd angles instead of up. They were all of the same dark grey stone, with no indication of metal having been used to create them.
When they ended up where they started, Jisten's frustration was plain. “Not a single carving. Not even an inlaid rune. Nor is there any graffiti, though a chalked mark would have shown nicely against the stone. And from what I can tell, the internal layout is a confused mess!”
“Most temples have certain features in common, and because of that, they are generally laid out in the same manner. This temple disdains that formula and refuses any pattern. The temple’s outside tells of a confusing jumble of chapels and halls inside—chaos. I have little choice but to enter the temple, for I must have proof beyond my feelings.”
“We will enter the temple,” Jisten corrected. He slid off Zala without releasing his grip on the nightstone sabre Rak had given him as a bonding gift. Once on the ground, he shifted into a wary guard position as if expecting an imminent attack to issue forth from the blank walls.
Rak was staring at the temple as his left hand caressed the hilt of a short sword. The double doors that should lead into the heart of the temple were open. “Jisten, were those doors ajar before?”
The tall Valer glared at the doors in accusation. “Most definitely not.” 
Rak dismounted from Vyld without once losing sight of those doors. He and Jisten walked towards the doors, accepting the blatant invitation. Or is it a challenge? “Try not to touch anything. The less of ourselves that comes into physical contact with this temple, the better.”
Before he reached the building, Rak picked up a triangular piece of basalt he’d nearly stepped on. It looked like an ancient spearhead. Easing through the open doors, Rak paused on the lintel, squatted, and carefully pushed the spearhead under the left-hand door until it jammed. “Just in case,” he told his Valer. He stood and entered into a small space that separated the outside from the heart of the temple. Jisten double-checked the seat of the door-block before stepping up beside his partner.
The narthex was plain, lacking in carvings or statuary. There was not a scrap of furnishings, not even offering tables. It was a stone box with no purpose other than funneling the entrant into the nave of the temple. But, there was no door opposite the one they’d entered. Just an arch of blackened stone that framed an even deeper darkness, one that even Rak’s Night-touched eyes could not penetrate.
“Nowhere to go but in,” Rak whispered, his wings furling into tight, protective bundles on his back. He grabbed Jisten's hand. “Try not to touch anything.”
Rak was grateful that Jisten didn’t say anything about him repeating himself. Through the bond, Rak could sense that Jisten was just as worried and afraid as he was. 
Wings clenched flat to his back, Rak stepped through the arch, ducking his head to clear the lintel that towered five feet over his head. A cold wisp of something passed over him and he shuddered at the sensation. He saw Jisten flinch away from an unseen something as well. 
Past the arch, Rak murmured, “There is the siastrion,” and pointed unnecessarily because the altar sanctuary drew the eye to itself. It brooded in isolated supremacy across from the archway in a display of crimson, black, and gold that looked garish beside the stark, unmarked grey walls and basalt floor. Walking with a feather-light step, Rak focused on the altar table to the exclusion of all else. It seemed to be calling him to approach, to come closer. 
“S’Rak,” Jisten said in a low tone. He gripped Rak’s upper arm, enabling the Loftoni to break free of the seductive allure. 
Rak shook his head in an attempt to clear it of a slight vibration, more felt than heard. His wings flexed, protesting the tense muscles of his back. He turned his gaze on the smooth, blank walls and empty floor. Worshippers, if She had any, were expected to stand. He took a deep breath of the heavy, still air, tasting dust and iron in the back of his throat. 
His attention returned to the sanctuary. He was close enough to see the contorted surface of the altar stone. The three points and sloping faceted sides were exactly as described in the ancient texts, as were the deep grooves where the angled surfaces met. Beneath the grooves, set into the floor itself, were the receptacles. Each was shaped like a human head, face up in the floor, their mouths eternally opened in a silent scream. The depth of their gullets was unknown, but legend held that they were infinitely deep. Longer than it was wide, built of a clear crystalline stone, the altar was shaped to hold a human body and allow the sacrificial blood to flow down the channels and into the mouths of the receptacles. But that was the altar in Polemo. This was Koilatha. 
“That vomosion,” Rak whispered as he backed away, “should not exist here. It is the Unmaker’s. I have seen enough. My suspicions have been confirmed in a manner that not even the skeptical Strazi can deny.” 
As they turned to leave, the open doors of the narthex slammed shut with a hollow boom, the door-block turning into a projectile that pinged against a wall. Rak jumped, startled by the noise, and his wings mantled as his stomach rolled over and clenched itself into a knot. The previously bare walls of the nave wetly glistened with scarlet fluid that looked suspiciously like blood. It flowed sheet-like down stones that now were deeply rune-carved. His wings shivered and his breath hissed through clenched teeth as the trap sprung about them. He grabbed Jisten’s wrist when the man tried to rush the narthex doors. 
A deep sense of rage and despair permeated the darkening air. Forms twisted before them, half glimpsed figures of people contorted in agony, pressing in upon them from every side but back, where the altar waited. 
“Stay next to me, Jisten. To touch the vomosion is to die or worse. We need to find an escape route.”
 

* * * *

 

Scorth flung himself off the tower roof, his black wings spreading. He snarled in joy as the power twisted through him, sloughed off the alien form he bore, and caught his soul in a maelstrom of magic. The change felt slow to him, though it took less time than the pause between one heartbeat and the next. Power thrummed in his bones as they grew and stretched, but he felt no pain. The magic held him, senseless and motionless, as it broke every law known to physics, and some laws as yet unknown, to rearrange both matter and energy to reform him in his soul’s image.

His neck elongated, horns erupted from his head, and his muzzle of sharp fangs protruded. Hands and feet enlarged and sprouted curving talons. Black skin was replaced with iridescent black scales. The magic faded away as swiftly as it had arrived, releasing its grip upon him. Velvety black wings were still stretched wide, but so much larger now, and his tail slapped the tower wall as his wings took their first downbeat. 
Scorth sensed more than heard the furor his appearance caused the Guard, particularly the hapless squad of archers stationed on the roof who’d witnessed the entire transformation. After the first assassination attempt on Crown Prince Jethain, Captain Jisten had finally been given the power to increase the total number of palace guards. He’d plugged the many gaping holes in palace security that had been a constant insult to his military mind. 
The watchtowers rang out the dragon-flying sequence as he flew over the city, heading in a straight line towards the temple where his soul-bonded rider was endangered. The towers, intended to direct the army and the city watch in the event of an emergency, had developed an entire set of new sequences to deal with the high priest’s pet dragon.








Chapter Four: The Attack

 

 

Inside the chaos temple, a shadow hissed, “Priessst.” 

“Enemy,” hissed another. 
“Kill,” suggested a third. 
Essina stilled, looking over at the ones who spoke. Those shadows were among the oldest. Della’s shadow flanked her and was silent as well. 
“He daresss invade,” the first shadow hissed.
Essina felt a funny leap in her stomach. Surely not. It was far, far too early for the baby to move. She had been a prisoner here for only two weeks, captured on the docks as she fled to safety. Before that, she had been a palace slave and had seduced the dark priest Rak by command of the king in order to secure a new heir. That baby was now all that stood between her and death on the altar of Katzrevia. 
Her friend and fellow slave, Della, hadn’t been so fortunate. Della's body had been sacrificed on the altar and her soul fixed to the chaos temple.
The ghost of Della cocked her head, a useless gesture, but mannerisms died hard. “Downsstairss, much power.” She flickered out, but came back moments later. “There iss a priesst. Enemy priesst.”
Essina very much wanted to see this enemy priest. S’Rak or Forael, she would welcome either, or any sun priest. 
“Black and green robesss. Sssunssset hair, and wingssss.”
Essina ran for the door. It had to be S’Rak. Who else met that description? 
The others swirled out of her path, but Della flanked her. “Yesss, sssseeee this priessst.”
The door vanished. She jerked away from the wall and cried out in despair. “Make it come back!  Let me out! Si’Yeni, Zotien, help me!”
The older shadows hissed angrily when she called on the enemies. 
 

* * * *

 

In Her sunset hall, Si'Yeni looked up from Her loom, focusing Her attention on the mortal world. A prayer, seeking Her aid, but from where? She strained to hear the petitioner, and failed again. The sunset turned orange from anger. 

Si’Yeni resumed Her weaving. She was patient. Something would change and She would hear this voice eventually.
 

* * * *
 

Zotien struggled to see past the glare of day. Somewhere in the darkness of this temple, someone called to Him. Not His high priest—S’Rak seemed to have things well in hand. Someone else, but whom? Zotien’s hands were tied—He could not openly search the temple of Katzrevia. 

 

* * * *

 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Dienok asked in a low, dangerous voice from behind Essina. 

She hated it when he appeared out of nowhere like that. “Nowhere, sir.” Essina hastily sat crosslegged on the bed as he liked.
“That’s right. Nowhere. You will be here forever. Just like the rest of my servants.”
“Yes, Lord Dienok.” Essina's eyes were properly downcast.
“I will deal with your lover now. Wash yourself in preparation for my return.”
“Yes, Lord Dienok.” Essina prayed fervently and silently to Si’Yeni and Zotien to help Rak. Dienok vanished.
 

* * * *

 

The chaos priest regarded Rak and Jisten from his hidden position. He could see the invaders, but the dark bastard and his Valer dog couldn’t see him. Silently, he commanded the spirits to attack, to drive the interlopers to the waiting altar of his goddess.

 

* * * *

 

The walls moved, some marched across the floor and some sank down, then raised back up in new positions. Their bloodied surfaces gleamed in the darkness like crimson beacons. The tattered souls clustered close. Their deep despair at their cruel fate sucked the warmth of life and the will to live from the air. One direction was left free—the direction the men did not want to go. But, step by shuddering step they were forced back. Neither man could bring himself to press between the lost ones to escape. 

Too cold, too painful. The spirits could not harm them directly, but their memories were horrors—and they shared them freely. Each incidental contact brought a vivid memory of how it felt to die—screaming in agony as their blood and bones were removed to form the mortar of the stones of this temple, their flesh food for the builders, their useless bits ploughed into the soil of the fields, their souls bound to the stones and denied the peaceful embrace of the Lord of Death. 
Not one or two victims. Not even hundreds or thousands—more than that. An entire nation lost to the Goddess, unknown to history. The miasma of anguish, pain, horror, rage, hatred beat against Rak and Jisten like the pulse of a gigantic heart. The temple was alive, self-aware, and aware of them. The Valer’s white face told Rak that the man was feeling the same things he was.
Rak’s left ankle brushed against one of the receptacles. Shock and lancing pain shot up his leg and brought him to his knees, gasping for breath. The stone head had twisted in place and bitten him through the supple leather of his boot. He was inches away from the altar stone itself, trapped by stone teeth that were trying to grind his ankle to a pulp. All it would take was a momentary lapse of concentration, or an instinctive ducking away from the clustering spirits, and he would touch the altar. Once the altar stone had him, there would be no escape. 
Jisten dropped to his knees and grabbed the jaws. When he pried them apart the tiniest bit, Rak ripped his ankle out of the gnawing stone mouth and staggered back a step. Jisten snatched his hands away just in time to prevent the jaws from smashing them flat. 
Rak struggled to gain control over the pain as blood trickled down his foot to pool around his toes. His eyes drifted to the back of the sanctuary space. He grabbed Jisten’s wrist and darted between the altar and the wall, racing for the gap he’d seen. Most temples had areas behind the altar for the priests to work. He hoped and prayed, but not to Her, that this one did, too. 
The distorted souls tried to stop them, but most were behind them, in the main part of the nave. Rak forced his way through the thinner layering of them, still holding Jisten’s wrist in a death grip. Even that brief contact with the spirits had tears streaming down his face as each soul shared with him the agony of their deaths. Blinded by tears, Rak misjudged the distances, or the wall had moved again. His right shoulder brushed the wall. The blood flowing down the stones soaked his arm from shoulder to wrist, scorching and burning his skin wherever the fluid soaked through. Rak jerked away from the brief contact with a gasp. 
Through the distortion of the air, he thought he saw a narrow opening. It would have to do. Dragging Jisten, Rak leaped before the escape route could move. They squeezed through the archway sideways to avoid further contact. Rak didn’t take more than a glance at a cabinet built from the long bones of human arms and legs and a bench built of polished skulls. Then he was past the diakion, running down a dark hallway. Jisten easily paced him.
During his ride around the temple, Rak had not seen any doors other than the main entrance. That didn’t mean that there weren’t any doors, just that any other doors that led to the outside were hidden. Searching hall by hall and chapel by chapel for such an exit would take far too long. This was the temple of the Enemy. How much of a taste of him had the Goddess received already? She would not disregard that taste. She would know him for who and what he was, and act upon that knowledge. 
The Goddess was confined to Polemo, but Rak could not be certain that some part of Her could not reach into this temple to attack him. So, every moment he was within Her temple was a moment of increasing danger. The bell tower had been to the right. They pressed to the right at every opportunity, though the temple fought them still, seeking first to drive them back into the nave, and failing that, to delay them. Many times they encountered dead ends, and turning back, gained a new opportunity to confront the horror of the damned, tormented souls. But they persevered, and they found the dank cylinder of the bell tower, a black cavity lined in shallow steps that spiraled upwards into gloom. 
Rak ran up the stairs three at a time. His enormous strides were aided by the beating of his wings while Jisten’s natural long stride enabled him to keep up. Rak’s left wingtip brushed the wet stone of the wall. Pain snapped it against his back in useless reflex, because it spread and beat against the wall again with Rak’s next upward lunge. The right wingtip slashed through the misty forms of the ghosts that pursued him. Rak and Jisten didn’t stop even when they exited the gloomy interior to the brilliantly sun drenched parapet. 
Rak pushed Jisten off the bell tower and leaped into the air behind the man. He wrapped his arms around the captain as his wings spread to grasp the wind. They plummeted, but as their speed increased, the updraft of the wind against the temple wall caught his wings. Heartbeats later, they were higher than where they’d started, gliding in the thermal. Through the bond, Rak sensed not only Jisten's lack of fear, but the wild elation the Valer felt every time they glided together. 
Rak’s wings tilted, carrying him away from the temple at an angle. It caused a loss in altitude, but they would come to ground past the area of the temple’s influence. Well past that area. Darkness blotted out their view of the land they overflew, resolving into a black form with vast wings. White horns contrasted the iridescence of black scale. As the dragon rose beneath him, Rak folded his wings and settled into the hollow between the shoulder blades, still embracing his Valer. Jisten indulged in a kiss before releasing him. 
The dragon banked into a turn, heading back towards the palace. No, Rak sent as he merged into Scorth’s senses. Circle the area. I need to see how large the sphere of influence is. 
The dragon’s head turned to regard him with a blazing yellow eye. You’re hurt. We should go back and tend to your injuries. 
On cue, Jisten examined the bleeding ankle.
I have been hurt before. I am not mortally wounded. Circle the temple, Scorth. Rak’s mental tone was colored with his anger and deep resolve. Scorth, wise enough not to argue further, banked the other direction into a sweeping curve. Their combined attention focused on the temple below. Shifting darkness surrounded it, swirling in the air. The katrami flies, linked to the temple somehow. The Astri will have fits over this.
A section of the swarm separated, and a thick finger strained up towards the flighted intruder and its bleeding rider. When they got close enough that they could see the bodies of individual flies, the dragon blasted them with a fireball. Rak growled. Do not waste the gas. Most of the swarm attacking them fell towards the ground, their little bodies crisped. The remainder tried to keep up with the dragon and renew their attack, but Scorth was too fast for them—for now. 
Scorth snorted. Why not? I won’t be engaging in long combat maneuvers. 
Rak considered pointing out that if Scorth wasted enough of his flame on the flies, they would have to walk home. And there would still be plenty of flies. Destroying the hive had accomplished nothing. 
 

* * * *

 

Scorth agreed with the gist of his rider’s thoughts. The dragon didn’t send any more flames towards the swarms of flies that continued to surge up in futile pursuit of them. 

As Scorth completed his first circle, Rak commented, About a stadion in all directions. That is the influence one would expect from a fully tenanted temple.
It might not be tenanted, but it’s not abandoned. Scorth shifted in the wind, flying within the area of influence for a closer look. 
I think it is alive. I must report this. We are done here.
Scorth was happy to turn away from the evilness of that place, but before he could complete the turn, Rak grabbed Jisten yet again and leaped off the his back. The flies are about to break the barriers around the avtappi. 
Rak, no. It’s too dangerous for you, much less your Valer. Scorth hovered, beating his wings in agitation. 
Relax, his rider sent back, wings spreading as they caught the air and slowed their plunge. I am not fool enough to go back into that trap. The flies cannot touch me and Jisten has an amulet.
This didn’t reassure Scorth. Circling as tightly as he could, he kept his gaze locked on the brilliant wings of his rider. Rak was nothing if not stubborn. Not to mention recalcitrant, obstinate, pig-headed, intransigent, mulish, tenacious, obdurate, perverse, and ornery. 
I heard that, Rak grumbled as his wings flared for landing. 
Good. You were meant to, you reckless, harebrained fool of a rider.








Chapter Five: The Wild Ride

 

 

The flies swarmed about Vyld and Zala in such numbers that Rak could not see the avtappi. He could sense the beasts’ fear, so he knew that he hadn’t been too late. More flies arrived as his boots hit the turf. He staggered on landing, thrown off by his injured ankle, Jisten’s weight, and the need to avoid the katrami. He barely had time to furl his wings when the flies were beating against their amulet-provided barriers, unable to reach either man. 

Rak raised both hands and shouted, “Piastå.” 
Power flared about him, black sparks that followed his arms and leaped from his fingers. The deep buzzing took on a note of fury as the priest’s power held them. Rak had commanded them to stop, and so they hovered there in the air, unable to move. Rak wasn’t done. “Dioxnomai, apålthå.” The katrami vanished.
“The banishing won’t last,” Rak warned Jisten as he mounted Vyld. “And there are more flies than the ones I’ve affected.” He urged the stallion to a gallop. Jisten paced him on Zala, shoulder to shoulder. They had barely turned their backs on the temple when the flies darkened the sky. The deep buzz of their wings howled their rage and their hatred as they smashed into Rak’s barriers with increased force, weakening them further.
“Pylalå,” Rak told the avtappi. Having been given the command to run, Vyld and Zala shot forward, their hooves tearing up deep divots of turf as they flung themselves into an all-out gallop, lock-stepped. Leaning forward, Rak’s body lifted free of the saddle as he balanced his weight over the avtappi’s withers and Jisten followed suit. An avtappi was far faster than a horse and ones as terrified as Vyld and Zala were could achieve incredible speeds. The flies were left behind before they’d crossed half the meadow.
Vyld and Zala raced through the trees, greenery whipping by so fast it was a blur. Steeds and riders moved as one, they became one, sharing each other’s senses and moving in perfect synchronicity. Only those with Thezi talents could achieve this perfect state of union with a beast. It was exhilaration. Transcendent. It was the Dreaming. Rak dimly noticed that Jisten achieved this state for the first time, proving that he did have Thezi talents, just as Rak had thought. 
No signals passed between man and beast. Their will was one in this state, their identities merged into a new, but temporary, whole. And that was the danger, to remain too long and blend, or to not separate out all the way. The risks added spice to the experience, and the results over time added fuel to the claims of Thezi insanity. But the joy of the merging, of becoming more, made the risks no more than a minor consideration.
Vyld and Zala flew out of the trees into cultivated lands. The overgrown trail they were on ended at a broader, well-maintained road. The avtappi’s bodies slewed about as the stallion and mare made a right angle turn that no mere horse could have managed. Rak’s body moved with Vyld’s in perfect balance. His wings flared on the turn before tucking back down to decrease wind resistance. Jisten was equally balanced on the turn, and let loose a whoop of sheer exhilaration. Flashing past a peddler’s laden cart, the pony in the traces shied away from the predators moving far too fast.
Rak did not choose to slow down, neither Vyld nor Zala had interest in slowing down, and Jisten lacked the experience to make them slow down. The initial panic consumed them all now. They continued at breakneck speeds down a road that was becoming better travelled. The man-beast merge they had become enabled them to avoid the traffic on the road. It was a display of precision that the Koilathan cavalry forces would attempt to duplicate for years to come. The avtappi gained the bridge over the Otla River. Their hooves boomed hollowly with each impact, so closely spaced in time they sounded like thunder.
It had taken them the better part of an hour to make their way from the bridge to the temple. The return trip took less than half that time. Now the pack was confronted with Karpos City itself. They streaked down the center of the road at full speed, oblivious to the shocked stares and cries of alarm that their passage engendered. Most people kept to the road’s raised edges, but enough travelers used the road to constitute a hazard. 
A wagon crossed the road before them, travelling down a road perpendicular to theirs, but they didn’t pause. Three shortening steps as Vyld and Zala gathered themselves, and then they flung skywards, up and over the wagon in perfect unison. Rak’s wings flared on landing, an instinctive aid to balance that enabled him to keep his seat through the jump and make it look graceful. Jisten stuck to Zala like a burr, much to Rak’s amazement. The jump calmed them all, and they slowed to a normal gallop. Scorth’s form overhead briefly blocked the sun and Rak looked skyward. 
To the palace, harebrained one? Scorth asked.
If you have a better idea, I am all ears. At least the road still leads directly there.
 

“Halt! You’re bleeding! No entrance into the city!” the city watchman hollered.

Vyld kept going, but Rak wondered at the visual acuity of Koilathan guards, to see a small cut on a fast moving target from a hundred paces. Were they land sharks, able to sense a drop of blood in a million strands of cloth?
Rak extracted himself from Vyld’s mind as the two avtappi stopped before the Palace gates. The pair of guards on gate duty looked less than amused, but standing gate duty was enough to explain the sour expressions. The guards looked him over with raised eyebrows and expressions composed equally of surprise and worry. They looked at their captain, who appeared stunned.
The senior of the two asked, “Your eminence, were you and the captain attacked?”
Uncertain of what to say, still half in the mind of a beast, Rak blinked at the man. He recognized the guard and after a few moments thought, even came up with a name to go with the weathered face. “Fentri, we were attacked, but not by any mortal agency. Trust me when I say that you do not want to know about it.”
Fentri appeared taken aback, but nodded in a professional manner. “If you say so, your eminence. But you should have someone look at that ankle. You’re dripping blood, and we don’t need any incidents here.”
“Fentri, please wrap S’Rak’s ankle,” Jisten said slowly, blinking fogged eyes.
The junior guard brought a kit out of the guard shack without being asked. Fentri slapped a thick pad of felt over the slices on the boot and proceeded to wind fabric strips about the leg to hold the pad in place. Rak forbore from asking what the point of bandaging the boot might be when it was his ankle that was bleeding.
Rak managed to not roll his eyes. The captain still looked like he was only half there, mentally. Rak wasn’t surprised. The first full merge was always the hardest to recover from. He made a mental note to train the pair in the merged state, now that Jisten had shown the ability.
 

“Stop right there, your eminence.” Bharis shook his head as he stepped out of the arched entryway.

Pausing in honest surprise, Rak wondered if he’d done something to offend the stable master. Bharis’s next words dispelled him of that notion. 
“I can’t let you into the stable bleeding. Even if the palace is shielded, it’s not wise to tempt fate. I can’t risk an infestation of katrami.”
Zala stuck out her lower lip, which appeared ludicrous due to her fangs, and gave Bharis puppy eyes, not that any normal puppy had glowing crimson eyes.
“You and the stallion are welcome,” Bharis told her, “But your riders are another matter. That bandage says Vyld’s rider needs tending himself. He’ll stay all day brushing you two while he bleeds out if I let him.”
“What would you have me do?” Rak protested as he slid from the saddle. He concealed a wince as pain lanced up his left leg. “Vyld cannot groom himself, and he and Zala are in serious need of tending.”
“Kennit and I’ll tend to them for you. The captain needs to tend to you before some worse disaster occurs.” 
Rak thanked the man profusely and limped off, leaning on Jisten’s willing shoulder. Even though he was injured, Rak still felt guilty for not tending to the avtappi himself. But if he had to leave Vyld in the care of others, there could be none better than Bharis and Kennit. He consoled himself with that thought most of the way back to his rooms. 
“How bad is it?” Jisten asked in an undertone. He eyed the bandage, half land shark himself, as Rak well knew.
“It hurts.” Rak briefly inspected the bandanged boot for signs that the bandage was soaking through. “But I do not think it is very deep.” 
“Who or what took down the dark demon and made him limp?” an older lord wondered aloud and the ladies around him, hardly more than girls, tittered.
“More than you could ever hope to face without soiling yourself,” Rak sweetly replied. “Do you want to meet it? Ride over Otla Bridge and follow the road to the overgrown track.”
“What? Your home?”
Rak’s hand elegantly swept the air and flashed a rude gesture. “I have better taste than that.”
“Obviously.” The courtier raked Jisten over with such a leering eye that the captain looked away and Rak felt the Valer’s embarrassment.
Rak laughed and limped past the man. He whispered to Jisten, “I fear that poor man is eating himself alive with envy over what he cannot have.”
Jisten whispered back, “He slipped kypna into my drink one night. Thank Si’Yeni that Jethain rescued me.”
Rak’s eyebrow twitched. “And then I came along with morphea and, according to my brother, a pair of wings.”
Jisten bumped shoulders gently with Rak. “My dream came true.”
“Willingly,” Rak said happily, referring to a misunderstanding that had nearly cost them both their lives.
They made it to the suite without further incident. Prince Jethain was waiting for them. “Your wild ride through the city is already all over the palace, you know.” The prince stood and his gaze zeroed in on Rak’s ankle.
Rak's servant, Tebber, set out bandages and a steaming bowl that smelled pleasantly of antiseptic herbs. Tebber had been a palace slave until he was assigned to serve the visiting high priest. Rak had purchased him and freed him. Tebber now served by choice and was well paid for his labors.
“Tebber, do you have prophetic vision?” Jisten placed a Si’Yeni-blessed blood amulet on the couch and guided Rak to it. “You always have things ready for S’Rak.”
Rak chuckled softly as he settled on the couch and pulled off his bandaged boot. He removed his sock in order to inspect the ankle. 
Jethain gasped as his half-brother pulled off a gooey clot of blood along with the sock. “What happened?” 
“We went to visit the ruins, and found a building there instead.” Rak wiped the bleeding wound with a wet towel to see the damage more clearly. “We went inside, of course. It is a chaos temple, and it is…aware. It bit me.”
“And very hard. More blood amulets, Jisten!” The captain turned out his pockets and ringed Rak with the sunset amulets.
“What are these?” Jethain picked one up and peered at it.
“Dark servant friendly blood amulets. Blessed by Si’Yeni,” Jisten replied.
“These will need stitches.” Rak continued to clean the bleeding gashes. “Stone teeth were sharper than I thought. Some of these go down to the bone.”
Tebber mixed several drops of morphea into a goblet of wine and handed it to Rak. He moved on, laying out the suture supplies.
“I think I see a tendon,” Jethain said in a helpful tone that earned him a punch on the arm from Jisten.
Rak downed the morphea and then peered at the wound Jethain was pointing at. “Ai, you are correct, that is a tendon.”
“S’Rak!” Jisten dropped to one knee and looked at the ankle. He couldn’t refute the statement. Rak rotated his foot just to see the tendon move. Jethain made a face. “S’Rak! Stop that!” Jisten chided.
“Sorry.” Rak grinned. He felt detached from himself, a sure sign that the morphea was working.
“Do some magic thingy. Heal him!” Jethain ordered Jisten. 
“Prince Jethain, I can’t just do that,” Jisten said in a pained tone.
“Yes, you can,” Jethain said in the stubborn voice that everyone in the palace knew.
Rak picked up a suture needle and tried to thread it. Jisten gently took away the needle. Rak tried to thread the air before he noticed the needle was missing. He blinked at his empty fingers.
Jisten plucked the suture from Rak’s fingers and threaded the needle himself. “Ankles hurt a lot. S’Rak, are you ready?”
“I am.” Rak looked at Jethain and his expression turned serious. “I am concerned. I killed Murson, yet now there is a chaos temple where ruins had been.”
“Wouldn’t it make more sense for a temple to collapse when the priest is killed?” Jisten asked.
“Ugh, theology,” Jethain groaned.
“This one clearly did not.” Rak ignored his brother's jab. “Chaos temples are not common. Nor are chaos priests. So why is there a temple here? And why now? It is strange. I cannot help but recall that my Lord said a greater threat remains.”
“Those ruins have been here longer than the Koilathans.” Jisten patted Rak’s ankle to alert him to what he was about to do and quickly pierced the skin. In and out, slight tug, in and out, slight tug. 
Rak didn’t flinch, but he did look over to observe the work. “Ruins, yes. I expected ruins, and the hive. Not a fully functioning and aware chaos temple.”
“Watch out for the tendon.” 
Jisten rolled his gaze up at the prince in irritation before resuming his job. Tebber handed Jisten exactly what the captain needed, almost before the captain knew he needed it.
“Move your foot up and down please.” Jisten's gaze was intent on the half-stitched wounds. 
“You’re worried about the tendon,” Jethain mock-whispered.
Rak complied, watching with detached interest. “I like my tendons intact, and my brother alive. I think we need to heighten our security around you again.” 
“No sleeping in my spare bedroom with Jisten,” Jethain grumped, crossing his arms over his chest. “You two are too sun-scorched noisy—ow!” The prince hopped around, a spare needle embedded in his calf.
Rak giggled, undone by morphea and watching Jethain hop. Jisten calmly returned to stitching Rak’s ankle. Rak looked at Jethain’s leg and helpfully said, “You are bleeding.”
Tebber pulled out the needle and slapped a bandage on Jethain’s pants leg. 
“Ow! Scorch it, Jisten! Don’t you know I’m crucial to the prophecy?” 
“You do not need your leg to fulfill the prophecy,” Rak said dryly.
“It’s a pinprick.” Tebber grinned. “You got worse from your tailors last week. Oh, did you hear? Your mother ordered new tunics for you. Ruffled necklines.”
“No!” Jethain moaned and collapsed on the couch, sending Rak slightly up into the air.
Rak’s wings unfurled reflexively, the near one bashing into Jethain.
“Careful!” Jisten snarled at Jethain, coaxing the other wing to Rak’s back with a gentle hand.
“Ow! Hey! It hit me!” Jethain pushed the offending wing out of his face. “Just what I needed, a face full of leathery wing.”
“Do you want me to do it again?” Rak asked.
“No!” Jethain and Jisten answered in unison.
“Very well.” Rak furled his wings with a little sniff, rustling them until they set just so on his back.
“We don’t want your wings to get hurt,” Jisten soothed, but Jethain kicked at him. 
Rak’s good foot, still booted, interposed. “No kicking my Valer.”
“Hurry up, Jisten, he’s bleeding all over my rug,” Jethain said.
“He is not! And I’m done! Besides, it’s not your rug!” 
The prince grinned at the captain’s reaction.
Rak peered down at the small amount of blood. Night flames bloomed in his hand and he tipped them onto the small stains. The blood vanished.
“Please move your foot, S’Rak,” Jisten said. 
“If you can, with the tendon stitched to your skin,” Jethain added.
Rak rotated his foot again. “Nowhere near as fascinating as before.”
“No tendon stitched to your skin?” Jisten asked and Jethain snickered in triumph.
“Ix, you did a very good job.” Rak sounded disappointed. As he often did, he used the Okyran word for no, as if the Koilathan word was beyond his ability to recall.
Jisten pointedly squeezed onto the couch between the prince and Rak. Jethain pointedly refused to move. Rak pointedly moved to sit on Jisten’s lap. It beat getting squished and subtly emphasized his claim. Now it was Jisten who looked triumphant.
“My Valer,” Rak said, as if Jethain didn’t know that.
“You’re not going to kiss or anything are you?” Jethain grumped.
Rak lifted his chin. “You could use a good kissing, but I will pass for now.” 








Chapter Six: The Bath

 

 

Once Jethain had left, claiming duties, Rak looked up at Jisten. “I need a bath, and so do you.”

“I do?” Jisten raised an eyebrow to hide his eagerness. “Not that I mind a bath, and your wings need oiling of course, but it’s the middle of the day.”
“We were both in a chaos temple, and prudence alone requires that we wash off any lingering traces of that place.”
Jisten stood up, balancing Rak effortlessly in his arms. 
“I can walk,” Rak protested.
“Your ankle is injured. Humor me.” Jisten carried Rak through the bedroom and into the bathroom. Tebber was already there, filling the tub. He bowed to Jisten and left the room. Jisten set Rak on the padded bench and proceeded to undress the smaller man.
Rak cooperated with his disrobing, and once he was naked, he pulled Jisten’s head down for a kiss. Jisten pulled Rak into a tight embrace and thrust his tongue into Rak's mouth. Rak trembled with desire as Jisten kissed him thoroughly, his tongue probing deeply into Rak’s mouth. 
Rak moaned as Jisten’s large, callused hand first cupped, then squeezed his balls. Jisten moved his hand to Rak’s his erection, gripping the shaft firmly, then broke off the kiss and looked deeply into Rak’s eyes. His grip on Rak’s pole tightened. “Tell me what you want.” 
“I want you.” Without dislodging Jisten’s hand, Rak undid the buttons on Jisten’s uniform jacket, then on the thin yellow shirt beneath. He paid attention to the newly exposed flesh, covering Jisten’s sensitive collarbones with small kisses. 
Jisten shrugged his left arm out of his jacket and shirt, then switched the hand he had on Rak’s cock in order to complete the removal. Topless, he pulled Rak against himself again, skin to skin. Rak’s lips felt delectable as they worked along his neck and he sighed in appreciation. He abruptly released Rak’s shaft and caught Rak’s hand in his. 
He set the captured hand on his belt-buckle in silent command. Rak’s hands quickly worked the leather strap through the metal buckle, then went to work on the laces of Jisten’s pants. As the pants loosened, Rak knelt before him, easing the cloth over his hips, then tugging the thin undershorts down as well. Rak’s tongue and lips were quick to greet Jisten’s newly exposed jewels.
Jisten gasped in enjoyment, his hands stroking the very sensitive undersides of Rak’s wings. When his partner took him into his mouth, he bit back a moan. It was an intensely pleasurable experience, a gift from his partner that he cherished. Rak hummed, vibrating his cock, and Jisten stopped thinking about anything else.
Through the bond, he could feel Rak’s fires, burning with lusty need, providing a counterpoint to the sweet sensations. Tension built in him quickly, evoked by the skill of Rak’s mouth, and it kept building until he could barely stand it. The release was abrupt, but exquisite. He could feel Rak’s throat working to swallow, pressing rhythmically against his shaft as he unloaded his seed. He backed himself out, fearing to choke his partner, but Rak’s hands held his hips in place until he’d milked out every last drop.
Jisten pulled Rak up into his embrace and stroked the wings flat to his back. The tub, he noticed, was in danger of overflowing. He quickly reached over and turned the valves to the off position. Rak flashed him a teasing grin and bent over the tub in a very provocative manner to reach the stopper. He held the plug up until enough water had drained to allow the two men to climb into the tub without sending a tidal wave of water to the marble floor. 
Jisten couldn’t resist stroking Rak’s firm cheeks as they waited, and he could feel himself starting to stir once more. He slid a finger into Rak, causing the smaller man to gasp, pressing back in trained reflex. He chuckled softly and worked the finger, loosening the anal ring for what he had in mind. Rak’s hips rolled as he slowly rocked himself on the invading finger, which was soon joined by another, and then a third.
Rak moaned, his pace increasing, as Jisten pumped three fingers in and out of him. “More,” Rak murmured, glancing back at Jisten with naked desire. “Do it.”
Jisten added his little finger, and now his hand slid in and out of Rak to the base of this thumb. Rak’s back arched, wings spreading as he gripped the edge of the tub for balance, his legs flung widely open. The smaller man was trembling as pleasure rolled through him in time to the pumping hand, a pleasure that was fully shared with Jisten. 
Without waiting to be asked, Jisten tucked his thumb into the hollow created by his fingers and pressed forward, this time sliding his entire hand in. Moist warmth surrounded his hand as he pushed in until he sensed he should stop, almost halfway up his forearm. He pulled out a little, then back in. The sight of Rak impaled on his arm fascinated him. He knew Rak wasn’t in pain, and the Loftoni’s wings brushed against and stroked his skin in a tactile reward.
Rak’s cries of ecstasy echoed in Jisten’s ears as he pumped slowly, but the smaller man was so weak at the knees that Jisten was forced to use his other arm to hold Rak up. The Loftoni’s erect cock pressed into his arm as he hoisted the man’s lower half higher to improve his angle. Rak’s feet came off the floor as he surrendered even more totally to Jisten. 
Jisten continued to pump his fist in and out of Rak, both of them reveling in the experience, but in different ways. Jisten could sense Rak’s feelings of absolute submission, and this heightened his own sense of dominance and power. He knew Rak could sense what he was feeling with equal ease. Jisten fisted Rak until the smaller man was writhing in need for release. Then he pulled his fist out, shifted his grip to hold Rak by the waist with both hands, and plunged his rock hard cock into Rak’s hole.
There was no need to wait for Rak to stretch this time. Jisten sank all the way into the inviting velvet tunnel on the first stroke. Rak’s internal muscles clenched rhythmically against him immediately, trying to hasten the conclusion. Jisten ignored this and set his own rhythm, still holding Rak’s lower half off the floor. The angle was perfect, he found, for extremely powerful strokes, and he indulged himself as Rak flexed and worked and moaned beneath him.
Rak’s head was resting on the edge of the tub now, turned so he could see Jisten as they made love. Jisten knew Rak liked to watch as they shared pleasure. He enjoyed seeing first the pleasure, and then the submission in Rak’s loving gaze. As much as he wanted to catch Rak’s dependant climax, he also feared to drop the man should he remove a hand. Jisten gave one last thrust as he climaxed, pumping his seed deeply into the Loftoni. Rak’s seed spattered to the marble floor as the wings enfolded Jisten in the moment of orgasm.
Jisten slid his hands forward under Rak, up the muscular abdomen to the firm pectorals. When he could feel the nipple rings pressing against his hands, he stopped and pulled Rak up against his torso, still impaled on his cock. He carefully stepped over the lip of the tub and into the warm water. He sat, submerging them both, without dislodging himself from Rak’s tunnel.
He reached for the soap and sponge. Rak’s hips were already rolling again. Jisten focused himself on washing everything he could reach of Rak’s body. His hands eventually reached Rak’s package. He rolled the balls against the palm of his hand, the slightly scratchy sponge scraping in a spiral on the erect shaft. Rak pushed back against Jisten with a moan of pleasure and renewed need. 
Jisten smiled down at him and didn’t stop. He released the sponge, letting it float free, but only to replace it with his hand on Rak’s cock. He languidly stroked it as he gave Rak a few slow thrusts of his own weapon. He stilled, but Rak continued to work himself to the tempo Jisten had just set, and that left Jisten free to play with Rak’s cock and balls. He squeezed, tugged, rolled, and stroked at whim, eliciting gasps and moans. 
No matter what he was doing to Rak’s jewels, the smaller man maintained the slow steady rhythm Jisten had dictated. Eventually Jisten took over again, one hand stroking Rak’s cock in time with his renewed action, the other hand squeezing Rak’s balls to the same beat. Rak’s lusty counterpoint was as vigorous as ever, but Jisten was always slow to climax a third time, and Rak had to really work himself to get him off. The final set of orgasms more than made up for the work to get there.
Rak pulled off of Jisten and turned around. “Thank you, my love.”
Jisten kissed him. “My honor.”
“Now we need to finish washing.” Rak reached for the long-forgetten sponge. “Otherwise, we will be late for dinner.”
“I still need to oil your wings,” Jisten said with happy anticipation.
“There is not enough time for a proper job of it,” Rak told him, even as his wings spread invitingly. “Perhaps after dinner? You did oil them this morning, after all. They will keep until later.”
“At least a short oiling. I insist.” Jisten held firm. To not oil his Loftoni’s wings to perfection was unconscionable.

 








Chapter Seven: Dinner at Despina's

 

 

ªktåra Atålio, Traåspo Fångari
6th day, 2nd week, Traespo’s moon

 

Rak and Jisten rode side by side. Their avtappi were eye-to-eye, cloven hooves falling as one. The predatory equines linked when they could, the subordinate minds deferring to the control of their pack leader. The dark servants called it lock-step and used it in their cavalry tactics. They rode through the city, drawing gazes either admiring and jealous, or full of hatred. 

Karpos City suffered from both a lack of enemies and a lack of organization. The Palace Road ran in a straight line from the southern edge of the city to the gates of the royal palace on the banks of the Otla River. Temple Road, the other main road in the city, paralleled the river. This was a district of piers, warehouses, exchanges, and merchant’s offices. Closer to the palace was the cluster of temples that gave the road its name, culminating in the Sun Temple with its grand plaza before intersecting the Palace Road. Thickly placed along the two roads were all the homes and businesses and markets of the city. 
Narrow alleys and side streets traveled in random directions, and never in a straight line. Some roads changed their names every three or four blocks, and only about half the streets had signs. From the Palace, Rak and Jisten rode south, passing the mansions of the upper noble families, then the lesser, then the homes of richest merchants and craftmasters. Businesses appeared, upper class shops that catered to their wealthy neighbors. 
They passed Sun Plaza to the east of the road, the Sun Temple set back on the other end of the open space, the hippocampus and gryphon fountain in the middle. The second district was one of crafters and shops, all built with the business below and the dwelling above that to save space. Some appeared to rent out the third story rooms, based on the external staircases.
The Palace Road passed out of this district and led into a huge open-air market. Rak and Jisten turned at the invisible border of the animal market, taking the shortcut to Valer Square, their destination. The Valers lived in the vales of Loftos, tending their herds and acting as guardians of the reclusive Loftoni. During the winters, they migrated out of the mountains vales into the warmer lands below. Over time, a colony of stranded Valers had formed in the city, poor in money but rich in culture and pride. They kept themselves separate from the Koilathans and followed the old ways of home as best they could.
Arriving in Valer Square, Rak’s mood lightened and he permitted himself a small, happy smile. These were his people, far more than the stuffy Koilathans. Jisten saw Rak’s face and smiled himself.
“It’s a type of homecoming, yes?” Jisten asked, half anxious.
“Indeed it is. Our clan, our family,” Rak agreed.
They arrived at Jisten’s mother’s neat house, and Rak surveyed the warm ochre cottage with red tiles. It was small, but well kept, the yard neat and tidy. Rak and Jisten slipped off the avtappi and left them loose in the small yard. They wouldn’t stray, and would provide the Valer children with much entertainment. The pair would even let the young ones on their backs.
“I’m surprised.” Jisten opened the front door. “Mother usually greets us.”
Rak stepped into the silent house and frowned. “She is not home?” 
A brief search of the house failed to turn up his mother. Jisten opened the back door to check the enclosed yard and visibly relaxed. “Mother, what’s wrong with Nana?” 
Rak crowded behind Jisten, peering around his arm to see what the problem was.
Despina sat on the stone steps to her backyard. She stroked her black goat’s head as it bleated mournfully. “Ach, Nana milk goat, should be good. Healthy when bred. Meat goat slaughtered last week for high priest, so no sick from there.”
Rak gently pushed past Jisten and down the shallow steps until he could lay his hands on the goat. He stroked her soft, short fur. She lifted her head from Despina’s lap to look at him. She bleated once, then laid her head down again.
“When was she bred?” Rak's hands stroked further, exploring Nana’s body. 
“Three week. Breeding sickness only come in first week, maybe two.” Despina scratched behind the goat’s jet black ears. “No drainage like breeding sickness.”
“Mother, please don’t elaborate,” Jisten said in a pained tone.
“Ix, Jisten. It is okay. I do not mind.” It didn’t dawn on him that perhaps it was Jisten who was bothered. Rak reached Nana’s belly and his focus sharpened. “Here is the problem, she is carrying twins.” 
Nana bleated and craned her neck to look at her belly.
“I know,” Rak murmured to the goat like he expected her to understand. “I will help you.” The goat swished her tail and bumped Rak’s hand with her nose.
“Twin goats are a blessing from Evphora, if I remember correctly,” Jisten said.
“You are correct, twins are Evphora's blessing. But goats are associated more with Thameros.” Rak’s hands flared with power that sank into Nana’s belly. “One of the babies is weak, nearly dead. That is why Nana is ill.” He fell silent as he worked.
Since the goat was looking at Rak intently, Despina stood up, wiped her hands, and went inside, pulling Jisten with her. Sounds and then lovely scents drifted from the kitchen.
Rak chanted, strengthening the weaker twin and building Nana up so that she would be able to withstand the stress of bearing twins. The black fire swept over the goat in waves that left her progressively stronger. Bright white points appeared on her ebony coat.
Through the open kitchen window, Rak heard Jisten say, “No, Mother, I do not have time to paint the main room for S’Rak tonight! Trust me, he doesn’t care!”
Rak cracked a smile. The healing done, he fed Nana a carrot. “I will keep checking on you. I will make sure both your babies are healthy.”
She bleated happily and chewed on the edge of his robe while chewing the carrot. Rak expertly extracted his robe from her teeth. He had experience with goats. He stood up and walked back inside, ignoring the twinges of pain from his injured ankle. He went straight to the washbasin and scrubbed his hands.
“Mother made pastina in case the healing made you weak. She has the ox braising in the Okyran red and is heating up the oil to fry the cannoli shells.” Jisten reported like a scout debriefing his commander.
Still cleaning his hands, Rak looked up at Jisten and grinned. “I have done all I can for Nana tonight.”
Jisten looked out the door. “She’s eating the hay Mother set out, so she must be feeling better.”
“With any luck, she will keep both babies.”
“Dhelion know proper sacrifice for Evphora, and for Thameros,” Despina said.
“I will sacrifice to Zotien. She is a dark goat, after all.”
“Pure black.  Rare. Best milker,” Despina said with pride.
“Pure black? Mooother.” Jisten crossed his arms and gave his mother a look.
Rak looked at Jisten. “What is wrong with pure black? Those are sacred to Zotien.”
“So they are. I think Mother is bragging.” 
Despina ducked her head. “No brag! Mud flecks!” She brandished her ladle. 
Jisten kissed his mother on the cheek and she lowered the ladle.
“There is nothing wrong with being proud of something like that.” Rak eyed that ladle with great wariness. “But, I am afraid that those disguising mud flecks have turned into something else. Zotien has marked your goat with his favor.” 
The star-spangled Nana bleated from the backyard and Despina walked out to her. She scratched the goat’s head and ran her hands over what were once mud flecks. She rescued her apron’s edge from the goat and entered the kitchen. Despina dished out the pastina and handed Jisten her precious wedge of hard aged cheese to grate. She fussed over braising the ox in the red wine.
Rak settled down in his favorite chair, the rocker Jisten’s father had carved for Rak’s mother. He and Tebber had unearthed it in the palace and smuggled it out late one night. The woven cushion was unusually patterned in black, purple, and gold. Jisten said that Rak’s mother had probably paid for the outrageously expensive purple dye and gold thread. Rak was endlessly entranced by the elaborate carving on it.
Jisten ate with unusual speed. As soon as he had wolfed down his meal, he disappeared into his old bedroom. Rummaging sounds caused Despina to stand up and disappear as well.
Rak heard them talking in low tones, the sound of a chair being dragged across the floor, a door opening and closing. He stood up, leaving his dinner half eaten, and followed the noises. Curiosity had gotten the better of him.
Jisten stood there, grinning. He handed Rak a small carving of a dragon. He still held one of a gryphon. Despina held one of a pegasus. Rak gasped in surprise. He turned the carving over in his hands, studying it from all angles. “It is perfect. Scorth in miniature.”
“Father’s greatest works. He bartered for the onyx and mahogany.” Jisten's smile was proud.
Rak looked at the gryphon and the pegasus with as much interest as he’d shown for the dragon. “They are exquisite.”
“Is yours.” Despina closed Rak's hands around the dragon firmly. “You family. You have one, Jisten have one, I have one.”
Rak kissed her. She blushed and held her cheek where Rak kissed her. “Thank you, Matre.” Rak returned to admiring the carving. “I am not even close to this skilled at carving.”
“Father was considered odd for carving wood and making furniture.” Jisten showed Rak the detailing of the gryphon's feathers. “Not typical Valer skills.”
“Many Loftoni carve. It passes the time well. My uncle Torel taught me, but I have no real aptitude for it. I can carve simple things, but this is an artist’s work,” Rak said.
Despina beamed as she stroked the pegasus. Jisten had a smile on his face, his gaze unfocused in the manner of someone enjoying a memory. Rak gently steered Jisten and Despina back into the main room. His stomach was rumbling, otherwise he might have spent another hour admiring the details of his wooden dragon. 
Despina placed the carved pegasus on the mantle of the main fireplace and Jisten placed the gryphon beside it. Despina bustled into the kitchen and the cooking noises resumed. Rak set the dragon on the table and looked at it while he finished inhaling the pastina. Despina brought out steaming bread and a very small amount of butter for which she apologized.
Rak thanked her then said, “We need to buy you another milk goat.” His expression was guileless. “Because of the twins.”
Despina’s expression went from aghast to accepting at Rak’s suggestion. She looked at Jisten who nodded and said, “Next payday, Mother.”
Rak gave Jisten a look. “We will visit the market tomorrow.”
Jisten grinned and ducked his head.
Rak handed Jisten some lightly buttered bread. “I would say tonight, but the markets here close at sundown.”
“The problem you face, S’Rak.” Jisten accepted the bread, only to wave it around. “Is that no reputable dealer will sell breeding stock to a Valer. They feel they are sending it to its death. The only fresh blood they get for breeding is when the Kydeno Valers arrive for the winter.”
Rak scowled. “Is that so?” He took a savage bite of his own bread. “No dealer will refuse me. I am Thezi.”
Jisten and his mother exchanged looks. “The Karpos City Valer flock is too inbred. New stock will be greatly appreciated,” Jisten said.
Rak took another, calmer bite. “How many goats are needed? Be honest, my dear. It is my duty.”
“I’d say five new studs and twenty nannies.” 
“Jisten!” Despina reached over and smacked his hand. “Too much!”
“All milk? Or do we need meat goats as well?” Rak took Despina’s smacking hand in his. “Matre, Matre, it is the least I can do for my people, my family.”
“Ach, family,” she agreed with the air of one who has been outmaneuvered.
Jisten chewed his lip and admitted, “At least three dozen.” 
Rak thought about the upcoming market trip with satisfaction. The Valers had proven sun-scorched hard to help due to their reverence of him and their pride. Despina interrupted his musing by serving the red wine-braised ox.
Once Rak and Jisten were served, she excused herself. “Fry cannoli shell, then come back.”
“Matre, sit and eat,” Rak said with amusement.
This time she patted his hand. “Want cannoli, yes? Fry now, they cool. Then all eat!”
“Ah, well, can-oh-li are worth some sacrifice, but only if you are willing.”
“For high priest, always willing!”
Rak grinned and settled down to eat. And eat. And eat. He couldn't help it—his pregnant state forced him to eat at least twice as much as he normally would. Kironi, male Loftoni who could also have babies, paid for their shorter pregnancies by requiring copious amounts of food. Despina returned. Her thick silver hair was wisping out of its bun but she looked satisfied. Rak was still eating. “This is delicious.” 
Despina dished out the last of all the platters onto Rak’s plate before addressing her own food. “Ach, is nothing. Last minute cooking,” she dismissed.
“Your last minute cooking is superior to many’s planned cooking.” Rak knew Despina was pleased, even though she waved her hands in dismissal. “The only way this meal could be any better is if there were raviolis.” He knew full well Despina’s stance on peasant food.
Jisten chuckled at his mother’s expression of disbelief. After she ate hardly anything, Despina popped up. “Must make cannoli now.”
Rak eyed her plate, then looked at Jisten. “I see where you get it from.” 








Chapter Eight: Night Games

 

 

Rak spent nearly half an hour setting the carved dragon in various locations around the suite. Finally he set it on the mantle above the fireplace in the parlor. “Until a better place can be found.”

The rich woods of the carving glowed in the light of the cheerfully crackling fire in the irons. Tebber had lit it in anticipation of their return, for winter was stubbornly pretending it wasn’t spring, and was freezing the entire city with the strength of that false belief.
“He looks good there.” Jisten embraced him from behind and ducked down to kiss him on the neck. Rak leaned back against his love with a contented sigh. Jisten’s arms about him made him feel strangely secure, protected and safe. 
“You promised me a wing oiling.” Rak gazed at the dancing, flickering flames. They mesmerized him, lulling him into a trance-like state. Azhevo, Lord of Fire, had created the Loftoni as He had created dragons. Rak had no cause to fear fire, despite his water nature. His bond to Scorth protected him. The only element he had to worry about was earth, for it was his weakest.
Rak snapped back to the here and now as Jisten started undressing him. He wiggled out of the robes with Jisten’s deft assistance to get the wings through the slits. He pulled off his boots and socks, leaving only the wrap. He stretched his back, causing his wings to spread.  Jisten’s gaze was glued to the wings even as Rak dropped his wrap. Naked, he turned and lay down on the soft lambs’ wool rug before the fireplace.
Jisten’s soft chuckle brought a smile to Rak’s lips. He peeked back to see the captain undressing. Jisten straddled him quickly, hard cock pressing against his opening. Rak relaxed himself, pushed back, and was rewarded by the sensation of the large head popping through his anal ring, penetrating him and opening him once more for use. Rak moaned softly, expressing the pleasure he felt at being taken.
The Valer thrust into him slowly, penetrating further on each inward stroke. Rak felt like the massive cock was rearranging all his innards to suit itself. The sensation wasn’t one of pain, but of fullness. The deeper Jisten entered into him, the more exquisite the pleasure he felt became. 
Rak spread his legs further apart in silent appeal, and Jisten responded by pushing more firmly until he bottomed out inside his partner. Rak could feel the captain’s coarse pubic hair pressing against his skin and the soft weight of the man’s balls as they slapped into him. 
Jisten stopped. Rak heard the familiar clink of the oil vials. Jisten spread the oil across the backs of his wings, starting at the point of the leading edge, where the spars split off from the joint, and working his way down. Rak rolled his hips, rocking himself on Jisten as the captain oiled his wings with single-minded intensity. 
He used his internal muscles in varying rhythms, slow and fast, soft and firm. He pumped his hips quickly or slowly, shallowly or deeply. Jisten continued to fill him, providing him with a sense of both pleasure and need. He was in no danger from slave fires, not so long as his partner was inside of him. Jisten’s cock gave him great pleasure just by being there in him, but he ached with the need for release. 
Jisten had to be aware of how Rak strove to please him. He murmured encouragement as he oiled, but  refused to be distracted from his sacred task, proving, to Rak’s mind, that he really, truly was wing-besotted. For two hours Rak worked himself on Jisten’s cock, vocalizing his pleasure at the sensual torment, the sexual ecstasy. He sang praises to Jisten’s body, to the man’s strength and beauty, to his storm grey eyes, and most especially did Rak sing praises to the sword sheathed within him.
Forgetting himself—where he was, who he was with—Rak’s praises alternated between Zafirin and Okyran. 
Wing-oiling done, Jisten rested his hands on Rak’s shoulders.
“Your divinely proportioned phallus is a glorious sword with no equal, and I tremble in awe and gratitude to have it sheathed in me,” Rak told Jisten in the slave mode of Zafirin, but with the precision of speech that was his norm.
“Hard and fast,” Jisten commanded him in the master mode, and Rak threw himself into a frenzied rhythm as he complied. Jisten threw his head back and uttered a soft cry of amazement as the massive, intense orgasm swept through him and then into Rak. He wasn’t at all quiet, almost shrieking in reaction to the intensity of the climatic pleasure.
Rak whispered, “Thank you, that was truly magnificent.” 
“It wasn’t my best job,” Jisten replied.
“What?” 
“You kept distracting me from the oiling. I’m sorry, I’ll try to do it better next time.”
Rak stared at him for a moment, lips twitching. “See that you do, then. But not tonight, it is time to prepare for mass.”
 

* * * *

 

The Kephi had that nagging feeling for most of the day. Someone wanted to talk to him, but to do that he would have to find a secluded place. With a mild sense of regret, Tyll pushed on past the village with the comfortable inn where he’d otherwise have stayed the night. 

The Riverlands was a hodgepodge of meadows, groves, and bogs, and Tyll had often joked that if you didn’t like your surroundings, just ride for a mile or two. In this case, as the sun sank to the western horizon, he passed from open meadows into a small forest. He found a stream with a bit of level grass-covered ground nearby, not a difficult feat in a region known for its rivers, and set up his camp.
He used a pair of broad, green leaves to form an envelope around the large tuber and two small wild onions he’d foraged on the day’s ride. He set the resulting package inside the edge of his campfire, on hot coals out of the direct flames. He dressed the rabbit he’d bought from a young boy with a knack for snares and set it over the fire to roast.
Turning to his horse, he saw the faithful old grey was already dozing under the spreading branches of a broad-tree. He unsaddled the gelding, gave him a cursory grooming, and spread out some grain for him to eat. He filled the two small leather water buckets from the stream, setting one down for the horse and taking the other over to the fire where his dinner was almost done cooking.
Night had fallen and Tyll scanned the woods impatiently. Where is the messenger? All day he’d sensed the messenger’s need to reach him, and now, there wasn’t a trace of it. Maybe I’m imagining things. Getting old, or as daft as a Thezi dreamer. Tyll turned the rabbit so it would cook evenly and resolved to be patient. The message would come, or not, in its own time.
When the message arrived, it was not in a form he’d expected. A large death hound translated into camp and wagged its tail at him. 
“Morth!” Tyll exclaimed in surprise, coming to his feet. “What are you doing here, boy?” 
His sharp eyes saw the battle harness wrapped around the canine’s chest, and the leather tube buckled to the harness. “Here, Morth.” He offered some leftover rabbit.
The thansymi accepted the offering, the scraps vanishing with commendable speed. Tyll removed the message tube and opened it to extract a thick roll of parchment. He unrolled it and got his next surprise. It was from Rak. He counted the sheets. “Ten pages?” He was stunned. His taciturn spouse, who had once sent back a report of a battle with a slaver army of three hundred men that read, “cleared out a slaver’s nest, no survivors,” had written him a letter ten pages long?
Tyll glanced at Morth. The thansymi was lying down on his bedroll. Since the hound was clearly waiting for his reply, he began to read. By the end of the first page, his eyebrows were in his hairline.








Chapter Nine: Ankle Bite

 

 

Sunday, the 17th of Revmon

 

Jisten woke at his usual time, but not in his usual place. He had slept in Rak’s bed. He worried that they were being too obvious. How secret could their relationship be if they were constantly seen together, or worse, if he were seen leaving Rak’s suite morning after morning?

Once he was dressed, Jisten slid his hand under the covers to sneak one last stroke of Rak’s wings before reporting for morning muster. He frowned at what he felt—heat. Too much heat. Rak muttered something in his sleep and stirred restlessly. Jisten folded back the covers. Rak’s wings were limp and dull looking. Jisten ran a hand over them. They were hot, but there was no injury that he could see. Rak’s silk sleeping robe was soaked from sweat, and his normally pale skin was even paler.
Jisten ran a hand down the smaller man’s torso. Again he found heat, but no injury. He reached Rak’s leg. It was swollen and his ankle was almost pulsing with heat. Swollen to twice its normal thickness, the area of the bite was an angry red, streaked with purple and black, and the wounds themselves had vanished under a layer of putrid green pus.
“Dragon blast it!” Jisten sat on the bed. “S’Rak?”
Rak groaned something incoherent, then half-whined, “Jisten, it is too eeeaaarly to get up.”
“S’Rak, you’re ill. Can you tell if it’s poison, or just infection?” He felt guilty asking the sick man to bestir himself. 
Rak opened gummy eyes. “What?” He wiped his sweaty brow with a sweaty forearm, then grimaced. “Sick. No poison. Just sick.”
“Off to the dhelion then. I’ll order a carriage.” 
“Mm’kay.” Rak flipped over to the other side of the bed, which wasn’t sweat-soaked, and curled up again, shivering.
Jisten covered him up and left to deal with morning muster, and to order the carriage. When he arrived at the barracks, he spoke to his sergeant. “Sedrael, I have to take S’Rak to Valer Square, he’s sick. Kordri will cover for me, and I’ve assigned Largo and Orste to Jethain’s suite. Should I have Kal march an archer unit to the roof while I’m gone?”
“Nah, last time ya did that, half th’ archers had ta chang’er pants. Watchin’ a man takin’ a suicidal plunge an’ turn inta dragon was a bit much fer ‘em.”
Jisten grinned. “Kal took it all in stride.”
“That he did. S’Rak’s got hounds in there, prince’ll be fine.”
Morning muster didn’t take long and Kordri promised to have the carriage waiting. With a clear conscience, Jisten marched back to the envoy suite. Rak hadn’t moved, and he easily hefted the smaller, much lighter, Loftoni into his arms.
“Hey!” Rak squeaked in protest. “I was sleeping!” He’d obviously forgotten that Jisten was ordering a carriage.
Jisten laid his cool cheek against Rak’s hot forehead. “You can sleep at the dhelion’s after healing.”
Rak grumbled, but he didn’t sound like he meant it. He yelped when something brushed against his ankle. Jisten tried harder to keep the ankle away from everything.
Rak fell back asleep on Jisten’s shoulder during the ride to Valer Square. Jisten climbed down from the carriage and at the first sight of the Loftoni in his arms, a child ran to the dhelion’s door and scratched on it. Rak opened his eyes, squinted, and groaned something about the evil bright light hurting his eyes.
The dhelion’s door opened and Jisten walked in. He made a beeline for the spare bedroom and arranged Rak gently on the bed. Rak flattened out and panted, clearly hot, sweaty, and miserable, though he wore nothing but a thin sleeping robe. Elenna laid a cool cloth on his head. 
“Thank you.” Even sick, Rak was still polite.
The dhelion snorted awake at the commotion and stumped over to the bed. “Hot, hot, chaos hot.” Asfalea ran hands down Rak’s body, which cooled obediently until she came to his leg. Rak sighed happily as he cooled. The dhelion chanted softly and laid hands on Rak’s leg. No change. Elenna added her hands and voice. Still no change.
“Drain it,” he whispered, curled over to look now that he didn’t feel half-baked. "Hurts."
“There are sutures in there.” Jisten pointed to the swollen flesh that had several indentations.
“Ach! Sutures!” 
Elenna glided out of the room. She came back with small embroidery scissors. “Mai'eras, we have a bottle of the Okyran red. I’d be happy to pour it.”
Asfalea took the scissors and said something about men and pain. 
Rak asked, “What did you say, dhelion? I did not hear you.”
“No pay mind, old grouchy lady.” 
Elenna poured the wine and handed Rak the goblet. Rak sipped at it until Jisten measured out some morphea into the goblet, then took a deeper swallow.
Elenna rummaged in a drawer and produced a round glass. “The enlarger, dhelion.”
The old lady peered through the glass. “High priest ready?” She took the tiny sharp scissors, looked through the glass again, and plunged in.
Rak flinched, but his ankle didn’t move. He gulped the rest of his wine. Asfalea held up the first suture in triumph. Thick, chunky, green stuff oozed from the opened area.
“High priest, please steady yourself.” Elenna pressed on the wound. More pus oozed out and the area deflated slightly. Asfalea pounced and pulled three more sutures out before it swelled again.
More pus followed each suture release. Rak then gasped, “That is half of them. Now the lower ones?”
Elenna refilled his glass, adding more morphea. “Drink first, then the last half.”
Rak obediently drank. Elenna nodded to Jisten, who sat on the bed and supported Rak’s body. Jisten hummed and stroked Rak’s wings. When Rak's body relaxed against his, Jisten knew the morphea was working and gave the women a nod. 
Elenna snipped the last three sutures. The last one gave quite a fight until Asfalea laid hands on Rak and sang her hymn. Elenna dragged the suture out, pulling stringy clumps of pus with it. The swelling was almost gone, but the redness refused to resolve completely. More than half asleep, Rak still murmured a thank you.
Elenna helped the exhausted dhelion to bed while Jisten fussed over his mate, wrapping the ankle in clean bandages.
“Stay here until sunset,” Elenna said when she re-entered. “The dhelion will revive.”
“Did enough.” Rak snuggled more firmly into Jisten's arms. “Just need sleep.”
“You are more than welcome to sleep here, high priest. More wine?” 
Rak yawned and shook his head. “Ix, do not open another bottle just for me.”
“S’Rak, do you want to sleep here? Or go to the palace? I must return,” Jisten said.
“Sleep here.” Rak yawned again. 
Jisten laid Rak down with exquisite care. He smoothed his wings and covered him with the lightest of blankets. Rak was asleep before Jisten made it out of the house. 
It was Sunday. Jisten had duties and High Mass to attend with the prince. It was going to be a long day. He’d much rather spend it at S’Rak’s side, but if he dodged out of too many court functions, tongues would wag. Besides, Jethain deserved his support and presence. 
On the ride back, Jisten resigned himself to worrying all day, until he realized that he could sense Rak easily. His mate was sleeping comfortably, in no pain or other distress. His ability was so much stronger now than it had been. He wondered what had changed or if it was like a muscle, slowly gaining in strength as he exercised it. No matter the cause, he was grateful for it. He could tend to his duties with a light heart, knowing that Rak was comfortable.

 








Chapter Ten: Bread and Cannoli

 

 

ªvmåra Atålio, Traåspo Fångari
7th day, 2nd week, Traespo’s moon 

 

Gill stood before Sed, holding a basket larger than his head. It had a distinctive black and tan patterned cloth over it. Sed grinned down at Jethain’s page. “Fer th’ prince?”

The page nodded. “And I didn’t snitch none of it, sir.”
Sed opened the door and waved him through. “When ya get done, have somethin’ for ya.”
“Yes, sir!” The page marched in. He bowed to the prince and the captain, both in the overstuffed chairs by the fireplace, both with ales. 
“You didn’t tell me your mother was supplying dinner,” Jethain exclaimed in delight.
“She didn’t tell me either.” Jisten took the basket from the page. “She probably doesn’t want you to feel left out, since all the Valers are making a fuss over S’Rak.” He grinned.
“Is he better?” Jethain flipped Gill a coin. “I heard he was sick.” 
“Sire! A silver royal? Are you sure?”
“You deserve it,” Jethain said.
“Thank you, sire! Is that all you need? Can I get you anything else? Turn down your sheets?” The page turned the coin round and round.
“Why don’t you take the rest of the night off. Jisten and I can take care of ourselves.”
“Thank you, sire!” Gill dashed out to Sedrael, who handed him a cloth-wrapped package. 
“Don’t go showin’ this around, lad. But yer old enough now, might come in handy.”
“Can I open it now?” Gill pulled back a corner of the cloth. It was a small dagger, the type that could be easily concealed. He knew Sed could get in a lot of trouble for giving a weapon to a slave. “Our secret. Can you teach me how to use it?”
Sed nodded. “T’morra.”
 

* * * *

 

Jisten set out the contents of the basket on the large middle table. He dragged over two end tables and placed one in front of Jethain. Jisten set out the steaming pot of goat stew. The bread was long and hard, unlike his mother’s usual plump, soft loaf. He shrugged and tore off a piece for the prince.

Jethain sniffed the stew appreciatively. “Smells good. You never did tell me if Araken was okay.”
Jisten closed his eyes briefly. “He feels rested and warm in a good way.”
“You can tell how he feels just by thinking about it? That’s amazing.”
Jisten shrugged and looked down in the basket. “The cannoli are the large tube kind. Odd, Mother usually makes small tubes. Well, she might have had help. Or S’Rak ate all the small tube ones. That wouldn’t surprise me.”
Jethain poured more ale and the two men settled down for their meal. They chatted about possible cavalry tactics with avtappi.
“Is it hot in here?” Jethain wiped his brow.
Jisten nodded and pushed ashes over the small fire in the fireplace. He undid the top buttons of his jacket, then paced. “I’m worried, my prince.”
Jethain fanned himself with dusky fingers.
“I should put more guards on the roof, and in the garden.” Jisten's pace increased.
“What about in here?” Jethain pulled off his tunic. “Scorching hot.” His muscular chest glistened with sweat. His torso had a ruddy glow to it, particularly when compared to his fingers, which were almost purple.
Jisten’s brow was beaded with sweat. “I’m forgetting something, Jethain. Why is it so hot in here?”
Jethain stood up. “Let’s go swimming. That’ll cool us off.”
“Agreed.”
The two hot, sweaty men staggered into the corridor. Sedrael looked alarmed. “Where y’all off ta? Ya don’ look so good!”
“Swimming. You and Orste are with us.” 
“Na. You an’ th’ prince inta a carriage.” Sed motioned to Orste. “Let’s go. Sun Temple.” Jisten and Jethain exchanged glances and then acquiesced. “Cap’n, yer fingers are purple. Prince’s th’ same. That’s poison,” Sed explained as he marched them to the duty carriage.
“Sun scorch it and sunset take it! We didn’t check the dinner!”
“It was from your mother,” Jethain protested.
“Ask Gill where he got it after yer healed,” Sed said grimly. He helped the prince into the carriage.
Jisten mopped his brow. “S’Rak said the weaving could be faked. And mother doesn’t make the long bread or the large tube cannoli.”
Jethain cursed as the carriage lurched into motion. “We’re a sun scorched pair of idiots. How many times has Araken warned us to be careful?”
Jisten shook his head and his sweat soaked hair fell out of its loose braid. Alerted by the fast messenger Sed had sent ahead, the sun priests were waiting at the doors to the temple. By then, both men were staggering and had to be supported by the guards.
Dethrian clucked his tongue at them. His red mastigi sat on his shoulder and offered her advice. “Ate somethin’ they shouldna,” Sed told Dethrian.
The mastigi took flight and chattered. She circled first Jethain’s head and then Jisten’s. “Scarlet says to be more specific,” Dethrian replied.
“Dinna check dinner. Stew, bread, cannoli. Thought from Despina. But bread and cannoli wrong types.” 
“Yes, food based poison and tasteless at that. Narrows it down some.” Scarlet landed on the sun priest and clicked more. Dethrian nodded. “Let’s get them inside.” He stroked Scarlet, getting her attention. “Fetch S’Rak,” he told her. 
The two sick men were placed on stretchers and taken to the healing hall. The mastigi flew out the temple doors and vanished into the evening sky.
Photas met them at the door to the hall. “I have the charcoal and purging wine ready, Iatrion.”
 

* * * *

 

Scarlet landed on Rak’s head. Her tiny claws grabbed his short hair as she leaned over in his face and clicked. Her nose touched Rak’s. He opened an eye and considered the reptile blearily. She clicked more rapidly. Then she leaned even farther forward and sniffed his breath. Her tiny tongue darted out and she licked his lips. She flung herself off him and flew back to Dethrian.

 

* * * *

 

“Nnnggg,” Rak said. He sat up and blinked as the mastigi flew out the window. His ankle throbbed but he staggered out of bed anyway. He recognized Dethrian’s mastigi and knew whatever it was, it was urgent. Now he just had to get past the mother hens.

“Good boy!”
“S’Rak!”
“High priest!”
“Stubborn high priest!” Asfalea ended the round of gasps.
Rak counted. Four of them—Despina, Elenna, Ritsa, Asfalea. “Trouble at the Sun Temple. I must go.” Only half awake, and sick to boot, he spoke in Okyran. All four females stared at him, uncomprehending. He tried again, and this time he spoke in Valer.
“You think a dark priest can help at the Sun Temple?” Asfalea looked surprised, unusual for the unflappable old lady. “You’re not worried about a day-night conflict?” She spoke in perfect, unaccented Valer, since Rak had spoken that tongue in the first place.
“Dethrian sent his mastigi. He must need me.” Rak was becoming more coherent as time went on, and the café Ritsa handed him helped a lot, too.
“May I ride with you, Thezomeh?” Elenna asked with trepidation.
Rak peered at her over the rim of the mug, trying to determine if she was asking because she wanted to assist, or because she feared he’d fall out of the saddle if she wasn’t there.
“Can your beautiful avtappi carry two?” Ritsa asked. “I can go instead since I’m smaller.”
“One of you may accompany me,” Rak said graciously. He knew they wouldn’t let him out of the house otherwise.
Elenna and Ritsa exchanged looks. “I should like to visit Si’Yeni’s side chapel at the Sun Temple,” Elenna said and Ritsa acquiesced.
Rak staggered outside. Vyld snorted and looked concerned. Elenna smoothly assisted Rak without making it look obvious. When the avtappi approached his rider, Elenna offered him a chicken. “Dear Vyld, will you carry me with S’Rak?”
Vyld ate the chicken and radiated agreement. 
“I will help you up,” Rak said, ignoring the fact that he could barely stand. The avtappi, wiser than his rider, knelt down. “Thank you, Vyld.”
He and Elenna mounted. It was a short, fast ride to Sun Plaza where Rak left Vyld to amuse himself by trying to bite the jets of water from the fountain. The Sun Guards at the temple doors admitted them without trouble. Rak staggered down the hallway towards the infirmary. Elenna deftly kept him on his feet and walking in a straight line.
“The dark one has claimed another soul!” Avontos pointed at Elenna and spoke in a tone meant to carry.
Elenna looked resigned. “No, I am merely accompanying the high priest to the healing hall.”
“Does he make you serve like a tavern slave?”
A staff appeared in Rak’s hands and he lashed out at Avontos. Elenna smiled as Avontos ducked and ran. “Unmannered cur,” Rak said in perfect Valer. He used the staff as a crutch the rest of the way.
He hobbled into the hall and saw Jethain laid out and Jisten on the cot next to him. Dethrian had his hands on Jethain. Golden light infused the room, but Dethrian’s chanting was growing in pitch and cadence. His frustration was evident to everyone in the hall.
“Iatrion Dethrian.” Elenna moved next to the sun priest and clasped her hands. “The sunrise is always willing to help with the healing of the prince, as is the sunset to help any Valers.”
Dethrian’s chant cut off and the priest looked tired. “Thank you, Elenna. I am not so proud as to refuse help.”
Rak touched Jethain’s forehead. “He is hot. What are the other symptoms?”
Sedrael stepped up to Rak. “Heart racin’, fingers dusky. Food poisoned.”
“That sounds like legot root.” 
Scarlet went into a tizzy of clicking and Dethrian looked over at Rak.
“Yes, that name was in the book that S’Rak gave to Forael.” Dethrian addressed his mastigi. “Do fetch Forael, dear one.”
Rak started rummaging through the medicine cabinet. “Do you have nalox?”
Dethrain assisted Rak in rummaging through the medicine cabinet. “I don’t have nalox, it can’t be preserved, so it’s only available in the fall. Nalkon is closely related, will it work?”
Rak thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, nalkon is acceptable. Have you purged their stomachs?”
“Oh, yeah,” Sed muttered from Jisten’s bedside. Both the captain and prince were still unconscious.
“Yes, and I tubed charcoal down them after that. My magic is insufficient to cleanse this poison,” Dethrian said. 
Rak ground the herb into a powder. “This will cleanse the remaining legot from their systems.”
Elenna glided over. “And if you add cream, it will absorb faster.”
“Thank you, that is a good idea.” Cream was fetched from the kitchen by a handy acolyte and Rak added it to the powdered herb.
“Unfortunately, we will have to tube it. I dislike the practice, but they're unable to drink.”
“That is just as well, since without the honey, it will taste atrocious.” Rak held up the finished medicine.
Elenna picked up the glass flask of olive oil and sniffed it. She poured it into a shallow bowl and twirled the end of a leather tube in it. The tubes were inserted and the medicines administered. 
“Elenna, can you take my power through my bond to Jisten, and use it?” Rak asked.
Dethrian said, “If Archpriest Forael could, then it should be easier for you, dhelina.” 
“I am willing to allow this,” Rak said almost formally.
“As am I.” Elenna patted Jisten’s hand. When he didn’t respond, she clasped it gently. Rak took Jisten’s other hand and rested it on Jethain so he could touch both men at once. “High priest, are you sure you are able?” Elenna’s placid expression was troubled. 
Dethrian looked sharply at Rak. “I don’t sacrifice one patient for the other.”
“I have an infected cut. That will not affect my power.”
“May I?” Dethrian asked. 
“Touch me, Iatrion,” Elenna murmured.
Rak chanted, calling up his power. It came, but hissed and sparked near his ankle. Elenna’s soft song joined in. Dethrian sang a counterpoint to Elenna’s hymn. Most of Rak’s power flowed through Jisten to Elenna, except for the miniature storm raging around his ankle. Green sparks flared out of the tiny clouds, attacking the wound.
 

* * * *

 

Jisten blinked and moved first. He took in the scene and gently disengaged. “Please, heal the prince. He’s far more important than me.”

Elenna shifted to Jethain. Rak was swaying, but still upright. Jisten struggled to a sitting position. He stroked Rak’s wing and joined in the song. Rak’s power faded before he collapsed. 
Jethain blinked at the ceiling. “I have the most awful taste in my mouth.”
“Prince, how do feel?” Dethrian checked the prince’s pulse as Photas brought him some water.
Jethain took a swallow. “I feel fine, except for the nasty taste.”
“Take a sip of cream,” Elenna suggested. She handed him a tiny cup.
Jethain set the water down and accepted the cream. “Thanks. You’re … uhm … you’re the clan grandmother’s assistant. What’re you doing here?”
“I’m Elenna. S’Rak allowed me to accompany him.”
Jisten swung his long legs over the bed and pulled Rak onto the cot beside him. He inspected the still-swollen red ankle. The miniature storm had reopened it and more pus was draining out. Showing no disgust at the sight, Elenna knelt and expertly milked the ankle. 
Dethrian looked on with clinical interest. “Nasty.” Scarlet clicked her agreement.
“The chaos infiltrated the tissue and refused to be expressed. Zotien’s power has forced it to point,” Elenna explained.
Rak said, “It hurts, too.” 
Jisten traced Rak’s spars to distract him from the pain. Scarlet took wing and landed on Rak’s shoulder. She stroked his neck with her head. Rak fed her a bit of sausage. Scarlet scampered down to Rak’s thigh and watched Elenna closely. 
Dethrian handed Jisten a glass of wine with morphea. “For S’Rak.” 
Jisten held it to Rak’s lips, who obediently drank the wine.
“That’s all I can do for now.” Elenna's expression was satisfied.
“Leave it open to drain,” Dethrian said. 
Rak made a face but agreed. Then he picked his legs up and curled up in Jisten’s lap.
“At least they don’t make noise when Araken’s sleeping,” Jethain said.
Jisten growled at him.
“You snore,” Rak told Jethain.
“I do not!” Jethain was aghast. 








Chapter Eleven: Goats

 

 

Seaday, the 18th of Revmon 

 

Sedrael brought Gill before Jethain. The page’s eyes were bloodshot from crying. “M’so sorry, sir!” the boy wailed as soon as he was before his prince. “I thought t’was from mama Despina! It had the napkin on it.”

“I’m not placing any blame on you, Gill. But, I need to trace this basket back to the source. Who gave it to you?” Jethain asked gently. 
“T’was in the kitchen, sir, on the carts fer the rooms. The undercook said it’d been dropped off fer you and th’ captain.”
“Thank you, Gill.” Jethain smiled briefly. “Did you like the present Sed gave you?”
Gill’s eyes turned into saucers. “You knew?”
“Of course I knew. I approved it. Go with Sed, now. He’s to take you to Hyall. I’ve asked the arms master to train with you.”
The expression on Gill’s face as he walked out with the sergeant was one Jethain knew he would treasure for years to come. Unfortunately, the harried undercooks didn’t recall who had dropped off the basket. It had been recognized by the napkin and placed aside for Jisten and the prince. 
 

* * * *

 

Even though he was supposed to be in resting, Rak strolled through the livestock market. Every so often, he would stop and look at a beast before he continued on with a distracted air. He was worried more about his friends’ heath than his own. They’d been poisoned. He just had an infection. The ankle throbbed painfully, but Rak ignored it as he worked his way through the market in search of goats.

“Ye’ll not be buyin’ any of me goats for yer evil rituals!” The rough trader spoke in an overly loud voice meant to carry. Rak wondered why the Koilathans always had to make such pronouncements. Were they so starved for attention that they took advantage of even the smallest opportunity to put on a show?
The other beast traders were looking at Rak nervously, so he made his own show of looking over the goats in question. “Those are the sorriest looking goats I have ever seen. They are not even fit for slaughter.” He walked on.
The trader shook his fist at Rak and raised his voice. “Ye be evil! Matin’ with th’ goats!”
The Koilathans in the market gasped. Rak turned around and drew steel. “What did you say?”
The trader’s face drained of blood. He bleated something apologetic, sounding remarkably like one of his beasts. 
“Don’t be minding him,” another trader said. He had sandy brown hair, but grey eyes that reminded Rak of Jisten. His voice was cheerful and he looked at the big-mouthed trader with amusement. “If it’s goats you’re wanting, high priest, you could do a lot better than those.”
Rak turned his back on the surly fellow and walked over to the friendly one. “I am in the market for goats. His stock is unacceptable—they are undernourished, and if he does not take care, illness will strike his flock. If it please you, could you recommend a stockman with healthy goats for sale?”
The trader bowed to Rak. “My name is Ammodyn, and I have both milk and meat goats for sale. I can see they will receive the best of care from you. Examine them, and let the bartering begin.” As he straightened, Rak could see that his smile was merry.
Rak walked over to Ammodyn’s stock and made a noise of pleasure. “Now these are handsome, well cared for animals.”
A dark brown nanny with bulging teats jammed her hand under Ammodyn’s hand. He scratched it and she bleated happily. “The milk goats are my friends. As for the meat goats, well, best not to get attached.” Again that smile flashed. Another milk goat crowded on Ammodyn’s other side. “Ah, jealousy is so unbecoming, Lasa,” he told the goat.
Rak inspected the nearly solid black interloping nanny. “What are you asking? I need at least two dozen milk nannies.”
“Well, I’m not a rich man. How does a dozen royals sound?”
“I also need two dozen meat goats, and enough billies to sustain healthy breeding in both groups.”
“Ah, the meat goats are easier. Buy the milk goats at that price and I’ll sell the meat goats for six royals.” Ammodyn scratched the milk goats’ heads. “Billies, eh, I’ll sell you five per royal.”
“Do you have any of the wool goats?” Rak strolled about the pen, selecting the beasts he wanted.
Ammodyn’s face lost his smile and all the other traders who had been intently listening found other things to do. “Ah, high priest, you haven’t heard about the kasmir goats?” His voice dropped and he looked around.
Rak straightened up and gazed at the trader. “Ix. Tell me.”
Ammodyn rubbed the back of his neck. The goats, sensing his apprehension, crowded closer until they were three deep around him. “It’s said to be Si’Yeni’s, ah, curse. Those who speak of it, or dare bring a kasmir goat into Koilatha, will fall ill themselves.”
Each beast that Rak touched followed him. They jammed against him at Ammodyn’s tale. “If there is a curse, it is not from Si’Yeni.” 
“That’s the secret part that no one dares say.” 
“I will pay two gold nomi for these.”
“Ah, kind priest. I am familiar with gold nomi. They are roughly twice the weight of the royal. I would sell to you for that low price if you could intervene with Si’Yeni to allow me kasmir goats?” Ammodyn’s grey eyes sparkled and he waggled his eyebrows at Rak. “We both know Zotien and Si’Yeni—well, no need to say, eh?”
“I am not in Si’Yeni’s service.” Rak stroked the head of the goat nearest him. “I cannot promise something I may not be able to accomplish. At the most, I could offer you the right to seek healing or aid from the Thezi for a year.”
Ammodyn laughed. “You’re the only Thezi in all Koilatha!”
“That is true, but that is also subject to change.”
Ammodyn’s laughter relaxed all the goats and they resumed milling about and bleating. “I travel to Ippos every third year during the Valer horse festival.”
“Will four gold nomi do, plus you can call on me? Or, I can give you a Thezi marker, which can be used at any temple with a Thezi presence that  you pass on the way to Ippos. The markers are permanent. We give them to favored traders and stockmen.”
Ammodyn’s amiable face split into a wide grin. “Aye, high priest. Four gold nomi, the ability to call on you, and a Thezi marker.”
“Agreed.” Rak handed over the gold and an engraved cabochon emerald set in a square silver base two fingers wide and engraved with glyphs.
Ammodyn held it up to the light, ostensibly to look at it, but he winked and nodded slightly at Rak to notice the other traders almost drooling.
“That is the marker,” Rak said. The emerald itself was engraved with the Thezi symbol.
“Now, where are your dogs to herd all these goats back?” Ammodyn asked in a reasonable tone. 
Rak laughed and snapped his fingers. Two death hounds materialized, followed by half a dozen of the lightly built night hounds.
“Ach!” Ammodyn stepped back. 
“They will not hurt you. Thank you, Ammodyn. Night’s blessing upon you. May the stars guide you and the storm guard you for this night, and every night to come.” Rak headed out of the market, trailed by over fifty goats and eight hounds. The hounds were there to keep people from trying to snatch one, not from any worry that the goats would wander. They were held by Rak’s Thezi talent. 
“Sunset’s blessing on you, high priest,” Ammodyn called after him.
 

The Valers all turned out to a person when they saw the odd parade approaching. Rak led the goats into Valer Square, then stopped and released the beasts. The girls and boys stepped quietly among the goats, introducing themselves and patting the animals. The milk goats were quickly separated from the meat goats. Rak checked the meat goatherd as the new animals were penned. They were healthy.

The Valer herd dogs crept up slowly and non-threateningly, letting the goats sniff their scent on the air. Rak’s hounds vanished into the shadows. An older Valer man, with silver at the temples of his jet-black hair, approached Rak with both hands palm up. “High priest, I am the chief herder for Valer Square. Do you wish me to tend your new herd?”
Rak rested his hands on the man’s palms. “These goats belong to the clan. Distribute the milk goats to those who need them and add the meat goats to the general herd following your normal quarantine procedures.” He tried not to look pained when the man bowed and briefly touched his forehead to Rak’s hands. He hated it when people did things like that. At least the herdsman didn’t kiss them.
“High priest, it is customary to slaughter a meat goat and prepare it for the one who procures such a bounty, whether it be hunting or herds. Will you allow this?”
“I will allow this, so long as Zotien, Si’Yeni, and Thameros all receive their due.”
“High priest, the dhelion will be delighted to perform those rituals.”
Despina and Jisten, probably called by an alert Valer child, walked over from her corner house. Rak brought Lasa over to her. “For you.”
Despina scratched the goat’s head and it bleated in contentment. “How you buy goats? No one sell to Valer! They so stupid they no know you buy for us?”
“They sold to me as a Thezi. My sect has some advantages when it comes to dealing with livestock traders.” Rak winked at Jisten.
“S’Rak, can you describe the man you bought the goats from?” Jisten asked.
“Sandy blond hair, pale grey eyes, three hands taller than I am, many laugh lines. He wore brown with emerald green accents, and his clothes were clean and did not reek.”
Jisten and his mother shared a grin. “That was Ammodyn. So he’s back.” 
“He took even better care of his stock than he did of himself.”
Jisten explained to Rak, “He’s a quarter Valer.”
“And all rascal!” Despina said with affection.
“Ahhh, that is good then. I gave him a Thezi marker.” Rak was pleased he had bestowed that marker on a worthy man of even partial Valer blood. 
“He feels too constrained to travel between merely Kydeno Vale and Koilatha.” Jisten rescued the hem of his coat from the goat's teeth and scratched the beast's head. “True wanderlust. He gathers animals from all over and breeds for strength, health, good milk production. We only see him every three years, and he always attends the triennial Valer horse festival in Ippos.”
“I need to speak to Asfalea,” Rak interrupted, recalling Ammodyn’s comments about the kasmirs.
Jisten and Despina blinked at the change of topic. Rak dragged them with him so he wouldn’t have to explain more than once. “Dhelion,” he called when they approached the old lady.
“Cheeky high priest goat herder now?” Asfalea was outside like everyone else, sorting goats. Or in her case, supervising.
Rak grinned at her. “I am Thezi, so it is appropriate.”
Asfalea grinned her toothless grin right back at him. 
“I asked the traders about kasmir goats. They all believe that Si’Yeni has cursed the kasmirs.”
“Bad news need no horse.” 
Rak shook his head. “Si’Yeni did not curse you. That means something else must be the cause.”
The old lady’s deep set green eyes sparkled. “Oh yes. Who cause sickness, eh? Who want hurt Valers?”
“I killed the chaos priest,” Rak protested. 
“Ah, who chaos priest work for? Who hate Si’Yeni?”
“She is imprisoned. She cannot reach past the borders of Polemo. Except…” Rak deflated, shaking his head. “There is a chaos temple. An active, aware chaos temple. She has a back door into Koilatha.”
“She hide her hate.” Asfalea thumped her staff for emphasis. “Clever evil. No attack Si’Yeni, attack little group Valers. Not all Valers, just ones help Loftoni, see?”
“She is trying to destroy the prophecy. That is her goal. I do not think she would take the time to notice the Valers, for which mercy we should be grateful.” Rak casually sat down on an overturned wooden crate, trying hard to make it not appear the necessity it really was. His ankle had gone from a throbbing ache he could ignore to a burning stab that he should not ignore.
Jisten knew better and focused on him with due concern. “S’Rak? Your ankle?” He clearly had no problem tattling his Loftoni’s injury and pain to the Mai’eras. 
Faced with three pairs of light eyes that would brook no denials, Rak sighed. “It still hurts, but you are still sick, too. Do not try to hide it.” 
“Inside, both! With Despina!” Asfalea shook her staff at them. Rak stood up and leaned against Jisten, and together they made it to Despina’s without incident. 
“I no believe good boys. Try to be strong, walk on bad ankle, run around after poison! Ach!” Despina shook her head.








Chapter Twelve: Plans

 

 

Once inside, Rak sank into the carved rocker and gave a weary sigh. He rubbed his ankle surreptitiously as Despina bustled about lighting oil lamps and whisking the odds and ends of her embroidery into a basket, out of the way of her guests.

“You need a vacation,” Jisten stated, half joking, but half serious.
“We all do.” Rak regarded Jisten with bright interest. “You, me, and Jethain. We could all use a break from the constant attacks. But where can we go?”
“North.” 
“To the Vales? I do not think Jethain would be willing to leave the country.”
Jisten looked thoughtful. “Jethain has a fishing lodge on the largest of the northern lakes, Lake Yiali. It’s secluded, very peaceful, and comfortable. Jethain’s only used it once before, but I remember that summer as a happy time for everyone who was there.”
“You go, get better.” Despina set out a small tray of meat and cheese. “Take prince. Enjoy country.” 
“I agree.” Rak picked up a piece of the paper-thin meat wrapped about a bit of cheese. “We shall do this. Jethain needs the rest as much as I do.”
“I go with!” Despina announced. Jisten looked at his mother in astonishment.  “How get better no good food?” 
Rak hid his smile. “I think that is a wonderful idea.” 
Jisten blinked at Rak before he turned back to Despina. “Mother, you haven’t traveled in…well, I can’t remember! Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
Despina put her hands on her hips. “What? You think too old to travel?” 
When Jisten cringed, Rak said, “Jisten, we can protect her.” Too late, he realized that this was probably the wrong thing to say in her hearing.
“Protect me? Ach! I have defense magic!” 
“I am sure you do. I have death hounds and demon horses.” There was laughter in Rak’s voice.
Despina knelt and placed her hands on Rak’s ankle, easing the boot off before he could protest. “You family. Defense magic for family.” She pulled down the thin cotton sock, unwrapped the stained bandage and inspected the raw wound. “I make poultice. Feel good. Smell better.”
Rak looked at his ankle. “It looks better.” The chaos wound was stubbornly resisting all efforts to hasten the healing, even now that all the overt chaos had been removed.
She trundled into the kitchen. She came back with a steaming, folded white towel that smelled of soothing spices. Edible spices.
“Mother, you’ll make S’Rak hungry.” 
“What do you mean, make?” Rak joked, as his stomach growled at the mere mention of food. The tray hadn't lasted long, nor had it been nearly enough. A smoke hound pulled her head out from under the couch, nose twitching.
“Oooo, what to make, what to make?” Despina rubbed her hands and she looked at Rak with the love of a mother about to spoil her child.
“Ravioli?” Rak entreated with a pair of puppy dog eyes to match his plaintive voice.
Despina’s mouth twitched. Then she smiled and threw up her hands. “Ach, yes! Cheese? Most peasant of peasant food?”
Rak nodded vigorously, and tried not to drool. The smoke hound wasn’t as successful.
“We take Beauty to herd goats on trip?” Despina plucked a cheese biscuit out of her apron pocket and tossed it to the hound. “Or Scorth just hunt ox?”
“We will travel too fast for goats,” Rak said apologetically. 
Beauty came the rest of the way out from under the couch and contentedly gnawed on the hard biscuit. Her three half grown pups began to play with a short length of rope. Jisten playfully tugged on the rope, sending the puppies into spasms of joy. Despina put her hand first on Rak’s forehead, then Jisten’s.
Rak impishly checked her forehead in return. Of course, she wasn’t sick. Despina took his hand and kissed it the way a mother kisses a child’s hand, not as a petitioner to a priest. “Mai’eras right, cheeky high priest. So, prince come with us?”
“Ai,” Rak agreed, not minding Despina’s affection. He smiled at her warmly. “He needs a break as much as we do.”
“So, ravioli for you, ox for prince,” Despina ticked off her fingers. 
“What about me, Mother?” Jisten asked in a fake piteous tone. “I was poisoned, too.”
“Ach! You too picky! Nothing for you!” she teased.
“I wonder if vranyxia milk can be made into cheese,” Rak mused.
“I try. I have good cheese magic. Not as good as cannoli magic or peasant food magic, but still good.”
“I love your food,” Rak told her with complete sincerity. 
“You give milk, I make cheese, cannoli out of it.”
“And ravioli?” 
“Yes, pasta travel well. Soft cheese, cannoli cheese, much harder.”
“I will make sure you are supplied with everything you need to cook.”
“S’Rak, if we don’t bring the goats, where will you get the milk?” Jisten wondered.
“Vranyxia, wild oxen, mountain goats,” Rak ticked them off on his fingers. “I will charm them down from the mountains if I must.” 
“Ach! Such new flavors!” Despina clapped her hands. “Ravioli, cannoli all taste different!”
 

After they had been stuffed with enough food to satisfy Despina, Rak and Jisten returned to the palace and sought out the prince. They found him in his office, reading reports. He still looked a little green around the gills, not to mention exhausted. The prince’s expression brightened as he saw them and he waved them towards the padded chairs. “Sit, sit. To what do I owe the honor of a daylight visit?” Jethain grinned at Rak.

Rak sat down with only a slight wince, steepled his fingers, and stared at his brother. He let Jisten speak, since he felt the captain had a better chance of convincing Jethain to agree to their plan.
“Jethain, as your captain, I must insist that you take a vacation. S’Rak, Mother, and I thought that we should go to your northern fishing lodge on Lake Yiali.”
“Your mother? Araken? Did you think of this?” Jethain asked.
“I think we all need a break. Jisten thought of your fishing lodge. He likes lakes. So do I,” Rak said.
Jisten put his hand on Jethain’s forehead. “Mother needs to make you pastina,” he declared. 
“And ravioli,” Rak added.
“I thought you were the mother here,” Jethain said to Rak. He rolled his blue eyes up at Jisten’s hand and smiled wickedly. The captain snatched it away.
Rak glared at Jethain, but it was a weary glare. “Despina will come with us, to make certain that we eat, she said. I think she fears we would starve if we had to depend on our own cooking.”
“I might if she doesn’t. I’m still throwing up from the poison. Guess I’ve got a tender gut now.” Jethain sighed at the reminder of his own human weakness.
Rak oozed sympathy. “A couple weeks of Despina’s cooking and no attempts on your life and you will be a new man.”
Jisten leaned over and whispered into Jethain’s ear, “S’Rak is too proud to admit he needs a break. But he won’t go unless you do.” 
“I’ll go if you rub my belly, Jisten,” Jethain asked in a syrupy tone. Jisten did so, expression perplexed. “Aaah, a few nights of this and your mother’s pastina and the prophecy might be preserved,” Jethain sighed.
“Jethaiiinnn.” Jisten snatched his hand away again. 
Rak’s glare redoubled. He wondered if Jethain was trying to seduce his Valer.
“You two need to relax.” Jethain's innocent expression didn't fool Rak for a moment.
“You should bring Nenrah.” Jisten returned to Rak's side and rested a hand on his lover's shoulder. “She might enjoy getting away from here.”
“Nenrah?” Rak asked. 
“I could!” Jethain sat up, happiness warming his features.
“Jethain’s, ah, latest,” Jisten told Rak.
“Ah.” Rak set a hand atop Jisten's. “She would be welcome. I will call for more avtappi.”
“She loves horses, not that she’s ridden one.” Jethain rubbed his hands together. “And fearless as well, one of her many excellent traits.”
“No horses.” Rak shook his head. “Too slow. And I do not want us to be weighed down with grain for them.”
“I meant that since she loves horses and is fearless, she will do well on the avtappi.”
“Forgive me. That should have been obvious.”
“We’re all off our feed. Rest, relaxation, and insanely good food. No camping—real beds!” Jethain looked pleased by the prospect.
“An inn every night,” Rak agreed, although part of him yearned for deep wilderness. Not that such was common in Koilatha. He stood up and stretched. “I shall send the request tonight.”
“I’ll clear your schedule, my prince, so we can depart in the morning,” Jisten said.
“I’ll let Nenrah know. The two of you need rest.” 
“All three of us need rest, but not, I think, in the same bed.” Rak smirked at Jethain.
“Mother is expecting us all for dinner. First watch rising,” Jisten added.








Chapter Thirteen: Nenrah

 

 

Nenrah was embroidering the final touches on the galloping horses in golden brown and black thread that now wound around the top of Jethain’s bed socks. When he walked into the bedroom, she held them up for him.

The prince looked pleased as he inspected them. “Nen, I love ‘em. Horses, perfect!”
She smiled shyly. “I’ll make more pairs in the morrow. I have blue socks and gold socks and green socks.”
Jethain sat on the bed beside her and draped an arm across her shoulders. “Would you be willing to join me, the captain, and my brother for dinner? I’m tired of feeling left out.”
She snuggled under his arm and rested her head on his chest. “I’m good enough for a dinner companion?”
“Of course you are.” Jethain stroked her hair. “You’re smart, witty, and sweet. And not only are you invited to dinner, you’re coming with us to the northern fishing lodge. It will be a wonderful adventure.”
“Only for you. Smart and witty gets a slave beaten—oh, I shouldn’t have said that.”
Jethain sighed. “Neither my brother nor my captain approve of slavery. They’ll treat you like a person.”
“Just like you.” Nenrah stroked lower on the prince. It was nice to dream that she was his princess.
Jethain rolled her onto the bed. “Well, not just like me. Araken’s preferences are not the norm.” He winked, politely conveying that Rak was a pervert without actually saying it. “Remember, Nenrah, no one is to touch you or ask favors of you. My brother would never ask you, but I wanted to reassure you.” Jethain had made it clear that whomever he was sleeping with was off limits. While no one would have intercourse with his current lover, some assumed she would entertain them other ways.
 

* * * *

 

Okthåra Atålio, Traåspo Fångari
8th day, 2nd week, Traespo’s moon

 

The two drifted in and out of sleep, Nenrah’s head pillowed on Jethain’s chest, until Kordri called out politely, “Sire, you asked me to tell you when it was tenth hour, to allow you to dress for dinner.”

“Thank you, Kordri.” Jethain climbed out of bed to find his clothes. “Jisten and my brother will meet me at Despina’s, so once we arrive, you are free to return to your family.”
At the stable, Vrema was tacked and waiting for Jethain. She imaged to Jethain that he and Nenrah would ride her to Valer Square.
“She insisted, Your Highness,” Kennit said.
“You did well.” Jethain ruffled the boy’s hair. “I’ve got Vrema. You can fetch Kordri’s horse.” When the stable boy ran off to collect the proper horse, Jethain turned to Nenrah. “You’re in for a real treat. We’ll ride double. She’s stronger than a horse. Let me introduce you to her. They’re much smarter than horses.”
Jethain held Nenrah’s hand out for the blue roan to sniff. Vrema not only sniffed it, she licked it. Nenrah giggled at the tickle. Vrema knelt on her front legs.
“Thank you, Vrema. She’s making it easier for you to mount.” Jethain assisted Nenrah onto the saddle. Vrema hoisted herself up and Jethain swung up behind Nenrah. “Ready?”
“Yes, my prince.”
Jethain put his arms around Nenrah as Vrema walked out of the stable. Kordri was waiting, mounted on a red chestnut charger with white mane and tail. Rak had accustomed all the guard’s mounts to the avtappi and they rode to Valer Square side by side. At Despina’s house, Kordri waited until Jisten appeared. He saluted his captain and turned his horse back to the main road.
“Hello, Nenrah.” Jisten bowed, to her surprise. 
Rak came out after Kordri left and looked at the young woman. “Xai’åtå. You are welcome here. Come in.”
Jethain relaxed a little. Jisten walked over to Vrema, but the roan knelt again to allow Nenrah to dismount. Jisten took her hand and steadied her as she stepped over the avtappi’s back. He gave her hand back to the prince once Jethain had dismounted. By that time, Despina had come out of the house with a tray of meat cubes. She handed the tray to Jisten and faced Nenrah. 
“Ach! Beautiful!” Despina took Nenrah’s face in her hands and soundly kissed her on both cheeks.
Nenrah burst into tears.
Jethain patted her on the back. “It’s okay, there’s no need to cry,” he said awkwardly.
“I’m sorry.” Nenrah quickly dried her tears. “I’m just not used to such kindness.”
Despina rubbed her arm. “Ach, come more often.”
Rak took her hand and drew her into the house while Jisten gave the avtappi the meat cubes. “There is no need to apologize.”
As they walked into the tidy cottage, Jethain said, “See? I told you it’d be okay.” He was still anxious and uncertain about this himself, so his hearty reassurance didn’t ring true.
Once inside, Nenrah clutched Rak’s hand and kissed it. Her tears fell on his knuckles. “Please, you are a high priest. Can’t you do something from the gods so that I can bear Jethain a son?”
Rak placed his other hand on top of hers. “I wish it were that easy. I really do.”
She released his hand. “Forgive me, high priest. I spoke from desperation.”
“You need food. Too skinny!” Despina trundled into the kitchen and reappeared with a laden tray. Crisp little rounds of toast were topped with all sorts of delicious things.
“Again, there is no need to apologize.” Rak turned to his brother and raised an eyebrow. Jethain grinned sheepishly and shrugged.
Jisten guided Nenrah to the couch. She sat and didn’t take any food. 
Rak deftly served her. “You may eat and drink.”
Jethain sat next to her on the couch. He put his arm on the back of the couch behind her and she smiled at him. Rak then served Jethain and Jisten.
“What do you like best to embroider, Nenrah?” Jisten asked. He always knew everything about his prince's latest bedmate.
“She put horses on my socks!” Jethain said proudly. He showed them and Despina bent over for a better look.
“Ach! Very fine!” Despina admired the embroidered horses.
“I could embroider something for you, Captain. Or you, high priest. Whatever you like best,” Nenrah said. 
“What sorts of things do you enjoy embroidering?” Rak asked, rephrasing the question.
“I like adding whimsical touches to clothing.” She nibbled on a piece of toast topped with melted cheese. “I embroidered black dragons on a set of formal napkins after I saw your dragon.”
“Can I see them?” 
“I’d like to see them, too,” Jethain seconded.
“Ah, I sent them to the queen and she ah, didn’t care for them. She burned them.”
“Best to send those type of things to Jethain,” Jisten said gently.
“Ach, waste.” Despina wiped her hands on her apron.
Rak just shook his head. “The more I learn of that woman, the less I like her.”
“She killed the old queen,” Nenrah blurted out. Then she paled and clapped her hands to her mouth.
Rak’s hand curled into a fist. “Did she?” His voice was level, but his flared wings gave away his internal agitation. “What do the women tell each other about her?”
“I know nothing!” Nenrah dissolved into tears and rocked back and forth.
Rak handed Jethain some money and a look. “Free her. You know my Lord’s stance. Perhaps if we free her under my name, things will be different. Tebber did not run.”
“What?” Nenrah still rocked, but she looked up from her sobbing.
“They all run,” Jethain stated, crestfallen as he accepted the coins, only to set them on the table. “All. And this one’s different. I truly love her.” Nenrah stopped cold and looked at Jethain. The prince cupped her face with his large hands. “But I will do the right thing. I will free you and hope you choose to stay with me.”
“I won’t run, I swear it. I’d rather be a free mistress to you than anyone’s wife,” Nenrah said.
Jethain kissed her on the lips. Despina clasped her hands and murmured a prayer to Si’Yeni. Rak touched Nenrah’s head and murmured his own prayer. Nenrah collapsed against Jethain after the kiss. 
 

* * * *

 

Rak left the pair on the couch and went to set the table with Jisten’s help. Jisten fed Rak appetizers as they worked together but Rak playfully kept sucking Jisten’s fingers into his mouth.

Jisten finally drew Rak up against him. “You’re making promises you’d better keep.” 
“I take my promises seriously.” Rak kissed him.
Despina set goblets of wine by Jethain and Nenrah. “Ach! No wonder all skinny! No one eating here!” She clapped her hands.
“We burn it all off in bed,” Rak whispered into Jisten’s ear. 
Jisten giggled and quickly clamped it off with his hand. 
Despina left and returned with a platter of braised ox and the bowl of ravioli. “Jisten, grate cheese.”
Jethain led Nenrah over to the table and seated her like a noble lady. Her lip quivered, but she didn’t cry. As Jethain seated her, Rak said, “You are in for a real treat. Despina is the best cook in Koilatha.” Despina piled Nenrah’s plate high with ox and bread.
Jisten grated the cheese over Rak’s ravioli. Everyone else would have to ask if they wanted ravioli. It was peasant food and Rak’s favorite, although Despina was convinced that it was a kironi craving that would pass once the baby was born. Because of that, she felt that Rak had claim over all the ravioli. She would deny her grandbaby nothing.
Rak sighed in bliss at the scents wafting up, but he waited for everyone before he gave the blessing. “We give thanks to all the gods for the beauty of their creation and the bounty here provided, and especially do we thank Lord Zotien for the peace of this night and Lady Si’Yeni for the blessings of family gathered here.”
“To family!” Despina raised her glass. She gave Nenrah a significant look.
“To family,” the rest toasted back.
While Rak dug into the ravioli, Jisten ate ox, a treat to him.
Jethain whispered to Nenrah, “It’s okay, eat whatever you want.” He eyed the ravioli.
Rak saw Jethain’s look. “You want some, brother?”
“Please?”
“Ach, high priest and prince think peasant food good!” Despina shook her head and her glossy silver hair fell free from its makeshift bun.
Rak shared out the ravioli, giving some to both Jethain and Nenrah. “It is not just good, it is exquisitely delicious!” He served himself some ox as well, then made sure Despina and Jisten had food on their plates.
“I’ve never had ox before.” Nenrahlooked at her forkful of it.
“It is like beef, only better,” Rak said.
She bit into it and her expression was nothing short of happy shock. Rak and Jisten were kind enough to not laugh.
“How are the new goats doing?” Rak asked.
“Taste butter!” Despina slathered a slice of bread and handed it to Rak. She watched his face closely. 
Rak bit into the slice and sighed in pure pleasure as creamy goodness asserted itself on his tongue.
“Mother, did you invoke some kind of new magic on the butter?” Jisten asked around his mouth full of buttered bread.
“I am going to add this to the offering tonight,” Rak said.
“Same magic,” Despina told them both as she passed out more buttered bread to everyone. “But when do, violet light! Cooking magic plus sacred goat, eh?”
“Sacred butter.” Rak grinned ear to ear. 
Nenrah held her bread in awe, not eating it. Jethain bumped her shoulder gently. 
Rak blinked at the motion and saw her expression. “That was priestly humor, Nenrah. Please, enjoy the bread.”
She bit into it and moaned in pleasure. Rak took a second heaping serving of ox since the ravioli were but a happy memory. 
Nenrah sat back and rubbed her full belly. “Ooooh, I haven’t eaten this much since I was sold into, uh, nevermind.”
Rak grinned at her. “Have you ever had food this good before?”
She shook her head. “I’ll sleep well tonight.”
“Just wait, dessert is yet to come.”
“I think I will explode if I eat more.” Nenrah said. Jethain put his arm around her. 
“There is always room for can-oh-lis.” Rak continued to work on the second serving of ox.
“Ach, sit on couch, relax.” Despina shooed Nenrah and Jethain away from the table. Jethain picked up their two goblets of wine and walked over to the couch with Nenrah.
Rak eyed Jisten every so often to make sure the man was eating, too. “Is there enough Okyran red, or do I need to ask for more to be sent?” Rak asked, as he did every time he was in Valer Square.
“Enough for cooking for you,” Despina demurred.
“I will ask for more tonight.” Rak was learning Valer code for we’re almost out but are too proud to admit it. He finished the ox and leaned into Jisten comfortably.
Despina shooed them into the main room to sit on the more comfortable chairs. “I bring cannoli out.”
“What are cannoli?” Nenrah asked.
“The most perfect, sublime, divine food ever created.” Rak settled beside Jisten on the couch. “And if you do not eat yours quickly…” he trailed off and winked.
“You taste nothing yet!” Despina carried out the cannoli on a silver tray. “This made sacred milk!”
“Mother, that’s the dhelion’s tray,” Jisten said.
“Only proper,” Despina replied.
Rak impishly blessed the tray and its contents. A sunset glow appeared and faded into starry night. Everyone ooo’d.
“I’ve never had a magical dinner before,” Nenrah said.
“Sacred cannolis.” Rak picked one up. “Have we died and gone to the Eternal Halls?”
It was almost comical how everyone closed their eyes in bliss when they ate the cannoli. Despina deftly saved two. “For offering.” “Zotien will be very pleased,” Rak predicted.
“Small tube cannoli.” Jisten looked at Jethain, who sighed at the memory of their indiscretion.
After the cannoli and goblets of wine, Jethain rode back with a nearly comatose Nenrah in his arms. Rak and Jisten went outside when the prince did, but they walked though the Valer barrio, checking on the livestock.








Chapter Fourteen: The Report

 

 

After the pass through Valer Square, Rak and Jisten rode back to the palace. As soon as they reached the suite, Rak pulled out parchment and a pen. He sat down at one of the desks in the parlor and slowly constructed a message. 

“Can I help?” Jisten stood behind Rak and stroked his wings, watching the paper. “I need to learn Okyran.”
“I can teach you,” Scorth volunteered. The dragon was, as usual, curled up on a sofa, reading a thick tome.
“Excellent. How long did it take you to learn?”
“A day.”
Jisten looked intimidated. “I don’t think I’ll learn that quickly.”
Scorth flashed white fangs at Jisten. “Want to wager on that?”
“What do you want to bet?”
“I will wager your mother’s marinated ox.”
“Marinated ox? I think there is enough meat from the last carcass.” Jisten stroked Rak’s wings slower and more intimately as he thought.
“I’ll provide a fresh ox.” 
“It seems rather lopsided bet, as Mother is delighted when you come to dinner, but I accept. One day learning Okyran and you have marinated ox.”
“We need avtappi for Despina and Nenrah,” Rak muttered. He glanced up at Jisten. “Guards? How many?”
“Two for Mother, two for Nenrah, four for Jethain,” Jisten answered automatically, rubbing the back of his neck. “Ah, not exactly a romantic getaway.” 
“Let us limit this to the bare minimum. Sedrael, Kal, and Orste?”
“We need at least six guards for a proper bodyguard. I suggest Perom, Edholt, and Largo. Orste and Largo will take one watch, Perom and Edholt another.” Jisten stroked Rak’s half-spread wings. “Sed and Kal can take the third. That way, they’ll be off duty at the same time. They need time together, and Orste and Largo are longtime friends.”
“Twelve avtappi.” Rak added some more glyphs, closing the message with a general expression of love and sorrow at being so far from home. The entire message was three lines long.
“Come here.” Scorth closed his book and set it aside.
Jisten traced Rak’s topmost spar as he left to go to Scorth. Rak tracked him with a smoldering glance and a wry grin. He wondered if Jisten would be up for much of anything once Scorth was done with him.
Jisten sat next to Scorth. “Wait, I forgot pen and parchment to write with.” He attempted to bounce right back up, but Scorth shook his head and pushed him back down.
The dragon set a hand on Jisten’s head and gave him the language using the bond he also shared. He had tried to do this to Rak, many years before, but he wasn’t as experienced back then, and the scarring inside Rak’s head had ultimately made the transfer impossible. As a result, Rak had gotten a splitting migraine that lasted for three days.
“Holy golden balls of Auranz!” Jisten clutched his head. The shy Valer cursed so rarely that Rak almost couldn’t remember the last time. Rak smothered his laughter, for Jisten had cursed in Okyran.
Jisten rubbed his temples and continued to speak Okyran, “Ooohh, never take a bet with a dragon. I must pass this advice on to the next generation of Valers.”
“Very sound advice,” Rak agreed, pulling a kettle off the hearth. “Do you need willow tea?”
Jisten nodded, then moaned when the motion made his head hurt more. “I didn’t say what the ox would be marinated in.”
Scorth pouted. “I saved you months and months of study and trouble and effort!”
“Yes, Scorth, you did. That doesn’t make my head feel any better, though.”
Rak poured the hot water into a mug with crushed herbs and left it to steep. He refilled the kettle and set it back on the hearth. Then he added some morphea to a goblet of the chilled red wine waiting on his desk. He handed the dosed beverage to his Valer and helped himself to an unmodified goblet of the excellent vintage.
Jisten drank it steadily. He leaned back against the couch, closed his eyes and his head lolled. After several minutes, he grinned, and without opening his eyes, he said, “You know what wine and morphea does to me.”
“Oh, yes, I do know. Let me send this message first.”
 

* * * *

 

“Let’s see if I can read it.” Jisten opened his eyes and sat forward on the couch.

Rak handed the message over. He had neglected any greeting and went straight to the point. 
Found active chaos temple ten stadia from city. Prince poisoned. Am taking vacation. Send a dozen avtappi, with full kit, and a luggage cart, immediately. Love and miss all.
“You are the terse one.” Jisten pulled Rak into his lap.
“What?” Rak asked, baffled.
While the Loftoni didn’t see anything wrong with his message, Jisten privately thought it would cause a panic in Okyro the way it was worded. He’d panic if he got a message like this without knowing the details that Rak had neglected. “Perhaps you should tell them that both you and the prince are all right, and that the chaos temple is active, but not on the offensive, yet.”
“But that would add several more glyphs.”
“Let me try.” 
Rak handed Jisten a fresh sheet and the pen and tried to hide his obvious pleasure at avoiding a much-hated duty. Reports were the bane of his existence, as he'd told Jisten more than once. He served Jisten the willow tea.
Jisten carefully wrote the first word. When it came out perfectly, he smiled and wrote faster and faster, pausing now and then to drink tea. Soon, half the page was filled, then the full page, and several more pages after that. Rak watched Jisten write with an expression of amazement. 
When Jisten had finished writing a full report of the last few weeks, Rak sealed the scroll, dripping black wax on it and pressing in his signet. He stepped into the chapel and set the scroll on the altar. Placing both hands flat on the smooth, glyph inlaid surface, he chanted a short prayer. The scroll vanished. Rak turned to Jisten and pushed his lover towards the bedroom. 
“Is your headache better?” Rak asked, his hand on the bottle of morphea.
“It’s much better.” Jisten pulled Rak towards the bed, stripping the smaller man as they went. “Undress me?”
They were both naked by the time Jisten picked Rak up and tossed him into the air to see his wings flare open. Jisten pounced once Rak landed, pinning the smaller man to the bed with his weight, and corralling the marvelous wings under his outspread arms. He stroked the soft suede of the sails, refusing to hurry no matter how much Rak wriggled. 
“Jisten, you already oiled them today,” Rak reminded him, his tone mingled with amusement and impatience.
“That was before dinner.” Jisten held Rak down as he continued to stroke the wings. “And before your dragon crammed an entire language into my poor head.”
Rak‘s laugh was rueful. “At least you can speak Okyran now. Are you sure you do not need more medicine?”
“I’m sure.” Jisten covered the back of Rak’s neck in kisses, effectively distracting the Loftoni. His fingers slid down Rak’s shoulders to the tops of the wing bases. He scratched expertly, causing Rak to squirm with pleasure. He worked his way down the length of the wingbases, then shifted to the sensitive undersides. Rak’s happy gasps turned into soft moans. Jisten rubbed in small circles close to the torso, the most sensitive area of all. He sensed Rak’s pleasure, and the tension, building. Rak’s head turned towards him and he bent down to kiss his mate, without letting up on the stimulation. 
Rak was writhing beneath him, flapping wings about him, and rubbing against his erection in response to the intense pleasure. But, Jisten refused to cooperate by entering him—wanting to bring Rak to climax solely from the stimulation of his wings.
“Easy, love.” Jisten nibbled on Rak’s earlobe. Rak’s response was inarticulate, but the heartfelt moan of pleasure made Jisten smile. He moved his circling fingers inwards yet again, reaching the inner wingbases.
The orgasm struck like a lightning bolt—swift, powerful, and overwhelming. Rak’s body was rigid beneath him as the pleasure crashed through the smaller man. Jisten sensed it, but not with the same immediacy as he was accustomed to, because only their bond was involved this time, not the magic of the sex slave potions. It still felt fantastic and warmed him deeply to know he had given this gift to Rak.
The Loftoni relaxed beneath him now, and Jisten rubbed himself along the smaller man’s crack. Rak might have come, but he hadn’t. Rak’s wings enfolded him, partially furling to catch him between the spars and sails. 
“Roll over,” Rak whispered. “I want to taste you.”
Jisten flipped onto the other side of the bed. Rak was on him immediately, his hands and mouth all over Jisten’s chest and abdomen. Jisten sighed and gently stroked the half-furled wings. Rak worked his way down to Jisten’s jutting, aching, hard pole.
Soft lips fluttered along the length of his sex, and it was Jisten’s turn to moan. Rak kissed his cock and balls. He added tongue, winding it about Jisten’s enormous offering. Jisten pumped the air. 
Rak left off licking and swallowed Jisten’s length in a single motion. “Oh,” Jisten gasped, the word startled out of him. Rak hummed, vibrating Jisten to the core, eliciting another quiet gasp. Jisten stroked Rak’s wings as the smaller man’s head bobbed on his shaft. The stimulation was intense, and he’d already been hot and ready after what he’d done to Rak. His powerful climax burst out of him in a very short time, despite his efforts to hold it back and enjoy Rak’s pleasuring.
Rak swallowed his seed, suckling on the head of cock as if to milk out every precious drop. Jisten stroked Rak’s short, soft hair, marveling at the gift this man was to him. Prayers of thanks winged their way to Si’Yeni and Zotien and Azhevo. Rak’s mouth remained on his package, licking the sweat from his balls while he recovered. Rak went lower. Jisten tensed and tried to pull Rak up when he felt the smaller man reaching for his rear.
“Sa’sa, Jisten, trust me. I will not cause you any pain. I swear it. Let me show you further pleasure.”
Jisten made a conscious effort to relax. He trusted his mate. “Okay, Rak. I’ll try.”
“Thank you, love.” Rak followed his soft words with a gentle swipe of his tongue over Jisten’s rear opening. It felt…good. Jisten focused on Rak’s wings, stroked them, watched the way light filtered through the thin membranes, at the same time, acutely aware of Rak’s lips, kissing him down there. Rak's tongue licked him as sensually as he licked elsewhere, and it felt good. It tingled Jisten’s spine and he could feel himself stirring again.
Without thinking about it, he spread his legs further apart, giving Rak’s marvelous tongue more room to play. His hands massaged the leading edges of Rak’s wings, which were spread and angled up towards him. He gasped as the tip of Rak’s tongue slipped into him, but it didn’t hurt. Like the licking, it felt very good. He relaxed further, until Rak’s tongue probed deeper. He pulled away with a strangled cry and Rak desisted smoothly, returning his attention to Jisten’s balls. 
Jisten shook himself and reached down, pulling Rak up to face him chest to chest. “Enough of that,” he said huskily, masking his fading traces of unease. He smoothed the wings flat to Rak’s back. He could feel his partner’s burning need, intense, but not as desperate as it was at other times. “What do you want?”
“I want you.” Rak stroked Jisten’s muscular torso. “I want you in me, making love to me.”
Jisten slid Rak to the bed and climbed atop him. He kissed Rak’s neck and upper shoulders as the tip of his cock pressed against the Loftoni’s opening. Rak pushed himself up and back, trying to slide Jisten’s pole into himself. Jisten set his hands on Rak’s hips, holding the smaller man still. Well lubricated, he penetrated easily and set a strong rhythm. With each inward thrust, more of his shaft pistoned into his partner’s hot, ready hole. Rak worked himself to aid Jisten’s efforts, but he no longer tried to take control. 
Jisten pressed against Rak’s back, enjoying the feel of his mate as they made love. Rak’s wings were still his favorite. The way they flapped about him, alternately covering and exposing him, surrounding him with brilliant colors and glimpses of heaven. Fully seated in Rak, he turned on the power, pumping hard and fast. Rak’s cries of pleasure and enthusiastic cooperation fed back into Jisten through the bond, and the magic of the slave fires, and the two of them spiraled ever higher, ever tighter, almost merged into one another to a point where neither could tell where Jisten ended and Rak began.
Their climax was transcendental, simultaneous eruptions of ecstasy and love and relief of tension. They relaxed in a limp pile of tangled limbs, connected by Jisten’s softening member. 








Chapter Fifteen: In Okyro

 

 

Rianz nearly wept with joy when he received the scroll. A full report. The first thing he did was take it to the Movai for copying. Once he had half a dozen clear copies, he distributed them. 

Rianz told Ave, “S’Rak has caught himself a Valer. This Jisten has a fine hand and has provided us with a comprehensive report.”
“Valers?” Ave frowned and scratched her head. “I’ll ask S’Tevia about them. I only have the vaguest of recollections of the name. Let me see the report.”
Rianz handed her several pages. “You can keep these. The Movai made us several copies. I thought you’d like to hear what your husband has been up to.”
“Thank you, Rianz.” Ave walked off, reading the parchments.
Rianz continued to the avtappi remount herd. “A dozen avtappi,” he muttered to himself, much like his superior. “One for an older woman. One for a novice female rider. One for S'Rak's servant. At least one war steed for a prince, and six more for the guards. Oh, yes, and a pair of carting beasts as well.”
From the edges of the paddock reserved for avtappi who were deemed too old to fight, or too heart-sore and in need of a break, an older mare ambled over, ears pricked, listening to Rianz.
An elegant grey mare, mouse colored with dark points, of the mixed wild type, followed Rianz from the paddock reserved for the general riding beasts. These avtappi were neither racers nor warriors, and comprised the majority of all avtappi. Two more riding beasts, a dark grey with a white mane and socks, the other a calico of white, black, and grey, joined the mouse female.
Rianz studied the four avtappi. “Perfect. Now I need war steeds.” He walked down the side of the paddocks, glancing in each. The Thezi separated remounts into rough types, but the fences were low and avtappi could easily jump them and reorganize themselves at whim. The avtappi did tend to pack up by type. It was just that sometimes the Thezi and the avtappi didn’t agree on what that type might be.
Reaching the paddock of the war steeds, Rianz cast a practiced eye over the candidates. A rippling slate blue-grey stallion with black socks and mane curved his neck. He imaged going to the sunlands.
Rianz stroked the stallion’s shoulder. “Indeed.” He sent images of being with the Thezomeh, fighting alongside him and Vyld.
The stallion leapt into the air and kicked his back feet straight out for joy. The wooden post behind him cracked asunder. Rianz ignored this with Thezi aplomb.
Twin muscular deep greys with blankets of white stars on their haunches presented themselves. Surely the Thezomeh needed a matched pair, they sent, for parades. The two stallions also jumped and kicked back their hind legs in perfect unison. Rianz laughed and agreed. 
“I need four more,” he told the pack.
A black mare ambled over. She snorted at the stallions’ antics and informed Rianz that he needed to select more avtappi with sense in their heads. The old mare and the sedate young mouse mare agreed, amusement in their sending.
Rianz nodded. “Four sensible mares and four fiery stallions. In all things, balance, yes? I need two more.” 
A sleek, dappled, iron-grey stallion of racer lineage presented himself to Rianz and insisted on being included. Rianz took in the deep chest and powerful haunches and nodded. All avtappi received combat training and this stallion was a fine beast, even if he wasn’t a war steed.
A second racer type, black with white spots, presented himself, and Rianz accepted him with a smile. The letter had said Rak's new servant was of nomad blood, born to the saddle.
Finding a pair of carriage avtappi was as easy as walking towards the departure barn. The pair he selected, twin mares, were so pale a grey they were nearly white. In a few years, they might grey out further and become white enough to pull the funeral carriages instead of the luggage wagons.
Rianz led all the selected avtappi to the departure barn for tacking. Thezi acolytes searched for each beast’s individual tack. Thank the night that they had a system in place for such things. The old mare’s was dusty, but had been preserved. Rianz ordered the saddlebags filled with things Rak might find useful. Spices, medicines, gems, gold. Only three dozen mastigi stowed away, hiding in heavy manes and tails.
Rianz found two dozen, but he knew it was a futile effort. The little lizards lived in tandem with vranyxia in the wild, and were just as happy to partner with the avtappi. In exchange for the protection of the larger predators, they kept parasites off them.
“Our Thezomeh has imprinted a mastigi on a sun priest, little ones! Now stay off or be imprinted on one yourselves!”
Two mastigi winged up to Rianz's shoulders and clicked at him, while the main mastigi cloud swirled up and rearranged itself with no appreciable difference in the numbers attached to the remounts. The old mare flicked an ear and a mastigi flew over and ate the biting bug there.
Rianz gave up. The mastigi were able to survive translation and the Thezomeh was fond of the little beasts. “Off you go, then,” he commanded the twelve avtappi, once all were ready. They were even sending a small wagon with the two carriage beasts, laden with even more supplies for the high priest. “Translate to Vyld!”
In a fit of happiness, the ten riderless avtappi lock-stepped, even the old mare, and thundered off, followed closely by the carriage beasts and their wagon.

 

* * * *

 

Rak had placed Vyld in an empty paddock. He and Jisten lounged in the grass, backs against the split rail fence, waiting. 

The pack of avtappi thundered into the paddock and halted, just like that. Jisten goggled at the display of stopping power and precision. Vyld snorted smoke and pawed the dusty paddock ground. Each avtappi presented itself to him with a slight duck of the head to show that they acquiesced to his pack leadership. They briefly exchanged images before the next avtappi came forward.
“It’s like petitioners before the king,” Jisten whispered.
“It is exactly like that,” Rak replied without cracking so much as a smile. His beryl eyes met Jisten’s stormy grey ones and they both laughed, looking forward to the new day, and the trip north.
 
 

To be continued.
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