
        
            
                
            
        

    
  He is what he is, not what you wish him to be.


   


   


  When Prince Jethain’s girl goes missing, the prince assumes she’s run, just like every other slave he’s ever freed. High Priest S’Rak thinks it’s strange that so many have run, so he goes to the City’s Hall of Records to perform some basic research. Little does he know that what he’ll find there is tied to the nightmare of his own past. Captain Jisten is once more confronted with his own fears.


  Nothing has been resolved when the king and his court ride to hunt, and S’Rak and Jisten have little choice but to join the party, for they both know this to be a prime opportunity for an attack on the prince. Will Jisten be able to overcome his fears? Will S’Rak successfully foil a plot to slay not only the prince, but also the king?


   


   


  Warning: this book contains a brief, non-graphic heterosexual scene.
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  Chapter One: In the Chaos Temple


   


   


  Єktεra Ligo, Dykaea Fεngari


  6th day, 1st week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Head bowed, Essina sat cross-legged on the bed. Shadows clustered around her, but she no longer feared their touch. They were omnipresent, and if they meant her ill, she’d already be dead. Ever since Dienok had first used her in this room, they had hovered about her, hissing their secret whispers, caressing her skin. Some, the more recently departed ones, formed a sort of garment that was a slight improvement on nudity.


  She listened to the whispered hiss of the shadows, but she did not understand them. The sense of their words was just out of reach, just beyond some threshold of mind or sanity that she had yet to cross. Let them hiss to each other, Essina thought stubbornly. I want no part of it. I won’t give into this place.


  A noise that was louder than a whispered hiss alerted her, and she looked up in time to see Dienok stepping out of the solid stone wall. Essina held herself still, refusing to shudder, because he would see the movement and know her afraid. She thought that he might know anyway, but she still concealed it as best she could.


  Dienok gestured for her to come. Essina threw her legs over the edge of the bed. Bare feet met cold floor, and she stood, more shadows clinging to lengthen her skirt. If the shadows had been just a little bit more substantial, she would have been wearing a modest dress. She approached Dienok on silent feet until she stood before him, a bare pace away.


  He reached out and gripped her left breast firmly. He tugged on it, pulling her closer and closer, until her body was against his. Essina could feel his manhood pressing against her, but she didn’t move, and his hand still gripped her breast.


  “Come, slave. It’s time to honor our queen.” Dienok tugged again, pulling her along as he walked toward the door that led out to the rest of the temple.


  “I will follow you…” Essina fell silent at his look.


  “I did not give you permission to speak, slave.” He gave her breast a painful squeeze. “Do not make me punish you. Only my great mercy stands between you and death. Do not think that the seed in your belly will protect you should you displease me. The bitch I am about to offer to our queen is also pregnant with a royal brat. Be grateful we caught you first, or you may well have been in her position.”


  Essina bit her lip and looked down. She did not want to discover what this cold, evil man considered punishment if what she’d gone through thus far didn’t qualify. She wondered if another hapless slave had been sent to the dark priest’s bed or if he had any notion of what was happening here. Dienok led her through the labyrinth of narrow, looming hallways and steep, slippery staircases. At last, she stood once more in the nave of the temple, facing the crystal monstrosity of an altar.


  Dienok let go of her aching breast and gestured to the floor. A sullen grey mist arose from the stone at his command, and it curled thickly about her left ankle.


  Essina wasn’t able to mask her shudder as the mist solidified, forming a seamless stone manacle attached to a short chain of granite links whose end melded into the floor. She was trapped, right there, until Dienok released her.


  The chaos mage walked off, leaving her alone with the clustering shadows in the nave of the temple of the Goddess who wanted to destroy the world and remake it in her image. Curse him to the abyss from whence he came, she thought, and felt immediately cheered by her own daring. Defiant, she prayed aloud, “Si’Yeni, I beseech you, protect me from evil and look with favor upon my baby. Zotien, I beg of you, defend me against chaos that the child of your servant might live.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The Goddess of the Dawn and Sunset stirred. There, again, she felt a tickle, as if someone was praying to her but was somehow out of reach. Si’Yeni swept through her formal worshippers in Ydron and all were accounted for, their prayers heard. But still, there was that tickling sense of a missed prayer. A convert somewhere, somewhere almost completely blocked. She would speak to Zotien about it.


   


  * * * *


   


  The shadows around Essina had fallen silent when she had started to speak. Now, they surrounded her in an ever growing swarm. Unlike the ones who formed her garment, these couldn’t quite touch her. Couldn’t quite reach her. She closed her eyes and continued to pray silently. She didn’t want to risk angering this place any further. Not now.


  Dienok returned, but he was not alone. He pushed a woman before him. With a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, Essina recognized her. It was Nenrah, a skilled embroiderer and fellow palace servant. The palace rumor mill had her pegged as the slave spending her nights in the prince’s bed. Jethain had doubtless freed her. Essina drew in a sharp breath as she realized that the freed slaves weren’t running away at all, but she didn’t know if the prince was part of the conspiracy that sent the freed slaves to the chaos temple.


  Then, she remembered that Dienok had said Nenrah was pregnant, and she knew with sudden certainty that it wasn’t S’Rak’s child the other woman carried but Jethain’s. Such a woman would be cherished by the palace, not sold. Part of her was glad that the kind prince wasn’t part of the conspiracy. She wondered if any of the other vanished women had been pregnant. The poor prince was being scorned for sterility, when perhaps, he had been merely delayed. Without children, he would be unable to hold the throne, the kingdom would be thrown into chaos, into the Unmaker’s hands.


  Their eyes met. Nenrah saw her, and her mouth opened in a silent plea. But Dienok paid the women no mind. He dragged Nenrah past before Essina could do more than make a gesture of support and friendship. He positioned Nenrah on her knees before the altar and started his chant.


  Essina broke into a cold sweat. He had left her positioned with a perfect view of the proceedings, and she doubted that was accidental. She wanted to close her eyes and shut her ears and send her mind far away. But the foul, guttural chant wouldn’t let her. The harder she tried to flee, the more firmly her attention became focused on Dienok.


  Dienok lifted Nenrah, spun her in the air and set her on the crystal altar. The facets were sized and shaped to hold a body, if in a contorted, uncomfortable position.


  Essina tried to make sense of the mating of crystal slopes and human limb, and then, the tops of crystals turned red and Nenrah screamed. The slopes which contorted their human victim now served their true purpose, channeling Nenrah’s blood along the grooves to pour into the waiting receptacles.


  Little mouths, Essina thought, staring at the grotesquery of the face-shaped blood receptacles that rose out of the floor in a mockery of life to catch every drop of blood. She stood witness to the sacrifice in silence, but inside, she was screaming. She knew that Dienok would make sure she had her turn on the sacrificial altar just as soon as her baby was born.


  Essina was relieved when Nenrah finally stopped screaming. Her own face was wet with tears that she hadn’t moved to wipe. She had no cloth and feared that any motion would attract Dienok’s attention. Essina took a deeper breath, thinking that it was over. The last trickles of blood fell into the open, waiting mouths, and Dienok reached out and pulled the corpse off the altar.


  It fell at his feet with a thump, the head lolling, staring at her with lifeless, accusatory eyes.


  Essina swallowed down her gorge as Dienok turned toward her. A single gesture and the chain split, giving her freedom of motion, although the stone anklet remained. Essina wasn’t about to object.


  “Come here, slave,” he commanded and she quailed.


  She was already closer to that altar than she ever wanted to be. His expression visibly darkened as she hesitated. She started forward, clenching for all she was worth to keep from embarrassing herself. That sort of misbehavior could easily get her killed. Footstep by reluctant footstep, she approached until once more she was within arm’s reach.


  “Pick it up,” Dienok said, gesturing to Nenrah. He smiled at her gasp. It was the most chilling smile she had ever seen in her life. “Pick it up, slave, or I will put you on the altar next.”


  Silently praying for the gods, and Nenrah, to forgive her, Essina gathered the bloodless body and hefted it over her shoulder. Her fellow slave was much lighter than she expected. Because of the lack of blood? Essina wondered.


  “Follow,” said Dienok, and he led Essina into the bone-decorated room. He took a different door this time and led her into a round room with a waist-high stone slab in the center. “Put it on the rock,” Dienok commanded as he closed the door.


  Essina hastened to comply. She set Nenrah down, and then, with a remaining spark of defiance, arranged the dead woman’s limbs into a more natural-looking position.


  “Come here, slave,” said Dienok in a bored tone of voice.


  Essina obeyed. When she turned around, she noticed that the door they had entered through was gone. Not a seam or a crack of it showed.


  Once more, Essina stopped before him. He had a grey rock in his hand. It looked like the same kind of stone as the temple was built from, and she could even see some evil-looking runes carved on the flat side of it.


  He concentrated on this rock, and it expanded, turning into the same sullen grey smoke she had seen in the nave. The smoke snaked into the air toward her, and instinctively, she stepped back.


  “Hold still, slave,” Dienok snapped.


  Essina froze. The smoke lapped over her, sliding along her flesh, cleaving the shadows off her skin. Pain lanced through her. She screamed, reaching up to bat the smoke away and encountering smooth stone instead.


  Both of her nipples had been pierced with stone rings. A stone-link chain ran between them, attaching them to one another.


  Dienok tugged on this chain.


  Essina stifled another scream.


  “Now you are a temple slave, bound by blood and stone to me and this temple in this life and the next,” Dienok told her.


  He left her to sag against the stone wall, muffling sobs of despair. Before her eyes, he mutilated Nenrah’s remains. The images seared into her memory, and years later, she would awaken in a cold sweat, panicking, dreaming that she was back there, and still his slave.


  



  Chapter Two: In the Palace


   


   


  Musday, the 7th of Xrehnmon


   


  As part of the daily gossip briefing, Tebber told Rak, “Rumor has it that Nenrah’s run. She hasn’t been seen for three days.”


  Rak sat bolt upright. “What?” He abandoned his breakfast and ran straight to Jethain’s office.


  Jethain was at his desk, listlessly running a sock embroidered with prancing green horses through his fingers. Jisten stood at his side, alternating between looking angry and depressed.


  Rak put a comforting hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I am so sorry. Do you want me to search? I can have my hounds track her.”


  “Why bother? Leave her be,” said Jethain in the flat tone of depression. “She deserves to be a free man’s lawful wife, not a slave and a mistress.”


  “Why? Because you care about her. Also, I do not think she ran. I think something happened to her.”


  “That’s because you haven’t lived through this as many times as I have. You still have hope.”


  “The sheer number of occurrences tells me that it is highly improbable that they all chose to run,” Rak retorted. “Other slaves have told me that all freed slaves vanish, not just those that you have freed.”


  “Please, S’Rak, summon your hounds to track her,” Jisten suggested.


  “I will.” Rak turned to the door. He paused in the doorway and asked Sed, “Where can I find something of hers? For the hounds?”


  The huge sergeant pointed back inside the prince’s suite. “Embr’dry basket.”


  Jisten collected it and handed it over to Rak. There was a napkin with a black dragon on top.


  Rak sighed, feeling grief himself.


  “She was going to make you a full set,” Jisten said. “She asked me if you wore socks and what kind. I told her thin socks suitable for riding boots.”


  Rak inspected the finely detailed dragon. “People who are in the middle of projects like this do not just drop them and leave for no reason.”


  “Nor someone as in love as Nenrah. Mother has the Sight, similar to your ability to see a baby’s future, but hers is to know true love. She never tells anyone or she would be pestered beyond belief.”


  “That explains why she never batted an eye at us,” said Rak softly. He took the basket to his rooms, hoping against all odds that he could manage something Jethain never had—to find the missing slave, alive and well.


  The hounds came at Rak’s call. Death hounds to track the soul, smoke hounds to track the body and night hounds to chase away the enemy and protect the target. Rak offered the embroidery basket to their noses and senses.


  The death hounds whined as they sampled the feel of Nenrah’s soul, milling about aimlessly.


  Rak was concerned, for usually the death hounds were the first to acquire the target.


  The smoke hounds had no such difficulty, and they bayed when they had the scent locked, so Rak released them to the task. They scoured the palace, upsetting more than one noble.


  The night hounds paced the smokes in a protective manner, baring long fangs to anyone who got in the way.


  Again, Rak asked the death hounds to track Nenrah, and again, they were unable. Fearing that he wasn’t able to give them a good-enough sense of her soul, he returned to Jethain’s study, with the death hounds at his heels, and asked Jethain to picture her for them.


  The death hounds paid close attention to the prince but still weren’t able to track her. But the smoke hounds had a good lock, and so Rak dismissed the death hounds and released the smoke hounds to track outside.


  The smoke hounds took Rak all the way to the Hall of Records before they lost the scent. Nenrah had gone into the hall but hadn’t come out. A brief search of the building failed to turn up any sign of the missing woman and earned him many dirty looks from the clerk on duty.


  Rak resolved to return to the hall, perhaps tomorrow, and perform a thorough records’ search. For now, he reported to his brother, who was alone in his office this time, something that struck Rak as odd. “Where is Jisten?”


  “I sent him back to his duties. He has much more important things to do than to nurse a stupid, sunny prince,” Jethain said gloomily. “If the death hounds can’t find her aura, then she’s dead.” He wadded the sock in his fist. v isit    d pgro up.o rg   for m ore bks


  Rak sighed heavily. He couldn’t refute that statement. He’d sent the smokes out knowing it was futile, just going through the motions on the off-chance of a miracle. “I am sorry. I had hoped to find her for you.”


  “This has to end, Araken.” Jethain stared at the crumpled sock. “If all those women died because of me...”


  “Now you know that they did not run,” said Rak quietly. “I will find out who did this. I swear it.”


  Jethain looked up, expression bleak. “Make them pay, Araken. In this life and the next.”


  “I will,” said Rak with a grim smile. He cracked open a bottle of the liturgical wine he’d stopped by his suite to grab, thinking they might need it.


  “It’s been three years, Araken. And nine women. I remember all of their names, too.”


  Rak poured wine for them both. He sat down beside his brother and prepared to listen. “It was not your fault.”


  Jethain took a long drink of the goblet before answering. “Yeah, yeah.”


  “I am not just saying that. Someone else is doing this. You did the right thing to free those women. You cannot be blamed for the evilness of another.”


  “I was a self-pitying, marble-headed fool not to wonder about them earlier.


  Rak took a swallow of wine and wondered how to refute something that he agreed with. “What matters now is not beating yourself over the past but moving forward. We will find the one who has done this and make him pay.”


  “And I’m doing a Jisten from now on,” Jethain said.


  Rak winced at hearing that celibacy had been named for his lover. “Uhm, I did not know that you liked men, too,” he said, pretending to misunderstand.


  Jethain spewed wine out of his mouth. “I have to change my terms,” he admitted as he mopped his shirt.


  Rak affected to look innocent as he patted Jethain’s back. “Ai, you do.” He quickly changed the subject, seeking to cheer his brother. “Ostea’s puppies are growing fast. They will be ready for weaning soon.”


  “Ooh, Mother will so hate that I have a puppy. Did I tell you that she asked Avontos to banish Ostea? Ostea tore off half his robe and gave it to her puppies to chew. He screamed like a little girl.”


  “I wondered where those cream and gold threads in their teeth came from. Death hounds can’t be banished by sun priests.” Rak grinned in genuine amusement, picturing Avontos in a hound-shredded robe. Too bad Ostea hadn’t finished the creep off. “I will give you the pick of the litter “


  “I like the goofy-looking one. The one that trips on his own paws.”


  Rak laughed.


  “What? It’s true! But he has a certain charm,” Jethain said.


  “He will be the biggest of them,” predicted Rak. “His paws are enormous. That is why he trips on them. But he is bright, so he will be easy to train.”


  “My first death hound to train.” Jethain’s gloominess was evaporating.


  Rak had a sudden stroke of inspiration. He spread out a map of the world. He always kept a map case in one of his pockets. He knew that most Koilathan maps were both limited in scope and inaccurate.


  “Ah, maps,” Jethain said with approval. “What are you looking for? This one is of all of Ydron.” He fingered it with envy. “Almost all of ours are of Koilatha and a little of the neighboring lands.”


  “Once you ascend the throne and we deal with the civil war, we should take our cause to the Riverlands and end slavery there as well.” Rak’s finger traced the route.


  “I have eight companies of infantry,” Jethain said, bending closer. “And four companies of cavalry. I can call up an additional three companies from my allies and reinforce here and here, see?”


  “And I can bring you a thousand mounted skirmishers, both light and heavy cavalry...” Rak detailed the forces he could bring into the fray. Then, he detailed the non-human allies, from the mastigi to the basilisk. He had Jethain’s complete attention. The attention of a king to be, a military commander and not a grieving brother.


  Jethain and Rak spent hours planning this attack. When Jisten stopped by, they drew him in easily. The sun was setting when the three men finally broke off. When Jethain suggested they eat dinner together, somewhere other than the palace, Rak and Jisten agreed. Rak left for his suite to change into something suitable while Jisten re-rolled the maps.


   


  Halfway to his suite, Rak heard Kazia’s voice echoing up ahead. Trapped in the hallway, he melted into the shadows.


  “Oh!” Kazia said to her unseen companion. “Do you really think that Jisten’s in love with that high priest?” She sounded happy, but the answering voice was low and ominous.


  “You know that Jisten’s an innocent,” the other lady’s voice answered. “He needs protection, someone to look out for him.”


  “What? Are you sure?” Distress discolored the happiness in Kazia’s voice. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him!”


  Rak found his hands balling into fists and forced himself to relax. The other voice sounded like Lady Soansa’s, and the words fit what he knew of her.


  “You need to watch him, discover if he really is meeting with the dark servant in secret. See if that evil priest is using him,” Lady Soansa said.


  “Evil?” Kazia’s voice quavered. “But, he seemed so nice...” Her voice trailed off, but only momentarily. “The high priest didn’t seem to like me.”


  “Of course he’s evil. Everywhere he goes, disruption and strife follow. He has our good king’s court in an uproar, he’s seducing our pure captain, he’s probably seducing our prince, too.”


  “Oh!” Kazia’s voice was audibly full of tears. “Poor Jisten!”


  “Yes, our poor captain. He must be protected from the dark one’s evil influence.”


  “But, what can I do?”


  “Watch them,” suggested Soansa.


  “Yes, I can do that. But I should warn my poor Jisten.”


  “No, don’t do that. Don’t let the dark one know that you’re onto his evil ways, just make it impossible for Jisten to get a moment alone with him.”


  Kazia’s crying stopped. “I haven’t seen much of him since that dark one arrived.”


  He was clearly no longer high priest in her mind but dark one. Rak rubbed his temples and wondered if Forael had anything that was stronger than willow bark but less mind-altering than morphea for a headache.


  “You need to spend more time with Jisten. If the dark one can’t get our captain alone, he will not be able to spread his evil.”


  Kazia’s squeaky soprano voice almost sounded firm. “I will protect poor Jisten.”


  “I knew you could be entrusted with this,” Soansa’s voice was warm and approving.


  Rak resisted the urge to put a knife in her back. At this point, that would be counterproductive.


  “I can do more than people think,” Kazia sounded aggrieved. “But, I will protect my Jisten! Oh, my poor Jisten....” She dissolved into tears again.


  Soansa sighed loudly.


  So did Rak but quietly. He was in a somber mood when he finally made it back to his suite to prepare for dinner out with the prince and the captain.


  



  Chapter Three: The Golden Sheaf


   


   


  Єvmεra Ligo, Dykaea Fεngari


  7th day, 1st week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Jethain led Rak and Jisten only two streets from the palace before stopping at an opulent inn called The Golden Sheaf. “I reserved a table.”


  “I imagine that reservations are required at an establishment like this one.” Rak wasn’t particularly happy with his brother’s choice of inns, but he kept his feelings to himself. Jethain’d had a rough day.


  Jisten nodded, but when Jethain preceded them, he whispered, “Perfect, he lit the signal beacon to all the nobility to come and inspect us.”


  Rak nodded in return and whispered back, “Ai. It makes me want to be as outrageous as I can.”


  “Don’t do that to Jethain. He’s never caught on that after our last visit here, I’ve always asked for drinks in his quarters over this place.”


  “I will try to restrain my impulses, but we Thezi are considered to be quite insane, you know.”


  “I rather like the insanity. Better than my boring mental equanimity any day,” Jisten answered.


  Rak and Jisten followed Jethain inside. Rak kept his face expressionless but summoned a night flame to dance on his hand. Impressing the locals was never a bad idea.


  A richly, but daringly, dressed woman oozed up to them. “So, Prince, any luck with the slave girls?”


  Jethain ignored her and walked to the headwaiter.


  “Well, at least he brought some fresh meat.” The woman eyed Rak.


  Rak eyed her back, permitting his disgust to show. “Where did you get that dress, my dear? Off a streetwalker?”


  The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Watch your tongue, darkie. You have quite a few enemies and your few allies are impotent.”


  “They are only impotent when confronted with the likes of you. And you call yourself a woman?” Rak snorted. “I am sure you have turned more than your share into lovers of men.”


  “Only the ones who were too limp to take a woman like me,” the woman sneered, attempting to turn Rak’s insult upside down.


  “Yes, confronted with you, even a stud would find an excuse to not have to perform.” Rak turned his back on her dismissively and winked at Jisten.


  “Don’t tell me that you’ve turned Jisten the Pure,” the woman hissed. “You’ll be flayed alive by more than a few, darkie.”


  Jisten looked worried, but Rak laughed. “Turned him what? Even holier?”


  “This way,” said Jethain and whispered in Rak’s ear, “don’t bother with her. She’s a nobody.”


  Rak followed Jethain, still amused.


  Jisten was quick to step to the table.


  The prince blithely ordered a top-notch, dark ale, so Rak ordered the same for Jisten and himself. Then, he slipped the Koilathan coins that he got in change for his heavier Okyran ones into Jisten’s purse. He did that when he could. It had become a game. If he was too bold and put in too much, Jisten returned the coin. Just the right amount and the captain didn’t notice.


  The inn was almost bursting at the seams with customers, most in the rich fabrics and bright colors of the upper classes.


  Rak scowled, assessing the crowd, wondering if all of the lesser nobles had elected to skip the nightly court dinner to come here and harass them, instead. And Jethain thought he had no political sway? The evidence before Rak suggested otherwise. Why else would these lords and ladies be here, if not to curry favor with the heir?


  Another woman, this one properly dressed in fashionable clothes, slid her hands on Jisten’s shoulders. “Oh, socializing now, Captain? You really should, you know. You work too hard. Doesn’t he, my Prince?”


  Jethain smiled innocently. “Oh, yes.” He clearly didn’t think her a threat.


  The woman slithered into Jisten’s lap. “See? Your prince agrees.”


  Jisten tensed and put one arm awkwardly on the back of the chair and the other on the table, hand fisted. “Ah...”


  “Oh, do come and dance with me,” she pouted prettily.


  “So, we were discussing the sack of Northgate,” said Rak and launched into gory details.


  The woman’s face froze.


  Jisten gladly joined in, talking about the viscera that had stuck on his sword during a similar battle.


  She slid off his lap.


  Rak’s descriptions grew gorier, and he described what was done to the dead women’s corpses.


  She was gone.


  Jethain chuckled and ordered another dark ale. Jisten was still nursing his first, looking a bit hunted.


  Rak whispered to Jisten, “Does the ale not please you?”


  “I feel like a prey animal surrounded by predators. Look there and there,” Jisten nodded to the women who were very much studying them.


  Rak made a wry face. “Ai. I can see the hunters. Let us discuss cavalry tactics, hmm?”


  The next one came up to Rak. She was a dark-haired beauty with lush lips. “Prince Araken,” she purred. “Or rather, S’Rak, High Priest of the Lord of Night.”


  “Ai, I am.”


  “Do tell me your brethren’s position on the succession as we dance,” she took his hand and pulled.


  Rak removed his hand. “My brethren support the current heir, and my wife does not permit me to dance with other women.”


  “Wife?” The woman looked displeased. “Well, is she here?”


  “Ix, but she is a mage,” Rak said smoothly.


  “Ah, the ah, far-seeing kind?” Her wide blue eyes looked left, right, up and even down under the table.


  “You seem intelligent.” Rak smiled. “I am not worth the risk. Run along.”


  She did, but the woman behind her said, “It’s too bad you’re married. But the good captain is unattached. Come, make a poor woman happy.” She slid her hand under Jisten’s arm.


  Rak sipped more ale and started discussing the use of the mace with Jisten, including accurate descriptions of head blows, brain spatter and twitching bodies.


  “Oh yes, the splatter pattern can be quite impressive with a mace. All the more reason to dance now.” The woman then appealed to the prince, “Jethain, do tell your captain that I don’t bite. And my brother’s vote would be useful to you.”


  Jethain looked like he was about to protest, but Jisten got to his feet.


  Rak’s hand, the one under the table, curled into a fist, but he made no protest as the woman victoriously flounced off with Jisten in tow. He summoned a server. “What have you that is stronger than ale or wine?”


  “We stock the finest brandy in the kingdom.”


  “Bring me a glass.” Shortly after, Rak sipped the amber liquid and swirled it in his mouth, tasting it. He swallowed, nodded and drained the glass. Then, he ordered more.


  To Rak’s expert eye, Jisten resembled a polite statue on the dance floor, barely managing to not step on her feet.


  He held her one hand out at a quite a distance, but Rak could see her other hand trailing up Jisten’s neck to fondle his braids. Rak drank more brandy and worked on controlling his temper. He trusted Jisten. He did. One dance? What could that hurt? Jisten was bonded to him. He had nothing to worry about. Rak tried very hard to not watch them. He tried to pay attention to Jethain’s conversation with the two young noblemen. One seemed sympathetic to Jethain, but the other, Lord Kezil, was undecided. Then, Rak saw the woman motion to the minstrel to not stop playing that song.


  Jisten was obviously trying to steer the woman over to the table. She was having none of it and leaned against him as she pushed him back away from his friends.


  Rak stopped listening to Jethain, focusing on the woman.


  Whenever Jisten stepped back, she stepped into him. He bumped into something.


  Rak slid out of his seat and headed toward them.


  “I can do a threesome.” The woman smiled at him and cuddled close to the now-sweating Jisten.


  “I do not think he’s interested in you, lady. You have had your dance now.” Rak laid his staff, which had not been in his hand the moment before, between them and started to push her away.


  “You don’t wish the handsome captain collared, do you?” The woman smiled prettily, but the threat was real.


  “Defending his purity from the unwanted advance of a woman does not qualify him for a collar.”


  “Ahh, but being always in the company of a dark servant, day and night, when someone must be in bed, is the threat. Not me.” She smiled an innocent smile that didn’t fool Rak for a second. “The hallways have eyes.”


  Rak said, “Leave us.” Flatly.


  “You’ll need me at some point.” Again, she flashed the pretty, not-so-innocent smile. “You should cultivate my company. Then, I can testify as to his, and your, manliness.”


  Jisten’s stony guard face was up but more sweat beaded his brow.


  “Ix, thank you.” Rak steered Jisten back to the table where Jethain was still working on Lord Kezil. Rak ordered a round of brandy for the table.


  Jisten sipped at the new drink tentatively, as if wary of its strength.


  Rak knew that his lover was always cautious around new things.


  Lord Kezil drank with more assurance.


  Rak resisted the urge to lean against his man. Under the table, his leg rubbed against Jisten’s. He kept one eye and ear focused on his lover, even as he became involved in Jethain’s speech, telling the young lord about Okyro and the lack of slaves there.


  Lord Kezil expressed polite disbelief, but he appeared willing to be convinced.


  Rak guessed that he was young, and chafed under his father’s heavy hand, even though he had a place on the council. He also had a good glass of brandy to lubricate the idea with. Rak resolved to keep the brandy flowing if it would help his brother’s cause.


  “Our fathers,” Jethain said, giving Rak a look to tell him that this was the tack, “saw things one way for their generation. But things must improve with our generation.”


  “Improve, not stagnate,” Jisten added.


  “Indeed,” agreed Rak. “And think you, the Okyran traders, they will not do business with those of our fathers’ persuasion. Think of the gold and the honor you could add to the family fortune and name.”


  “A new trade source?” Lord Kezil perked up. “But then, I might lose the older ones that my father cultivated.”


  Jethain shook his head. “Don’t worry about our local merchants; they need people like you far more than you need them.” When Rak nodded agreement with Jethain, the prince said, “Araken, the Okyran traders have silk, yes? Like you wear?” Without waiting to hear an answer, Jethain rushed on, “Think of your new bride, Lord Kezil, she would adore such a soft material.”


  “Ai, metaxi we have in plentiful supply. In any color you could want.”


  Jisten fumbled about Rak’s robes, which made Rak wonder what he wanted, as well as adding a little lust to the stew of emotions. Jisten pulled out a small square of the silk, Rak’s spare handkerchief, and offered it across the table. “Feel this.”


  When Lord Kezil expressed delight over the softness and lightness of the fabric, Jisten gave Rak a questioning look. “He could take it to his new wife as a sample, yes?”


  “Of course.”


  Lord Kezil was quick to stuff it in his pocket. He stood and bowed. “You have given me much to think about. I’ll see you at the next open council meeting.” He hurried off to his new wife with his prize.


  The silk would sell itself, of that, Rak had no doubt. “I think you have him, brother.”


  “I don’t suppose you have anything larger in a color other than black or grey? Something his wife could use as a scarf?”


  “I might,” Rak said. “I will look. I know I have Thezi green.”


  “If you give that green shirt to me, the royal tailor could rework it,” Jethain said.


  “Unless Scorth unpacked it before we left home, I will get it to you, brother.”


  



  Chapter Four: Acid Attack


   


   


  A group of men clustered around the hearth. Something about it bothered Rak.


  “I see some nobles that I want to speak with,” Jethain whispered as he pushed away from the table. He wandered over, brandy in hand, as the men had their drinks also.


  The tavern’s hearth was large enough to roast a whole ox in, the marble facing dyed a comforting butter yellow. Rak’s unease grew.


  “Excuse me,” Jisten said with apology. He, too, took his brandy and left the table. He didn’t join the noblemen but stood at the serving bar a foot from the hearth.


  Rak wanted to protest, but he had no grounds for real concern.


  As Jethain and the men talked, they became more animated, and Rak became more worried.


  Rak grumbled to himself, but he did get up, drifting to stand a few feet from Jethain, making it appear as if he were fascinated by a painting of the hunt. Something was going to happen. He knew it with cold certainty.


  Hands, with and without goblets, gestured higher and higher. Wine sloshed onto the inlaid marble surrounding the hearth.


  Rak’s sense of impending doom reached a fever pitch. His attention focused on an innocuous-looking baron. Yes, that was the threat. He knew it without a full-blown vision, and for that, he was grateful. He was already moving when the baron threw a large, deep goblet at Jethain’s face. Rak pushed the prince down and used his wings to partially deflect the goblet, which hit the hapless slave trying to refill Lord Losef’s goblet.


  The serving girl screamed in shrill agony as the fluid struck her full on. Some of the liquid splashed onto Lord Losef, and he bellowed like a bull as it burned him. Rak had felt drops of the liquid striking his wingsails. He was grateful that the wingsails weren’t able to feel pain, just pressure. Still, Jisten would be upset to see any damage to the wings.


  Jethain yelped as smoking holes appeared in his jacket from the stray drops of wine. Rak left the baron to Jisten as he turned and stripped the jacket off the prince before the acid could work in deeper.


  Sed and Largo, who had been lurking in the background, trying to be unobtrusive, neatly separated Jethain from the nobles, furious at having been caught off guard.


  Jisten drew the sabre Rak had given him and arrested Baron Hiclid.


  Rak called for reinforcements, and six death hounds translated into the inn’s taproom. They surrounded Jethain in a wall of muscle and fang.


  Women screamed, men yelled, but the tavern did not empty due to the arrival of a city watch patrol, alerted to the trouble by a fleet busboy. The patrollers began to take statements from everybody.


  Sedrael clapped the baron in irons provided by the city watch. The acid continued to eat away at the attacker’s flesh, until a flash of white bone was seen.


  “Take him to the gaol for questioning,” Jisten ordered.


  Lord Losef called for his carriage at the top of his lungs. His servant got leave from the watch and darted outside.


  Since Jethain had adequate protection and was in no immediate danger of dying, Rak carried the hapless slave into the inn’s kitchen. He held the unfortunate girl under the pump and proceeded to half drown her in order to flush the acid away. Rak didn’t care about Lord Losef, who continued to bellow, or the baron, who was screaming in pain.


  Rak told the chef, “She needs a healer. Send her to the Sun Temple.”


  “She’s not worth the cost. Cheaper to replace her.”


  Rak envisioned disemboweling the chef. Something of this must have been apparent in his gaze, because the man took a step back. The imagining calmed Rak enough to say, “Very well.” He dropped a single copper penny on the chopping table. “I just bought her.”


  Jisten came into the kitchen to check on Rak. “Did I just hear you say you bought someone?”


  Rak nodded to the injured girl. “It is not cost effective for the inn to send her to the Sun Temple for healing. So, I bought her.”


  Jisten looked at Rak with an unreadable expression for a second before he said, “You’re amazing. Let’s send her in Lord Losef’s carriage.”


  “Excellent idea,” agreed Rak. He picked the stunned girl up again and carried her back out into the taproom, Jisten at his side.


  Jisten leaned close to Rak and whispered in his ear, “I love you.” Then, he straightened and said in a loud, carrying voice, “Largo! Escort Lord Losef and this freewoman to the Sun Temple for healing! S’Rak will pay the bill for the freewoman.”


  Rak murmured to Jisten, “Can you write a note for me? I will need Forael or Dethrian to find her a place.”


  Jisten asked the tavern keep for pen and parchment and jotted the note. “Do you want to send Trelo with the note?”


  “Ai,” said Rak. Trelo crawled out of his hood and stretched translucent blue wings.


  Jisten cast his usual glance, a mix of scrutiny and admiration, on the delicate wings before rolling the parchment. Trelo grasped it firmly and whirred away, Jisten’s grey gaze fixated on his wings.


  Rak glanced over at the prince.


  Jethain was amusing himself by petting the hounds.


  Sedrael was amusing himself by punching the acid thrower.


  Rak approved.


  The city watch patrol appeared disinclined to stop Sed as they asked their questions of the crowd.


  Lord Losef was not happy at having to share his carriage with an ex-slave girl, but Rak’s glare convinced him to permit it. He spluttered as Largo escorted him to the carriage.


  Rak walked with him and saw the pair of horses hitched to it. They were magnificent black and whites, but their tails had been cruelly amputated and the leather straps of the harness cut into their flesh.


  Rak was speechless with fury as he surveyed the horses. He stomped over to them and his fingers went to work, loosening the harnesses. Several straps he discarded entirely. The anxious beasts dripped foam from their mouths but nuzzled Rak in thanks.


  “I thought tail amputation was last decade’s fad,” Jisten grumbled.


  Rak removed the extra bits and the bearing reins and then healed them, completely. Even their tails grew back.


  “You did it,” Jisten said in astonishment. He dared finger a tail.


  The horse swished it and then looked back at its new tail in astonishment equal of the captain’s.


  “A tailless horse is an offense to the Storm Lord,” said Rak. “He made them for Si’Yeni, you know.”


  Lord Losef banged on the roof of his carriage. “I’m dying! Off! And don’t spare the horses!”


  The carriage driver cringed at his master’s voice and looked at Rak with apprehension.


  Rak looked up at the driver. “They will run with a willing heart without abuse. If you whip them anyway, I will find you and abuse you in direct proportion.”


  “Yessir,” the man said in a small voice. “Please ask them to make best speed. Please?”


  Rak stroked the horses, asking them to run to the Sun Temple with everything they had. They assured him that they’d set a new record.


  Rak and Jisten walked back into the tavern’s main room, empty except for Sed holding a bruised and battered Baron Hiclid, Jethain and his wall of death hounds and the city watch patrol.


  “Ready to go?” Jethain asked brightly. “Let’s walk back with this pack.”


  Jisten nodded to Sed, who flung his captive to the patrol. Jisten instructed the patrollers, “Hold him in gaol, one of the private cells. No visitors, at all, other than myself or the prince. I’ll interrogate him in the morning. Make sure he has water but no food. Cover his wounds but no healing.”


  “Yes, Capt’n.” The patrol leader saluted, and they led the prisoner out.


  The hound pack opened so that Sed, Jisten and Rak could walk with Jethain back to the palace, but they padded alongside, a fearsome escort.


  “The brandy was good,” said Rak. “The clientele...I could do without most of them.”


  “I could do without the acid throwing,” Jethain said.


  “You see why I suggest drinks in Jethain’s quarters instead?” asked Jisten quietly.


  “I do. Jethain, next time, we pick the tavern,” announced Rak.


  “Hmmm? Well, okay, but I think I have a good chance with Lord Kezil,” Jethain said, eyes still unfocused.


  After steering Jethain’s oblivious self around two dogs squabbling over a piece of sausage, Rak muttered, “My brother’s head is not in the mortal realm right now.”


  “Jethain will obsess all night about convincing those nobles,” Jisten said. “It’s better than obsessing about dying or what that acid could have done.”


  Jethain absentmindedly followed Jisten and Rak into Rak’s quarters.


  Sed took up position outside the suite door, granting Jisten and Rak privacy with the prince.


  In the parlor, Rak served Jethain wine and made him comfortable on the couch.


  The prince smiled, a dreamy look on his face. He sipped at his wine absently.


  Once Jethain was situated, Rak pulled the rarely used bell-rope that told Tebber he wanted the servant’s attention.


  The young man came out a moment later, and he put his plan into action. “Tebber, did I not have some green silk? Either a tunic or a sash, I cannot recall.”


  Tebber said, “Yes, sir.” Rak and Jisten followed Tebber into the bedroom.


  “Excellent plan,” Jisten murmured into Rak’s ear.


  Rak grinned in response.


  Tebber showed them were he’d put the green silk. There was a pair of tunics and three sashes.


  “Hmm,” said Rak, “I do not recall bringing this much. And that is silly, since as a high priest, I am not supposed to wear that much green.”


  Jisten gave Rak a puppy-dog look. “How many can Jethain have?”


  Rak’s lips twitched. He wasn’t immune to Jisten’s puppy eyes. “Leave me one sash. Jethain can have the rest.”


  Jisten snatched the tunics and sashes and rushed out to Jethain. “Look!”


  Rak followed more decorously.


  Jethain appeared to snap back to reality, straightening up and focusing on Jisten. He rubbed his hands together, and he sounded gleeful. “Both of them? Kazil’s bride is a tiny woman.”


  “You might need both to have them cut and re-hemmed,” said Rak. “I doubt she needs wing slits, for one thing.”


  Jethain held up the tunics and said, once again dreamy, “They can be made into a bodice for a dress, with black silk for the skirt. Then, she’ll be the envy of the ladies.”


  “And then, they’ll want the same material,” Jisten suggested.


  Jethain finished triumphantly, “And they can’t get it unless we approve the trade agreement.”


  “Black, too? That is easier. I am certainly willing to give up some old robes for a trade agreement.”


  Jethain chuckled to himself. “And once the women put the pressure on the men…” He trailed off, his eyes loosing focus as he daydreamed.


  Rak let Jethain spin his dreams, went into his bedroom and collected enough plain black silk for a dress skirt.


  When Rak returned to the parlor and added the black to the green, Jisten whispered in his ear, “You’ve given him hope. He hasn’t had that in years.” He then lightly kissed Rak, who kissed back.


  Jethain never even noticed.


  “Off you go to the royal tailor!” Jisten said firmly to the prince. He even turned Jethain in the right direction. “You’re the prince; you can have a night-time meeting. Queen Jezaia orders him awake at midnight if she can’t sleep, just to torment him with absurd designs.”


  Tebber folded the silk into a surprisingly compact bundle, took Jethain’s elbow and said, “I’ll take you, Sire.”


  Rak winked at Tebber, as in, don’t rush back.


  Tebber winked back and escorted the daydreaming prince off.


  “Thank you.” Jisten was quick to enfold Rak in his arms.


  Rak kissed Jisten’s sensuous lips. “I love him, too, Jisten. He is my brother. But…I have a surprise for you.”


  Jisten’s eyebrows shot up. Then, he grinned and released Rak, who went over to the sideboard.


  Rak carefully took a dark amber bottle out from a cupboard. He opened it with a deft, graceful hand then waited, allowing the contents to breathe.


  Jisten watched with amusement. “An extra fine wine?”


  “Not exactly,” said Rak. He grinned. After a wait that was probably too short to really let the not-exactly-wine breathe, Rak filled two goblets with the translucent red amber fluid. “Here, Jisten.” Rak handed him one of the goblets. “This is mead, what Koilathans call honey wine or sun wine, but this version is made from night wasp honey. It is very rare, and so it is only consumed on special occasions. It is for us, to celebrate our bonding. I received it before we left for the lake, but it had to rest after being transported. Trust me, it is worth the wait.”


  “Thank you,” said Jisten. He smiled at Rak then sipped the mead.


  Rak enjoyed the way Jisten’s eyes widened in delight as the mixture of powerful, sweet, complex and subtle flavors washed across his tongue.


  “Oh, now that is good.” Jisten sat on the couch and patted the cushion beside him.


  Rak settled beside Jisten and immediately leaned against his mate. They sipped their mead and chatted of happy, inconsequential things until most of the bottle was consumed.


  



  Chapter Five: Mead and Need


   


   


  Rak could tell that the drink was getting to Jisten. Night wasp honey was powerful stuff, well known for lowering inhibitions by itself. The mead made from it was in a class of its own, for there was vranyxia milk in it also, not enough to cause visions, but enough to demolish inhibitions entirely. Those drunk on night mead often found themselves willing to do that which they had previously feared to do, either from internal constraint or societal.


  Rak started plotting how he could take advantage of this situation. He removed his tunic and pressed against the captain. It felt so good that he dropped his pants and stripped off his wrap and hugged the man again. He rubbed Jisten’s back muscles under the tunic, enjoying the feel of the man’s warm skin. “I want you happy.”


  “Then why are my clothes still on?” Jisten asked a bit plaintively.


  Rak flushed.


  “I thought maybe you liked me better in the clothes,” Jisten said, a bit mournful. “Stupid clothes.”


  Rak didn’t dignify that with an answer. Instead, he slid Jisten’s pants and shorts down and kissed the exposed cock and balls with reverence. He was rewarded with Jisten’s soft gasp and a certain firming up. Rak’s tongue swirled around Jisten’s shaft, encouraging the growth, as he finished sliding Jisten’s clothing down his long, muscular legs. The heavy leather boots of a working guard confounded his attempt to remove Jisten’s pants entirely. Rak pushed Jisten back onto the couch and knelt at his feet.


  Jisten started to protest, but Rak flashed him a mock glare. “The boots must come off.” Rak pulled off the boots, rolled the thin woolen socks free of the feet then pulled off the pants and shorts that were bunched around Jisten’s ankles. Rak massaged Jisten’s feet, one by one. He peeked glances upward and saw that his mate was relaxing under his ministrations. That was exactly what he wanted. He cradled Jisten’s left foot in his hands and gently kissed it, following that with slow, sensual licks.


  “S’Rak, nooo,” murmured Jisten, but he didn’t jerk his foot away and seemed half asleep.


  Rak continued to lick Jisten’s left foot. He shifted himself so that Jisten’s right foot rested against his groin, the heel pressing his cock to the floor, the toes resting hard against his lower belly. His tongue slid between Jisten’s toes, curled around the sides of the foot, gently cleansed and stimulated the top and the rough, callused pads of the heel and ball.


  Jisten emitted a soft sigh, wiggling his toes in pleasure. “Gods, that feels so good,” he admitted. “But you shouldn’t…”


  “I want to,” murmured Rak as he paused to look up at Jisten’s face. “I like giving you this.”


  “Well, if you really want to,” said Jisten, but he still looked uncertain.


  Rak stroked the top of Jisten’s right foot, the one resting on top of his package. “Trust me, my love. Let me give you my submission. Please?”


  Jisten nodded at last and tilted his head back onto the couch in surrender.


  Rak resumed kissing and licking Jisten’s foot. After a few minutes, Rak took Jisten’s toes into his mouth. The suction, combined with the action of Rak’s tongue, gave Jisten’s digits a very pleasant massage. It was pleasurable enough that Jisten’s right foot stiffened, increasing the pressure on Rak’s cock and balls, which were now being mashed to the floor.


  Rak moaned happily when Jisten did this and continued to suck on Jisten’s toes with a will. After a few minutes, Rak pulled off Jisten’s left foot. Moving carefully, he repositioned himself so that Jisten’s left foot replaced the right on his cock. He now cradled Jisten’s right foot in his hands, and without a word, he started over, kissing and licking the foot until it was clean and relaxed.


  Jisten now seemed aware of where his other foot was. He was playing with Rak’s cock, rolling it under his foot, randomly pressing down with his heel or flattening the sac beneath the ball of his foot.


  When Rak finished sucking on the toes of Jisten’s right foot, he set the foot down in his lap beside the left one, spreading his thighs as widely as he could. Rak moaned in enjoyment as both of Jisten’s feet fondled his cock then reached forward, pulling Jisten’s crotch closer until he could reach Jisten’s cock with his mouth without moving Jisten’s feet. He kissed and licked Jisten’s shaft to new firmness, covering every delectable finger width of his mate’s cock with his attentions.


  Jisten’s hips started pumping, rubbing his spear against Rak’s face.


  Rak yielded his mouth to Jisten’s spearhead then pushed himself down the length of the shaft to take as much of it into his mouth as he could. Rak swallowed it down until his windpipe was occluded then further, until his nose was buried in Jisten’s pubic hair and Jisten’s lovely, large balls were pressed against his chin.


  Rak looked up at Jisten now, as he often did, in a display of loving submission.


  Jisten smiled down at him, his hands stroking the undersides of Rak’s wings, which sent waves of pleasurable sensation shivering through Rak at a core-deep level. Then, Jisten’s feet pressed down again, and Rak’s shriek of ecstasy at his orgasm was gagged by the huge cock filling his mouth and throat. But the vibration obviously did something wonderful for Jisten, who threw his head back and emitted a soft, wild cry as his cock throbbed powerfully, shooting seed straight down Rak’s throat. Rak held on somehow, growing ever more desperate for air, but he refused to back off and deny Jisten the experience of climaxing as deeply as possible down Rak’s throat.


  When the throbbing eased off, Rak backed off, just enough to inhale a deep breath of air. Now he used his mouth to suck, and his tongue to massage, bringing Jisten back to full erection in short order. Rak slid the heavy pole out of his mouth and twisted his head to lick and mouth at Jisten’s balls. Rak managed to work the entire scrotum into his mouth, and he sucked gently, fondling the balls with his tongue while Jisten’s cock rubbed against his cheek. Rak was surprised when Jisten pulled away, settling back onto the couch, out of reach. Jisten’s feet, still on Rak’s cock, pressed the member to the floor again, preventing Rak from following him.


  Rak settled back on his heels and looked up at Jisten. His hands dared to rest on Jisten’s feet, stroking them.


  Smiling down at him, Jisten asked, “What do you want?”


  “I want you to enjoy me. I want you to play with me, to experiment and try new things. I want you to take me so completely that you never doubt that I am yours. I want to do whatever you desire of me.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten thought about Rak’s response as he studied his mate. That Rak wanted to submit to him was clear. Jisten had enjoyed the foot washing, even though he knew it was improper, and Rak had obviously enjoyed his feet playing with his cock. In fact, Rak’s thighs were still nearly doing the splits to keep his package under Jisten’s feet. Jisten pressed down on the firm shaft as he considered what to have his submission-seeking mate do.


  “In that case, S’Rak, dance for me. I want to see the sexiest dance you know.” Jisten lifted his feet off of Rak’s package, setting them on the floor.


  Quick as a snake, Rak darted forward and kissed the head of Jisten’s still-erect cock. Then, Rak stood and backed away a pace. “The dance will suffer for the lack of music,” Rak murmured, but he didn’t refuse the request.


  Jisten could tell, through the bond, that Rak danced for him with all his heart and soul and that ensured that the lack of music was a non-issue. He groaned in desire as Rak performed for him, his gaze hot and lusty, his cock at full attention and kept that way by the intensely erotic motions of his mate.


  Jisten almost lost control of himself when Rak’s hot, delectable body rubbed against him. Instead, he stood and joined in Rak’s dance. Now, he matched Rak’s actions, flesh rubbing and sliding, meeting and parting, in a dance that was as sexual as sex itself. When the sensual dance ended, Rak was on all fours before him, his legs parted and wings spread. Jisten was behind Rak now, one hand cupped Rak’s balls, the other hand with two fingers sunk into Rak’s opening.


  Now, this was something Jisten liked. The feel of Rak’s hairless scrotum was a silky, soft pleasure against his hard hand. He squeezed the sac and rolled the balls between his fingers. Jisten’s other hand pumped firmly, stretching the anal ring for what would come next. Rak was moaning, his hips rolling, and Jisten could sense Rak’s excitement and need. Jisten added a third finger, and Rak’s wings swept up then down in a single, reflexive wingbeat.


  Jisten pumped his fingers, pleased to feel how quickly Rak’s opening was becoming loose and relaxed. Impulsively, he added the fourth finger and slid half his hand into Rak.


  Rak looked back at him as his wings beat again and moaned, “Ykεtεvo’su, plyrεis’mu mε sas imvori. Yrodεis’mu.”


  I beg you, fill me with your power. Fist me, Jisten translated. “Don’t beg,” Jisten whispered. “Never beg.” He slid his thumb into the hollow space created by his fingers and pushed his whole hand into Rak. This wasn’t completely new for Jisten, but he enjoyed the power rush it brought nearly as much as Rak enjoyed having it done to him. Jisten pumped his hand deeper into Rak, until he was encased halfway up his forearm. That was as deep as it was safe to go.


  Jisten paused, taking a moment to just enjoy the sight of his fist rammed up another man’s ass. He could feel Rak’s muscles rolling against his hand and arm. He chuckled softly and gave Rak’s balls a playful squeeze with his other hand. “Do you like this?”


  “Ai,” gasped Rak, trying to hump himself on Jisten’s fist. “Please, more.”


  Jisten pulled out some, just to push back in.


  Rak cried out, his wings thrashing downward on the in stroke.


  Jisten repeated the cycle with the same result. Jisten squeezed Rak’s balls again, much more firmly. “Don’t hurt your wings,” he said.


  Rak moved his wings to caress Jisten, and in reward, Jisten resumed pumping his fist.


  Jisten adored the sensation of the suede-like membranes rubbing against his bare skin. The vibrant colors pleased his eye as much as the tactile experience pleased his body. Jisten sighed in bliss as the wings swept around him and shifted his hand from Rak’s balls to the erect cock attached to them. Jisten stroked Rak’s pole in time with his pumping, slow, but strong, until Rak’s whole body was thrumming with tension from his need for release.


  Jisten breathed a soft prayer under his breath and sped up his action. A moment later, Rak shrieked in pleasure, every muscle in his body locked, and his orgasm crashed into them both like a tsumani. Jisten held onto Rak for dear life, his hand perfectly positioned to catch Rak’s seed.


  When Rak’s muscles went limp in the aftermath, Jisten gently withdrew his fist then brought the handful of seed to his lips for another whispered prayer. His hand tingled as the seed vanished, the offering accepted.


  Jisten stroked Rak’s sweaty back with both hands then started to massage the wing muscles, which were always too tense, as far as Jisten was concerned.


  Rak lay belly down on the floor and appeared perfectly relaxed. He had his head turned so that he could see Jisten. That was normal. What wasn’t normal was which side Rak was pointing up. Rak always peeked to the left, to put the scarred right cheek down, thus invisible. But tonight, he was peeking to the right.


  Jisten couldn’t let the opportunity by. He leaned over Rak, and his erection pressed into Rak’s backside, but Jisten didn’t mean to make an issue of it, and he quickly hoisted his hips up so Rak wouldn’t feel obligated or pressured. Even though he was now in an awkward position, Jisten kissed Rak’s cheek, pressing his lips right on the twisted scar.


  Rak’s lips curved upward into a smile. “Love you,” he murmured, still speaking Okyran, and Jisten felt a flash of gratitude to Scorth for giving him the language.


  You’re welcome, said Scorth’s voice in Jisten’s head, almost making him jump.


  Do you mind? Jisten mentally shouted back. We’re right in the middle of something here!


  I don’t mind at all, retorted Scorth.


  “Ignore him,” suggested Rak, “and put your magnificent member in me and make me yours.”


  “But—” Jisten sputtered, still not used to having dragons eavesdropping, especially not during sex.


  “Do you not want me?” Rak asked, reaching back and stroking Jisten’s erection. “I most assuredly want you. Come, Jisten, make passionate love to me until I scream in ecstasy once more…and then keep going.”


  



  Chapter Six: Wing Oiling


   


   


  Jisten laid down beside Rak then pulled Rak over and onto him. He held Rak close and scratched Rak’s always-itchy wingbases. Jisten liked the feel of Rak’s entire body lying lengthwise on him. While he wanted and needed to see Rak’s wings for oiling, the wingbases he could do by feel. Jisten also enjoyed the way Rak squirmed in pleasure as the itch was relieved and the way Rak reacted to the full-body contact by kissing everything he could reach. Jisten’s ex-sex slave was a cuddler at heart, which pleased Jisten to no end.


  Once Jisten was satisfied that all the little flakes were gone, he suddenly thrust Rak upward, using his arms and legs to make the smaller man airborne.


  Rak laughed, his wings spreading wide. He seemed to float down.


  Jisten laughed also and rolled aside so that Rak landed back on the floor, not on him. Then, Jisten pounced on Rak’s back between the wings.


  Rak squealed with laughter and pretended to try to get away.


  “Behave for your mandatory wing care,” Jisten scolded. The fact that he sat on Rak’s tight butt instead of his back was purely due to height differences and the fact that the wing membranes extended down to the small of Rak’s back.


  “Yes, sir, Captain, sir.” Wings already spread in trained reaction, Rak wriggled beneath him sensuously. “Oil while you are in me, my love.”


  Jisten liked that idea. He shifted himself but didn’t like the angle. After a moment’s contemplation, he stuffed a pillow under Rak’s groin, lifting him up a little. He pushed Rak’s legs open and forward, froglike, and considered the angle and access now. “Perfect,” Jisten declared. He stabilized Rak with a single hand as he pressed the large snake-head of his thick shaft against Rak’s well-loosened and lubricated opening. Jisten slid right in with a soft grunt of pleasure. He thrust himself a few times, strong, deep motions that sheathed him in Rak down to the base of his sex.


  Jisten’s balls slapped against Rak as he stopped to enjoy the sensation of being entirely encased inside Rak’s hot, velvet tunnel. He loved the feel of Rak’s body around his cock, so hot, so tight and so welcoming. He loved the way Rak’s internal muscles would contract, rhythmically tightening and loosening on his cock to increase the pleasure he felt. But most of all, he loved the way Rak reacted to being taken by him; he loved Rak’s willingness, his lustiness and his absolute submissive love.


  But Jisten had other things on his mind, and so he turned his attention back to Rak’s wings and the oiling. Jisten methodically spread the oil along Rak’s spars first, using the heavier, mineral-infused oil. He could feel Rak’s body working, humping against him, and he enjoyed the pleasure of it, but he refused to be distracted from his duty. With his cock buried to the hilt in Rak, the Loftoni was in no danger from the fires, so Jisten felt no need to rush things. Jisten rubbed in a second layer of the spar oil atop the first, seeking to maximize the absorption.


  Rak was setting a hard, fast rhythm on Jisten’s cock now, and Jisten said, “Slow down, Rak, I haven’t even started on the sails yet. Slow and steady.” To Jisten’s mild amazement, Rak listened to him, shifting into a very nice rhythm with a moderate, almost slow pace, and a good, deep action that had Jisten sighing in pleasure in spite of his intense focus on Rak’s wings. As Jisten put the spar oil aside and reached for the sail oil, he gave Rak’s hip a pat. “That’s very good, Rak. Keep it going just like that.”


  Jisten started the sails on the far left wingtip. He had settled down into the pattern of furthest tip of wing down to the base. He oiled symmetrically, so that he ended up at both wingbases at the same time. He found and treated some slightly burned spots on Rak’s wings, from the acid, he realized. Fortunately, the oils saturating the membranes from previous oiling sessions seemed to have provided some protection to the sails.


  The entire time Jisten oiled, Rak pumped himself on Jisten’s cock, the sensations of which Jisten thoroughly enjoyed. Through the bond, Jisten felt Rak’s pleasure as well, not only the pleasure of having Jisten’s cock inside him, but also the pleasure of tactile contact on the pressure-sensitive wing membranes.


  Wing oiling was an intensely erotic experience for a Loftoni. And Jisten knew that if he’d oiled the undersides, Rak would have orgasmed long before he finished. But the topsides of the wings were what were normally oiled, so Jisten contented himself with that, until he was completely finished and could turn his full attention to pleasuring Rak.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak moaned as he pumped his hips, sliding Jisten’s massive member in and out of his body. He pulled forward far enough so that each time he pushed back to impale himself anew, the head of Jisten’s cock would stroke his pleasure spot in passing. He kept himself to the slow pace Jisten had requested and concentrated on giving his mate as much pleasure as he could. He worked his internal muscles until they burned with exhaustion. Sweat drenched him, dripping off him and doing nothing to cool him. But these were minor annoyances, unworthy of notice.


  What was important was the giving of pleasure. This was what Rak’s body was for. And every gasp, every soft sigh of enjoyment, every absent pat and caress of Jisten’s hands was a victory Rak marked and cherished. And over all of it, Jisten’s hands, stroking his sensitive wings, from trailing edge to apex of each sail panel in turn, was an exquisite pleasure that was more than enough reward for Rak. His own need for release added a tension that increased not only his own pleasure, but also Jisten’s. Rak thought that he would be happy to continue fucking himself on Jisten’s cock all night if that’s what Jisten wanted.


  Rak’s excitement built as Jisten reached the mainsail, the panel that stretched from the elbow spar to the skin of his back. That was the last panel, which meant Jisten was nearly done. Unless, of course, the man started over from the foresail, which he did at least twice a week. It wouldn’t matter if he did, Rak told himself. He would continue to pleasure Jisten’s cock until he passed out from exhaustion or Jisten told him to stop. But no, Jisten was stopping. He was putting the oil aside and stroking Rak’s trembling thighs.


  “That felt very nice while I was working,” Jisten told him.


  “Some time, remind me to suck you while you are doing paperwork.” Rak imagined himself kneeling under Jisten’s desk, naked, with Jisten’s cock in his mouth while the business of being Captain of the Guard went on overhead.


  For an answer, Jisten’s hands slid forward to caress Rak’s sides, then they went up, and Jisten rubbed expert circles along the inner base of Rak’s wings.


  Rak shrieked in pleasure as Jisten stimulated the ultimate of all erogenous zones for a Loftoni. Rak had never felt a pleasure to equal it before the first time Jisten had done it to him.


  Jisten took over the rhythm now, driving into Rak with speed and urgency, and Rak responded in kind, crying out with each breath as Jisten continued to stimulate the undersides of his wings.


  Rak felt himself cresting into orgasm in the same instant as Jisten did. The two men clutched each other as an overwhelming avalanche of ecstasy smashed into them. For long moments, their two minds were as one, orgasmic pleasure reverberating through them.


  They collapsed to the floor together, limbs limp and tangled, minds fleeing conscious thought.


  



  Chapter Seven: The Loyalists


   


   


  Krikis was sitting with two other men when Betrin walked into the busy tavern. It was early enough that they’d have plenty of time to talk and feel each other out and late enough that the tavern was crowded and noisy. That limited Betrin’s choice of seats so that when Krikis waved at him, it didn’t seem odd that Betrin joined them. It was noisy enough that their conversation would not draw undue attention.


  Betrin sat down and looked at the strangers.


  Krikis said, “Riadan and Syus.”


  Betrin marked them in his head. Riadan had a scar on his chin and his blob of a nose looked to have been broken at least twice. Syus had a gap between his two front teeth.


  “This is Betrin,” Krikis added.


  “Well met,” said Riadan. “I hear you’ve been out-kingdom until recently?”


  Betrin agreed and spun his carefully crafted tale for them. But he could see the skepticism in Riadan’s eyes and the flat disbelief in Syus’s expression.


  When he limped to a conclusion, Syus said, “That’s a pretty tale, but that’s what it is. A tale. You’re Captain Betrin of Betrin’s Band of Mercenaries. Don’t try to deny it; I’ve seen you before. We fought against your company at Elk’s Grove. Remember that?”


  “I be rememberin’ an’ ye be outin’ me, Syus.” Betrin flushed. “I be changed.”


  “I’ll bet you have,” said Riadan. “You lost your whole company trying to kill our good prince. Word on the street is you’re dead, too. So how did you survive?”


  “The dark one. S’Rak, be high priest of Zotien. He be sparin’ me if I be servin’ him.” Betrin’s voice was so quiet, the others had to lean forward and strain their ears. “He be servin’ the prince. Makes me be servin’ the prince.” Betrin looked at the three men with some frustration. “S’Rak done destroyed a hundred of my men. Just him ‘n the prince and a few guards. And a dragon. I never be crossin’ the dark priest again. Never.”


  “If you could prove any of this,” mused Riadan. The man gave Betrin a thoughtful look. “Do you know the place where Faci the Bold defeated the bandit King Lytise?”


  “I be knowin’ it,” agreed Betrin.


  “It might be worth your while to be there tomorrow night at Kynetha’s rising with the dark priest.” Riadan stood and dropped a gold royal on the table. “Let’s go.”


   


  Betrin walked into the palace stable yard by following a hay wagon through the delivery gate. He’d done a good job of slipping past the palace guards, or so he thought, until the tip of a halberd forced him to stop.


  “What’s your business here, merc?” The guard’s voice turned the label into an insult.


  “I be following orders,” said Betrin. “High Priest S’Rak sent for me.” He prayed that the guards would seek to verify his story and that S’Rak would back him up. A lot to ask for. Probably too much.


  The guard with the halberd at his throat forced him back against the wall. “Wait here,” said the guard. To his fellow, he said, “The dark one is in the stable.”


  The other guard marched off in the direction of the stables.


  Betrin waited patiently, keeping his hands in view, until the other guard returned with the dark priest.


  Rak said, “Ai, this is my man. You are dismissed and thank you.”


  Once the guards were gone, Betrin said, “Thank you, sir.”


  Rak motioned for Betrin to walk with him along the palace wall. The course Rak set took them further away from the bulk of the palace and, hopefully, out of the range of eavesdroppers. “What need drives you to seek me out?” asked the priest.


  Betrin told Rak about the meetings in the tavern. He didn’t spare himself to make himself look good but gave an honest report.


  When he fell silent, Rak asked, “These men, they sound like army types. They wore no uniform?”


  “No, sir. They be ex-army, though.” Betrin chewed on his lower lip. “Should we be meetin’ with them?”


  “Ai, we will meet with them. Tomorrow night, at Kynetha’s rising. Meet me here an hour after sundown.”


  



  Chapter Eight: Hall of Records


   


   


  Harday, the 8th of Xrehnmon


   


  The Hall of Records was an ancient stone edifice attached to the rambling complex of the Temple of the Twins. It sat like a buffer between the great library and the gaol on the backside of the temple grounds. Prisoners were taken directly from the gaol to the courts and sometimes back again without ever leaving the temple grounds or even being taken outside. That put a crimp on most escape plans. By courtesy and tradition, the justicer court gave space to the city courts to try cases that did not need their gifts.


  Rak wondered where, and how, Koilathan executions were performed, given the flies and resulting blood phobia. He suspected hanging and drowning were the primary methods.


  Rak walked up the shallow granite steps and into the empty space of the lobby of the Hall of Records.


  The walls were carved with images of the Twins and scenes of scribes industriously working on the magic business of the written word. Dykaea, the Lady of Justice, and Alethian, the Lord of Law, had given creation the gifts of logic and of language.


  The lobby was empty of petitioners. The far end of the room was dominated by the row of large, ornately carved redwood desks that served to block off access to the doors at the back of the hall that presumably led to the records themselves. Only one of the four desks was occupied.


  The same clerk Rak recalled from the previous day looked up briefly as the dark priest entered the empty lobby. Disgust colored his face, and he looked down at his ledger again.


  Since there was no one else, Rak stopped before his desk. “I seek information.”


  “Number?” The clerk didn’t even look up. There was a stack of small cards with numbers set on the front edge of the desk.


  “Forty-two,” said Rak, annoyed into a random response.


  The clerk studied the ledger he was working on. “Number thirty-eight?”


  Rak looked around again. The lobby remained empty except for the two of them. He stepped back and leaned against the wall. He pulled out a dagger, flipped it into the air, caught it as it fell back down and repeated this over and over. He was learning how to juggle, though Tyll assured him it would end in disaster.


  After far too long a time, the clerk called out, “Thirty-nine?”


  Rak added a second dagger. Flip up, catch. Flip up, catch. He thought he was doing pretty well, juggling two sharp blades. The petty bureaucrat had stood and was starting to walk off when one of Rak’s daggers slipped and landed, point down, in the center of the redwood desk with a loud thunk.


  “Oops,” said Rak in a mild tone of voice.


  The clerk stopped. “Forty?” he asked with a quaver in his voice.


  Rak reached over and rocked the dagger back and forth to work it out.


  The clerk watched the dagger like one hypnotized. Back and forth and back and forth until it came free of the wood.


  Rak juggled the two daggers again, this time next to the desk. “I will get the trick of this eventually,” he assured the official.


  The clerk mumbled, “Forty-one, forty-two.”


  Rak put the daggers away and smiled politely. “Ai. I was seeking information. Where are the slave records to be found? What is done with the manumission forms? I wish to see the ones for the past year.”


  “You want to see the slave records?”


  “Why not?”


  “For an entire year?” Fear mixed with the shock on the clerk’s face.


  “Did I not just tell you that?” Rak replied.


  “Not my department.” The clerk started to pack up.


  Rak frowned at the fear he sensed. My request wasn’t all that unreasonable, was it? “If it is not your department, take me to where I need to be.”


  “Those records are sealed.” The clerk pulled on his cloak.


  “Sealed? Then, how you do verify the veracity?” Rak pulled out a stack of forms. “These are from the palace. I need to check them against your records. Besides which, we are speaking of public records. You cannot deny me access.”


  The clerk grumbled and looked unhappy, but another glance at the scar on his desk from Rak’s dagger apparently convinced him to cooperate. He led Rak through one of the doors and down a flight of stairs. “Here are the records,” he said as he opened the door.


  Rak walked through to find long rows of stuffed cabinets rising to the ceiling, vanishing into the gloom. He turned to ask where in this maze the current year’s forms were, but the clerk was gone. He turned back to the stacks and started to decipher the system. The records were stored in bins that fit on the cabinet shelves. Each bin was marked with numbers and labels. The markings were indecipherable to Rak although he could read Koilathan. He checked random locations in the stacks, but nothing looked promising.


  You should get help, Scorth thought.


  From whom?


  Jisten. He’d be happy to help you.


  Jisten has duties of his own during the day. I cannot pester him for every little hitch. This is my task. I will keep looking. Rak grit his teeth and stubbornly continued.


  He eventually found a section where the bins had an M on them. He pulled one out and leafed through the contents. The tiny Koilathan script was hard to read. Rak rubbed his temple, as if that could stop his pounding headache when he discovered that he had found marriage records from ten years ago.


  Rak put that bin back and checked another. Eleven year old marriage records. He sighed and turned back toward the front of the musty room to search other shelves.


  A brief flash of movement and a sickly sweet smell followed him into the darkness.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten smiled to himself as he sensed, through the bond, that his mate was finally sleeping. The high priest never got enough sleep, and it was the middle of a rather uneventful day. He stifled a yawn as the councilor for the west droned on about why his district shouldn’t have to pay for the improvements to the bridges.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak woke feeling groggy. His eyes didn’t want to focus, his head was pounding and the taste in his mouth was unbearable. He was on his back, and his wings, furled beneath him, were cramping. He tried to roll over and discovered that he couldn’t. He startled fully awake and discovered that he was bound to a pleasure rack. His strapped legs were spread wide, leaving his groin fully exposed. His wings were not only furled, but also bound by straps, and his arms were ratcheted back out of the way, forcing his back into an upward curve. His head was held so that he could not turn his face away from the man who stood between his legs.


  He reached for Scorth, for his Valer and for his God and found nothing. He tried, and failed, to summon Morth and then a firemane. Desperate, he tried to call a common mouse to him. Nothing.


  It was the clerk from the records hall, but he didn’t look like a thin, easily cowed functionary now. The man smiled at him coldly and addressed him in the master-to-slave form of Zafirin. “So, you’re awake, pet? Good. I wouldn’t want you to sleep through this. My name is Neren, but you will call me Master.”


  Neren slid a golden ring over Rak’s shaft and then squeezed the scrotum through, seating the ring at the base of Rak’s package. He touched it and whispered a word. The ring sank into Rak’s skin, anchoring itself with a finger-wide band of flesh along the topline of the shaft.


  Rak whimpered at the discomfort of feeling his skin parting for the ring and resealing.


  Neren repeated the spell on the underside, further anchoring the ring to the back of Rak’s scrotum.


  The next ring only went around Rak’s shaft, sealed by another finger-wide band of skin along the top line. Neren tugged on the fine chains connecting the two rings along the sides. Since Rak was flaccid, there was plenty of give in the chains, but Neren was still rewarded with Rak’s yelp of pain. Neren anchored more rings into Rak’s penis, carefully aligning the rings with the faint scars on Rak’s shaft that marked where the original ring harness had been. There were five rings, each smaller than the last, and then, Neren added one more, but to Rak’s sac, not his shaft. Both balls were squeezed through this ring, and it was pushed up until it was right next to the base penis ring. A moment’s work and it, too, was anchored in Rak’s flesh. Neren checked his work carefully, examining each ring for position or flaw. Satisfied, he stimulated Rak’s anus, forcing an erection.


  Rak moaned as the rings squeezed his expanding shaft. The slack in the chains was taken up, growing taut as he reached full arousal. He had never been sure if the sensation of the rings was one of pleasure or one of pain. But their presence made sexual activity much more intense, focusing his mind down there.


  Neren touched him, stroking the engorged shaft with a finger. “There’s a good pet,” he said as Rak’s body reacted to him. He opened a box and showed the contents to Rak. It was a highly realistic stone phallus.


  Rak stared at the pattern of ropy veins the sculptor had faithfully replicated and dreaded what he knew was coming.


  “You are getting a rare honor, pet,” said Neren. “This was made from a casting of His Mightiness, King Narvain. You may thank me for allowing you to service his royal phallus.”


  Rak shuddered and closed his eyes, making no reply. A moment later, he screamed as the braided horsehair whip struck his manhood. “Thank you, Master,” he said, in the submissive slave-to-master mode of Zafirin once he’d caught his breath. Since Neren had thus far only spoken to him in Zafirin, it was easy for Rak to slide back into the familiar patterns of what had once been the only language he’d known.


  Satisfied, Neren pushed the stone phallus into Rak until the stone scrotum was seated against Rak’s body. Then, he worked it, thrusting it in and out strongly. “There’s a good slave,” Neren purred. “You missed having your Master in you, didn’t you? His Mightiness made this just for you, pet.”


  Rak moaned helplessly under the onslaught, his hips working in counterpoint. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t a real penis; the magics forced on him in his youth caused him to respond to the stimulation.


  He gasped as he sensed a change. The marble no longer felt hard and unyielding. It felt warm and alive.


  Neren released the marble phallus and stepped back, smiling.


  Rak cried out in horror as the object continued to use him. A ghost of Narvain appeared between his legs, hips thrusting in time with the magical carving. Rak stared at the apparition, speechless, as it took its pleasure from him.


  Narvain paused with the body of his slave fully impaled on his member. “Beg me, pet,” his faint voice commanded. “Beg me to use your sweet slave body.”


  Rak shuddered as the penis started sliding out of him ever so slowly. “Please, Master, I beg You to grant me the privilege of serving Your pleasure. I yearn to submit to Your exquisite cock.” He had forgotten that he’d ever been free, that he’d ever been anything but this man’s sex slave. His life as Thezomeh, his years battling the Unmaker, even his training in the novitiate had contracted to a pinpoint and disappeared when he’d met Narvain’s gaze.


  “Why, pet?” asked the ghost. “Why should I use you?”


  “Master, I beg You, I need You.” Rak reacted to Narvain like the man was really there. The more he believed, the more solid Narvain’s body appeared. “Please, Master, I beg You to fuck me long and hard. Make me Yours, Master.”


  Narvain’s hand, warm and solid, stroked Rak’s ringed penis. “Aren’t you already my slave?”


  “Yes, Master, I am Your slave,” moaned Rak. “But it has been so long, Master. Help me remember.”


  “Does my slave desire his Master? Does he truly wish to be reminded of his Master?”


  “Yes, Master, I desire You with all my heart. Please, Master, remind Your slave of Your power, Your magnificence.”


  Narvain started to thrust again, little movements, barely rocking his hips so that he slid in and out less than an inch.


  It kept Rak on the edge. It was not enough to satisfy his magic-driven need, which forced him to beg for more, for completion, but at the same time, it was enough to keep him safely out of danger of death. This was a torture Narvain had often inflicted on his slave for hours on end, until he himself ached for completion.


  “Good, pet,” he said. “I am happy that my slave still loves his Master. But you are far away from me, pet, and that makes me unhappy.”


  Rak flinched. Narvain unhappy was never good. “Please forgive Your slave, Master.”


  “I can be convinced to forgive you, pet, but you must earn it.”


  “Anything, Master,” Rak moaned. “Please instruct Your slave on how to please You.”


  “First, meet my son, Neren.”


  Rak stared wildly at the blond youth, having forgotten he was even there.


  Neren smiled down at him and stroked his ringed penis.


  “Master,” Rak whimpered in acknowledgement.


  “That’s right, pet. Since I am not there with you, you will obey Neren in my place. He is your handler now, until you come home and kneel at my feet once more.”


  Narvain’s rich voice rolled through Rak’s nerves, the commands implanting themselves deep within his psyche. Rak flexed his hips, trying to encourage his Master to continue, but the man moved with him, denying easy relief.


  “Yes, Master. I will obey You, Master, and I will obey the handler You have given me. Thank You, Master, for allowing Your slave to please You.”


  “Good slave.” Narvain touched the rings again. “These rings are the visible, tangible reminder that you are owned by me once more. You shall not let anyone remove them. If anyone asks, you will tell them that you want them, that they please you. You do want them, don’t you, pet?”


  “Yes, Master, I want them. Thank You for Your kindness, Master.” Rak then gasped in pleasure as Narvain stopped his slow teasing and started pounding him. “Thank you, Master,” he moaned over and over, his body rocking in response to his use, increasing the pleasure of his user.


  Narvain roared as he came, thrusting as deeply as he could into Rak’s body as he deposited his seed.


  Rak cried out as he orgasmed in turn, spilling his seed over his own belly.


  “Good pet,” said Narvain. “Your body has pleased me.”


  As Rak shuddered in pleasure from the compliment, Narvain faded from view and the phallus within his body turned to stone once more.


  Neren pulled it out and pressed it to Rak’s lips. “Clean it, slave.” It was a test of his control over Rak, and they both knew it.


  Rak’s tongue emerged from between his lips, and he licked the marble carving clean. Traces of Narvain’s seed were still on it, confirming that the King of Zoth had truly been there.


  Neren made him lick the entire phallus spotless before he tucked it into the velvet-lined box. “King Narvain has reserved the right to place your collar back on your neck, but the lack of one does not make you any less a slave.”


  “Yes, Master,” whispered Rak.


  “My father enjoyed your body, pet,” continued Neren, clearly satisfied with the slave’s submissive response. “But now, it’s my turn, and you will please me as well as you pleased him or suffer. You’ll find that not only have I learned well from my father, I’ve made my own inventions to punish slaves.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Rak, still mentally locked into the familiar role of the submissive sex slave.


  It was mid-afternoon by the time Neren permitted Rak to leave, throwing his clothes at him with a disdainful sniff. The penis rings caught on the fabric of his wrap. Rak closed his eyes against the rush of shame and fear. What will Jisten think? What will he say?


  Dismissed, Rak exited the building, discovering that he hadn’t left the temple complex, though he had been moved, for the door he exited through was beside the gaol.


  Vyld came quickly at his mental call, and Rak pulled himself onto Vyld’s bare back before he urged the avtappi into a flat run. He’d had enough of this sun-scorched city.


  Vyld streaked down the road like greased black lightning. He sensed his rider’s misery and tried to run it out, tried to bring Rak into the dreaming with him. The barrier to the spirit world thinned and stretched closer, but they stayed just short of the point of no return.


  Rak ignored Scorth’s voice calling him, warning him.


  



  Chapter Nine: Aftermath


   


   


  All at once, Jisten’s sense of Rak’s peaceful slumber vanished, replaced with an avalanche of fear, loathing and misery. He snapped at Kordri to take over and strode to Rak’s suite. He’d thought it would prove to be another day terror, but the suite was empty of all but Tebber.


  “S’Rak went to the records hall this morning,” the servant reminded him. “He hasn’t come back yet, but I’m sure going through all that paperwork is a tedious business.”


  “Where’s Scorth?” asked Jisten. Surely the dragon would know what was going on. It troubled him that Rak had felt asleep when he wasn’t even here. Where else would the Loftoni slumber?


  “He went out, hunting, he said. Wild ox for your people.”


  Jisten nodded once. He wouldn’t be able to hear the dragon at such a distance if Rak were also far away. “Thank you.” He strode out with purpose in his stride. The stables. He would ride out on Zala and follow the bond.


   


  * * * *


   


  Zala let herself out the stall and pushed Kennit.


  He immediately saddled her.


  Vrema followed her sister but didn’t demand a saddle.


  Zala met Jisten outside the stable and stamped her hoof. She imaged a distance-blurring gallop.


  “Find S’Rak, girl,” Jisten said and swung up with easy grace.


  The two mares charged in pursuit of their pack stallion and the Thezomeh.


  Zala picked up the destination from Vyld and passed it on to Jisten, who knew a short cut.


  Vyld showed her that he was turning to gallop up the lake road, making it clear that he was slowing down but not because it was an uphill run, but out of a desire to allow the mares to catch up.


  Rak didn’t protest the slower pace, for he was too inwardly focused to notice.


  “The lake will be perfect to calm S’Rak,” Jisten said. He imaged a swim, twining intimately with Rak in the water, drying off, oiling.


  Zala ran faster. The Thezomeh needed this. She sent the image to Vyld, who agreed.


  Vyld cantered through the shallows just to see the water splash. Rak was calmer already, and Vyld’s enjoyment of the day helped him stuff his misery deep within.


  Zala let loose a happy squeal when she caught sight of Vyld. She imaged them galloping together, their riders swimming, mating.


  Rak picked up her sending, and he flared with misery and shame.


  Zala shook her mane and snorted in surprise.


  Vyld shared that his rider was unhappy, and he knew that Jisten always made Rak happy. So he was stubbornly ignoring Rak’s half-smothered desire to flee.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten felt Rak’s upsurge of unhappiness. Does my bondmate not want me here? His worry eased when Vyld slowed and turned toward them. He smiled and waved to Rak.


  Rak rode right up to him, not stopping until their knees touched. “Jisten,” he whispered, looking at him but not meeting his gaze. “Forgive me. I did not mean to pull you from your duties.”


  Jisten expertly twisted and seated himself on Vyld. He was behind Rak and stroked the clenched wings. “Forgive what?”


  Rak shuddered but did not answer.


  “Let’s swim.” Jisten nuzzled Rak’s neck.


  Rak’s wings unfurled and brushed against Jisten. “You are here now. Things are... better.” He glanced at the deep blue lake. “I have not your fortitude. That water is too cold to bear the thought of right now.”


  “Then, let me warm you,” Jisten breathed in Rak’s ear and drew him even closer.


  Rak pressed back into Jisten’s warmth. “Ai, I want you,” he said simply.


  “The lakeside grass is lush. There?” Jisten indicated a shady spot with his head, because his hands were busy stroking the undersides of Rak’s wings.


  Rak shivered, hopefully in delight. “Perfect.” He slid off Vyld, drawing Jisten with him. He kept his back to Jisten, caressing him with his wings.


  Jisten didn’t notice, but then, Rak didn’t disrobe completely and quickly. That struck him as odd. He shoved the thought aside and took off his shirt. Rak did turn to slide Jisten’s pants down and pay some attention to his cock and balls, but his own wrap was still on.


  Jisten spread his legs wider as he enjoyed the play of Rak’s lips and tongue on his package. He rested a hand on Rak’s head and gently pulled him toward his erection. When Rak obediently swallowed his cock, Jisten kissed the tops of Rak’s wings then rolled his tongue down along the edges of the spars.


  Rak mmm’d around Jisten’s cock, vibrating it in a most interesting manner.


  Jisten rolled his hips, thrusting into Rak’s hot, lusty throat.


  Jisten mmm’d back with his lips on Rak’s wing membrane. That vibration did as much for Rak as Rak’s had for Jisten. The sudden increased intensity of Rak’s mouth working him sent him over the edge, and he gasped in pleasure as Rak sucked him dry.


  Afterward, Rak pushed Jisten down onto the soft moss and massaged his wide shoulders.


  “I think my technique is lacking if you are waiting this long,” Jisten teased. “Or that day terror you had was particularly bad.”


  The sense of misery flared anew through their bond, and Rak ducked his head. “I want you in me, please?”


  Jisten rolled over and hugged Rak. “Tell me about it. Defang the terror by telling me.”


  Rak shook his head against Jisten’s shoulder. “I cannot. Please? I cannot.”


  “Shhh,” Jisten stroked Rak’s short hair. “You don’t have to.” He kissed the top of Rak’s head and moved behind the man. Who still had his wrap on. The oddness niggled at him.


  Once Jisten was in position, Rak slid his wrap off and pressed himself against Jisten’s cock. Jisten tried to reach around to Rak’s front with one hand while he stroked a wing with another. He discovered that Rak was tilted slightly on the ground, just enough to prevent his hand from reaching.


  Jisten withdrew his hand in confusion. He mentally shrugged and scratched wingbases with one hand and stroked along the spars with the other. But that oddness itched at his mind more and more. Rak was otherwise very cooperative and loving. When Jisten tried to cup Rak’s climax, again he found himself blocked.


  “S’Rak, what’s wrong?” Jisten was concerned now. He gently, but firmly, rolled his lover over.


  Rak closed his eyes and visibly steeled himself.


  Jisten first searched Rak’s face and then looked lower. “S’Rak? What? How? Why?” A pause as he studied the way the gold rings were embedded in his mate’s flesh, then, “Who do I need to kill?”


  Rak told Jisten what was clearly a carefully edited version of the events. He did not mention anybody by name or give Jisten any way to guess the abuser’s identity. And then, he said that he liked it, which Jisten flatly refused to believe, especially since Rak’s emotions told another story.


  “Tell me a name of who to kill,” Jisten pressed. He dared to touch, but his hand shook as he ran his finger along the rings.


  Rak made a small noise in his throat as he responded to Jisten’s touch. “I cannot. There is magic involved, love.”


  Jisten grew more distressed as he saw the rings bite into Rak’s flesh, and through the bond, he sensed pleasure along with the discomfort. “Have Zotien remove these immediately! Do you need some sort of sacrifice? Do you need my blood? I’ve seen you slice your palm. I’m willing if you need my blood.”


  “That is kind of you to offer, but since I am the petitioner, it is my blood that must be spilled.” Rak touched Jisten’s hand. “Love you,” he whispered. “I am sorry that I am so weak.”


  Jisten raised his tortured eyes to Rak’s. “How does this make you weak?”


  “I did not stop it. I begged for it. I could not help myself.” Rak was carefully not meeting his gaze. “He was there.”


  Jisten knew that there was only one he. He grabbed Rak’s shoulders. “What? Where? I’ll send the entire palace guard and Jethain the entire army to trap that monster! Quickly, S’Rak, where is he?” He shook the Loftoni slightly.


  “He was there, but he was not. Foul, evil magic...it was horrible, Jisten. Horrible.”


  Jisten embraced Rak, but he was trembling himself. “Forael. We’ll ask Forael to blast him to the center of the sun. Forael and Photas and Dethrian even if he isn’t combat trained...”


  Rak curled up in Jisten’s lap. “Ix, ix, leave it be. I do not want you hurt. I do not want him to find me again. If I do not go back to that place, I will be safe.”


  Jisten peppered the tips of Rak’s wings with kisses. “Back to what place? We’ll have Scorth flame it.”


  Rak shook his head. “Too close. That is too close.”


  “What is too close? Where did you go today? The Hall of Records like you said?” Rak froze in his arms, looking like a deer in the sights of a stooping dragon, and he had his answer. “All those records, what a conflagration that will be,” Jisten said.


  “You cannot do that,” said Rak. “Those records are vital to the state. You know this.”


  “Creepy, little, scrawny necks learned something that hideously evil. Fine, the records stay, the clerks will die on my sword.”


  Rak pressed against Jisten. “Do not kill them, Jisten. Please. I need you, Jethain needs you. Killing them is not worth your life.”


  Jisten stroked down Rak’s rustling wings. “You are worth everything, especially my life.”


  “I would rather you lived,” said Rak. He pulled back to look Jisten in the eye. “We are bonded. There is a baby. Your baby. Do nothing foolish.”


  “The baby! Is he all right?” Jisten covered Rak’s belly with a large hand and felt a healthy flutter.


  “Ai, the baby is well.” Rak stroked Jisten’s hand.


  “Are you feeling well enough? Does the baby take too much blood for you to spill any?” Jisten stroked Rak’s belly.


  “I am well enough,” Rak assured him.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak pulled Jisten’s head down into a kiss to stop the endless questions. Jisten’s embrace was warm and full. Jisten was everything Neren and Narvain weren’t.


  Jisten finished the kiss and looked up at the sky. “Do the moons have to be in a certain position to petition?”


  Rak pressed against Jisten, squeezing his firm butt cheeks. “Uhm, I do need to be at an altar,” he said with regret. “Otherwise, it only needs to be night.” He prayed Jisten would forget between now and fall of night.


  “What do you fear?” Jisten asked in a worried curiosity. “Why aren’t you dragging me to an altar? Why didn’t you go immediately? Will Zotien do something horrible to Karpos City?”


  “It is daytime,” said Rak patiently. “And...Jisten, I was willing.” He could feel the flush infusing his face at having to admit this.


  “Magic made you willing,” Jisten said with staunch loyalty. “Slave fires and magic. If there hadn’t been magic and slave fires, you would have slaughtered them both, so don’t deny it.”


  Rak felt his lover’s mind slam shut like a brick wall. He could tell the captain nothing to oppose this belief. “Jisten…” He hesitated then said softly, “Perhaps you are right.” He couldn’t bring himself to tell Jisten that he liked the pain.


  Jisten blew out a breath of relief. “You, Jethain and I need to become an inseparable trio. Mutual protection.”


  Rak cracked a smile. “His sockness thinks that we are too noisy.”


  “His sockness will have to get used to it. After I stuff some socks in his ears.”


  Rak drew Jisten’s head down for another kiss. When they came up for air, he asked, “Swim?”


  “Not too cold?” Jisten asked, truly concerned.


  “I think I could manage if I had a warm Valer to wrap myself with.”


  Jisten hefted Rak up and walked into the water with him. Then, he laid Rak out to float and swam under him. He could hold his breath an alarming amount of time.


  Rak shivered, until he grew concerned about Jisten. He reached down to pull the man up. He hated it when Jisten did that.


  Jisten grinned and kissed him. Then went underwater again, stroking his hands a hairsbreadth from the sensitive wing undersurface.


  Rak rocketed straight up with a gasp of shock. No matter how many times Jisten did that to him, he couldn’t seem to get used to it. The membranes were just that sensitive.


  Jisten enfolded him in warm arms and kissed him.


  Rak came back down and twined his legs with Jisten’s, his wings cupping around them.


  Sex in the water was as sweet as ever, and cuddling by their small fire afterward also had its charms.


  Rak fingered Jisten’s hair. It had fallen out of the braids during the swimming. “We have some time. Your hair needs my attention.”


  “Your wings need my attention, too,” Jisten said. “Which first?”


  “Hair first,” said Rak impishly, thinking that wing oiling led inevitably to sex, and sex might turn Jisten from his course. Rak purred as he combed out Jisten’s hair. He was as meticulous with Jisten’s hair as Jisten was with his wings. By the time he was done, Jisten’s hair was intricately and snuggly braided.


  Jisten’s eyes were closed and his pleasure thrummed through the bond.


  Rak’s hands fell to Jisten’s shoulders, and without being asked, he massaged them, relieving the tension.


  “Mmm, a massage, too?” Jisten asked. “What did I do to deserve this?”


  “You followed me here,” said Rak simply. “You could have, should have, continued your duties at the palace. Instead, you came to offer me comfort.” He did appreciate that, even if it had shamed him to allow Jisten to see the rings.


  “I love you,” Jisten said. “You come before almost everything.”


  Rak kissed the back of Jisten’s neck. “I love you, too.”


  “We’ll get that abomination off you, too,” Jisten said. “I don’t care if Zotien fries the records hall, even if you do.”


  “Now, it is your turn.” Rak spread his wings and flashed them in the corners of Jisten’s eyes.


  Jisten took extra care with the tops of Rak’s wings. “Perhaps I should wait on the undersides.”


  Rak looked back with puppy eyes. “Why?”


  Jisten stroked the scar on his face. “I wouldn’t want to cause you pain.”


  “I would rather have you than not.” Rak’s desire shone plainly. “A little pain is nothing next to the pleasure you give me.”


  “I shall attempt to overwhelm any and all pain,” Jisten said. He fingered the undersides and toyed with the mainsail edges.


  Rak made a happy noise. “You are such a tease.”


  Jisten laid Rak down on his back and spread out his wings. He ran his lips and tongue along every spar while his fingers oiled in the wake.


  Rak’s reaction was immediate, obvious and ringed. Pain flashed through the bond, followed by a wave of pleasure caused by the pain. The pain faded and only the pleasure remained.


  Jisten sat up. “S’Rak?”


  “Jiiisteeen,” whined Rak, “please do not stop. Feels so good.” He ignored his reaction to the pain and hoped his lover would drop it.


  “Tonight, this will be gone.” Jisten ran a finger down the rings before returning to the wings, still clearly troubled.


  Rak’s body writhed in reaction to that finger. He wasn’t about to admit that he liked the effects of the rings. His pure captain wouldn’t understand.


  



  Chapter Ten: Petition


   


   


  Okthεra Ligo, Dykaea Fεngari


  8th day, 1st week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Jisten took the longest he ever had with Rak’s wings. He did something unusual; he entered Rak while they were chest to chest. He pressed against Rak, as if hoping to soothe what he considered a torment to his lover. The rings pressed against his lower belly, adding a tactile pleasure for Rak, though Jisten didn’t seem to enjoy the sensation at all, given how he shifted about.


  Rak was as responsive as ever. And in this position, he used his lips and tongue on Jisten, everywhere he could reach. Jisten was a little too obviously relieved to climax.


  As soon as Rak came, Jisten pulled away from him. “It’s sunset. Let’s head for the altar.”


  Rak stretched slowly, still enjoying the aftermath of sex. “We should clean off and get dressed,” he finally said. “Then, perhaps we could go eat something? I am famished.”


  Jisten chewed his lip. “You do need to eat. A quick dip in the lake, then we head to Mother’s?”


  “Very well,” said Rak, secretly pleased. There was no way they’d get away from Despina before midnight mass. But he knew that was as long as he could possibly delay things. Not even his shame and fear would make him skip mass.


  Jisten hastily splashed water on himself and Rak. He dried off Rak’s back only. The wings never needed drying. A shake and they were done. He eased Rak’s wings through the slits while Rak was still putting on his pants.


  Rak was amused by Jisten’s haste. “No need to rush, my dear. Your mother is not expecting us, is she?” He pulled Trelo out of his pocket and sent the mastigi to Despina. She would take the lizard’s arrival as due notice.


  Zala and Vyld trotted over.


  Zala sniffed Rak head to toe, clearly wondering what was wrong with him that had her rider so upset.


  Rak fed her a piece of sausage and then vaulted lightly onto Vyld’s back. Rak let Vyld canter, but he resisted Jisten’s attempts to step up the pace, claiming that Despina needed some time to prepare.


  Despina met them at the front door, smiling broadly as she delivered the customary hugs and kisses to her good boys.


  “Mother, we don’t have a lot of time,” Jisten said. “S’Rak has to be at the altar at nightfall.”


  Rak rolled his eyes. “There is time enough,” he demurred.


  “Ach! Eat fast bad for belly! Bad for baby!” Despina ushered them in. “What wrong? What rush?”


  “Nothing is wrong,” Rak assured her, kissing her on both cheeks. “Jisten is just impatient.”


  Jisten ducked his head. “S’Rak should be at the altar, though, before midnight. We shouldn’t keep him from his other night duties. He has duties other than midnight mass.”


  Despina turned questioning eyes on Rak, who grinned and whispered, loudly, “Tonight is the conjunction of Tychys with Xrehnys in the dragon. Very sacred and a good omen for your people.” All very true and none of it had anything to do with why Jisten was impatient.


  “Ach! So smart, my good boy! I no keep long. We skip salad, appetizers, cheese and ravioli, eh? Right to ox!”


  “Skip ravioli?” Rak made his eyes huge and round. “I love your ravioli. I could live on your ravioli and never, ever get tired of them.”


  “Then I make more kinds,” Despina declared. “Tonight, cheese. I try spinach, I try river spider. Very tasty, royals say.”


  “Spider?” Rak raised an eyebrow then shrugged. He had lived in A’filozenoi long enough to try anything once and had eaten worse than spider to stay alive.


  “It’s best if you never see the river spiders,” Jisten said. “Once the meat is picked out, it is heavenly. But picking the meat out is not for the faint of heart.” He grinned. “Although Owain sucks the heads. Claims only the strongest warriors can do that.”


  Rak pecked Jisten’s cheek. “It sounds better than lichen, scorpion and cactus.”


  “It turns Lord Kion’s stomach when he does it. You can tell that they are feuding when Owain has whole river spider served at the royal dinner.”


  Rak laughed at that.


  “Cactus heart bland, but spice make good,” Despina said. “Scorpion? Lichen? Ach, survival food!”


  “It is tolerable with night wasp honey,” Rak assured her, skipping the difficulties involved in extracting said honey from the well-defended hive, the real reason the night wasp mead was so rare.


  Rak was unable to dawdle over his food as he wished, because his kironi hunger drove him.


  Jisten shoved the cannoli tray into Rak’s hands when Despina served it. “Off to the altar. We’ll each eat one and give the rest to Zotien.”


  Rak sighed and let Jisten shoo him out of the house. His appetite had been satisfied, so he could hardly put it off any longer.


  Jisten scratched on the dhelion’s door. Sunset was over, so the house was quiet.


  Rak groaned. He had expected a long, slow ride back to the palace.


  The dhelion answered the door because Elenna was bedding down her youngsters.


  “Worship here, eh?”


  “If that is okay?” asked Rak tentatively. “We can go back to the palace if it would disturb you?”


  Asfalea waved that aside. “No bother! Come! I like night worship.”


  “Uh,” Jisten said. “This is private.”


  Rak took a deep breath and let it out slowly. At least Jisten would spare him that.


  “Private?” The dhelion’s deep-set button eyes raked over Jisten first then Rak. She hissed. “Bah, more sex magic. This cling tight, not like before.”


  “Maybe we should go to the palace,” Jisten said and put his arm around Rak.


  Rak touched Jisten’s hand and told Asfalea, “My past continues to haunt me.”


  She nodded and stumped toward the altar. When she reached her chair, she sat in it. “Evil from past do that. Come back, like bad copper penny.”


  “Exactly so.” Rak turned to the altar and began a simple chant.


  Asfalea’s chin rested on her chest, and she snored softly.


  Rak could tell that the illusion of privacy made Jisten feel better. He also heard the snore. He set a cannoli on the offering plate and switched to the petition chant. At the appropriate time, he sliced his hand, adding blood power to his prayer.


  Jisten stayed close to his side, fidgeting.


  The blood and the cannoli were consumed in black fire as Zotien came to earth. His presence surrounded them and traceries of green lightning spread across the walls and ceiling.


  “Ask Him,” Jisten whispered.


  “My Lord,” started Rak, trying to find a way to word the request that didn’t violate Neren’s commands.


  “Go on, ask him,” Jisten urged.


  “I cannot,” said Rak at length. “You could.”


  “Lord Zotien, someone has bound S’Rak against his will! He can’t even speak of it! Please, release him!”


  Zotien materialized abruptly and ran His hands down Rak.


  The dhelion startled awake but remained on her throne.


  “I cannot do as you ask,” said Zotien. “My servant was willingly bound. Even now, he remains willing.”


  “What?” Jisten shouted. “You’re wrong! Si’Yeni! Help Lord Zotien!”


  Rak fell to his knees, overcome with shame. He had tried to tell Jisten. He was weak, unable to defy Narvain, and besides, the rings felt so good, comforting in the pleasure-pain they caused. “Forgive me, Lord,” he whispered. He knew that he shouldn’t have asked. He had been willing.


  The sunset flared before the stunned dhelion could murmur.


  “Not a proper petition,” Si’Yeni scolded Jisten like a mother with an errant child.


  Jisten knelt beside Rak and put his arm around him. “Lady, please. There is some kind of evil magic. It has fogged the Storm Lord’s sight. Please, help Him. Help us break this curse.”


  Si’Yeni reached out a hand to Zotien, who placed His hand in Hers. “My servant was willingly bound,” He said in vast sorrow.


  With her other hand, Si’Yeni brushed Rak. “Yes, he loved that man, gave himself freely at so deep a level that You cannot break it.”


  Zotien spared Jisten a sympathetic glance. “My servant wants it. He likes it. What right have I to deny him that? He does not even ask Me himself, he cannot, because he knows it would be a lie.”


  “No, it’s the magic,” Jisten said earnestly. “S’Rak is Loftoni, is Thezomeh. He wouldn’t willingly want such a thing.”


  Rak refused to look up at Jisten. “You are wrong, my love...I do.”


  “But, it’s just what happened to him,” Jisten continued in his earnest tone. “Just because he was willing after all those years as a sex slave, doesn’t mean he’s really willing now. Please release him.”


  “It is unfortunate that the one he willingly submitted to is a mage,” said Si’Yeni.


  “He remains willing,” said Zotien. “He reaffirmed that willingness today, not many years ago.”


  Rak had almost no resistance in the face of Narvain himself. Only twice had he ever defied the man, and both times, the lives of others had been on the line. “Forgive me,” he whispered, this time to Jisten.


  “Valer, are you denying your Loftoni?” Si’Yeni asked. “He is what is he is, not what you wish him to be, not what you have created in your mind.”


  Jisten tightened his arm around Rak. “No, My Lady, but...”


  “My Lord does not lie,” said Rak miserably. “I did submit to him. I could not help myself. He used no magic to coerce me. His presence was enough.”


  “You displease Me, Valer,” Si’Yeni said.


  Rak’s wings cupped around Jisten, and he focused on Si’Yeni. “My Valer meant no offense. Punish me, not him.”


  The sunset lightened. “Still you protect a Valer who has failed you. Should you change your mind, I will know. I will find another to serve you better.”


  “I will never change my mind,” said Rak fiercely.


  “Forgive me, Si’Yeni,” Jisten whispered.


  “Do not ask Me for forgiveness,” was the haughty reply, “until you have fully accepted your Loftoni as he is.”


  Rak’s fury redoubled, until Zotien put a hand on his shoulder. “Calm yourself, My servant. Do not interfere; it is not your place. You serve Me, not Si’Yeni. She has a right to punish Her followers as She wishes.”


  Jisten hung his head. “I love S’Rak. I will fight for him and die for him.”


  Rak closed his eyes and forced himself to calmness. But his wings didn’t relax from their guarding position. “I love you, Jisten. More than life itself.”


  “Men! Always it is die this and die that!” Si’Yeni fumed.


  “And why not?” asked Zotien. “Life is but a fleeting span of time, and there is much power in the willing sacrifice of a man.”


  “Dying is easy. Live for your Loftoni, foolish Valer. Do the hardest work of living for him, fighting for him, learning about him and accepting what you wish wasn’t true. Until then, you are a paper soldier. You have much to do, Valer, much.” She faded abruptly, as sunsets sometimes do.


  Rak blew a raspberry in her general departed direction. “Deities!” he spat, ignoring that Zotien was still standing right there.


  “Uhm,” Jisten clutched Rak even tighter and looked toward Zotien with such apprehension that Rak felt it through their bond.


  The Lord of Night threw back His head and laughed. Thunder boomed across Valer Square, and it began to rain. Not because the Storm Lord was displeased, but simply because He was there. Zotien vanished in a swirl of black fire.


  “Need rain, eh?” Asfalea said placidly.


   


  Duty always came before personal desire in Rak’s life. So it was that shortly before Kynetha’s rising, he and Betrin met and headed toward the rendezvous spot.


  “Always a chance fer ambush, mi’lord, but I be thinkin’ not,” Betrin said to Rak.


  Rak almost smiled. “If they try it, they will not survive the experience.” He would welcome a good fight. Even a fight as one-sided as this would likely be. Rak knew exactly when the larger moon would rise, and he and Betrin were on time.


  “These men be not trustin’ me, mi’lord. But they be sayin’ they support the prince. And you bein’ his brother, well, they be givin’ you a chance.”


  They reached the grove of trees made famous by the death of a bandit, and Vyld’s ears pricked to the right. The avtappi could both hear and smell the horses hidden from view. Rak patted his shoulder. “Sa’sa. If these men attack me, then you may eat their horses.”


  Betrin gave them a wide-eyed glance, as if he was not sure that Rak was serious, but he didn’t ask.


  Vyld nickered in a suspiciously laugh-like manner.


  Rak could tell that there were men waiting in the trees. “I assume these are the men we are looking for?” Rak entered the grove. “Trees. Why does it always have to be trees?”


  “Beggin’ yer pardon? Be ye philosophizin’ ‘bout trees now?”


  “Why can we not meet in an open field where everyone can see everything?”


  “These be careful men, mi’lord.”


  “Very careful,” said Riadan. “Nice of you to be on time.”


  “This be the dark priest,” Betrin said. “He be called S’Rak by those wishin’ to be polite. This be Riadan, mi’lord.”


  “Night’s blessing upon you and upon our meeting,” said Rak, gaze fixing on the young soldier who stood before him.


  “Ah, thank you.” Riadan appeared taken aback by the priest’s blessing.


  “He be savin’ the prince’s life, as I said,” Betrin told Riadan.


  “You support our prince, demon?” asked Riadan, disbelief etched into his posture.


  “He is my brother,” Rak said, as if that explained everything. “If I am a dhemion, then rest assured, I am his dhemion.”


  The wry humor of Rak’s words did more to convince Riadan than any dissertation about slavery and the gods would have. “The prince and Captain Jisten treated us well, but they can’t be everywhere. Virien found a way to drum us out of the army. Would have collared us, but we escaped that fate,” Riadan said.


  “And now you do what?” asked Rak. “Hang about in taverns? Why have you demanded my presence?”


  “We hire out as escorts for travelers, sometimes the lords have problems with raids and need extra help,” Riadan said. “And we’re not above honest labor with our hands. But not mercs.” He gave Betrin a hard look.


  “You hire yourselves out and think you are not mercs?” Rak laughed. “How is labor with a sword different from labor with a hammer? Both are skills that can be sold.”


  “We don’t ambush men, cut their throats for money. And we would never attack the prince.”


  “You are equating bandits with mercenaries. They are not the same. Mercenaries have a guild. Of course, so do thieves.” Rak made a wry face. “Betrin has paid for his error.”


  “We have a common interest in supporting the prince, it seems,” Riadan said.


  “I do not have an interest in supporting the prince. I am supporting the prince. With my life if necessary.”


  “Perhaps with our help, you wouldn’t have to give your life,” Riadan said.


  “Betrin is my man. Do you understand this? He is sworn to me.” Rak looked out for his own. He’d hire these men but only if Betrin was in command.


  Riadan held out a hand palm up. “You trust him, not just as a high priest but as a soldier? Then, so do we.”


  “I do trust him.” Rak covered Riadan’s hand. “The Lord of Night leads the Outlaw Hunt, and all those sworn to me are subject to His Laws. If he breaks his oath to me, he will become the quarry of the hunt. No one has ever escaped the hunt.”


  In the silence that followed, Rak glanced between the two men. “The unsavory reputation of Betrin’s Band of Mercenaries is a shield you can use. Virien, and those who oppose the prince, would never think that Jethain’s supporters would be found in such an outfit. Do you understand what I am saying?”


  “You trust him. We follow him. And we all work to save the prince.”


  “Exactly so. And I will see to it that you are well funded.” Rak paused then said, “Betrin, I will need a list of necessary supplies. They will need uniforms—and register them with the guild this time, hmm?”


  “I be doin’ that, mi’lord.” Betrin exchanged nods with Riadan.


  Rak oozed satisfaction. “Excellent. Now, one last thing. Chain of command. Betrin, if I am not available due to being captured, incapacitated or dead, you report to Captain Jisten. If he is not available, you report directly to Prince Jethain. Failing that, pray to the gods to help us.”


  “The captain knows Betrin?” Riadan asked, eyes intent on Rak.


  “Ai, the captain was there when Betrin swore his oath to me.” Rak’s look at Riadan was hard.


  “Jisten is on our side,” Riadan said. “Sworn to serve Jethain unto death. We’re hoping to forestall that.”


  “So am I,” muttered Rak.


  “Then, we’ll try to forestall that as well.” Riadan smiled.


  Rak didn’t correct him.


  They set up a means of passing messages, through the innkeeper at the guards’ tavern.


  Rak left Betrin to get acquainted with his new company. Band of mercenaries, indeed.


  



  Chapter Eleven: Cupcake


   


   


  Єnatεra Ligo, Dykaea Fεngari


  9th day, 1st week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Seaday, the 10th of Xrehnmon


   


  Jisten hurried out of his office, on his way to meet Rak for their planned lunch meeting. When Jisten arrived at the guest suite, only slightly winded, he discovered that Rak wasn’t there. The Loftoni had at least left him a note, in legible, if slightly crude, Koilathan, that said Bharis had asked him to come to the stable. Jisten knew that Rak had made himself fully available to Bharis as an animal healer, so he wasn’t entirely surprised.


  Kordri and Sedrael were covering for him this afternoon, and there were no audiences or petitions scheduled, so he had the time.


  He was almost at the stables when Kazia joined him, dressed in what she thought passed for a riding habit. She greeted him warmly and walked beside him the rest of the way.


  Jisten knew that Rak could be in any of the twelve horse barns that stood in neat rows on two sides of the stable yard. The palace was on the third side and the curtain wall on the fourth. The gardens were all on the other side of the palace.


  A passing stable boy saw Jisten emerge from the palace and held up four fingers. Jisten nodded his thanks and headed for barn four, the second of the barns used by the nobles. Owain claimed the first two barns for his own mounts. Jethain and Jezrey kept their horses in the second rank of barns, claiming that they preferred the proximity to the horse pastures rather than the stable yard. Barn four was the first barn across the yard. Nobles who weren’t of sufficient rank for space in barn three kept mounts here as did guests of the palace.


  Kazia’s horse would also be in barn four, he knew, so he offered an arm and escorted her across the yard with as much gallantry as he could muster. When Jisten walked into the barn, he found Rak and Bharis working with a nervous colt who’d run afoul of a wire fence. Rak was holding the horse’s head with his hands, calming it, while Bharis cut the wire away.


   


  * * * *


   


  Kazia traipsed into the barn with a happy squeal of a giggle and called out, “Oh, Cupcake, look what I brought you!” She held aloft a piece of cake loaded with pink frosting.


  The injured colt flung his head out of Rak’s hands, squealing in panic at the sudden onset of flapping lace and shrilling shout. He tried to bolt but was still tangled in half a fence.


  A portly palomino stuck her head over the half door of the first stall and nickered eagerly. Bharis had stabled the mare in the first stall to prevent the vapid woman from going any further into his domain.


  Rak and Bharis recaptured the colt before he could do himself further injury. Rak soothed the young racer and led him further into the barn and away from Kazia. They pulled the last bit of wire off the colt and Rak went into his healing trance, repairing the damage that the young idiot had done to himself.


  Once the colt was out of danger, Bharis turned to Kazia and groaned, “M’lady, please don’t.”


  But he spoke too late. Cupcake was eagerly eating the monstrosity, covering her muzzle in pink frosting.


  Kazia batted her eyelashes at the stable master. “Oh, Bharis, you’re so old-fashioned. She likes it.”


  Rak shook his head as the mare ate the cake. He’d healed this mare of colic twice already, and now, he knew why. “And if your servants liked Erimian wine, would you allow them to drink it?”


  “Messy girl!” Kazia giggled. She pulled out a pink lace handkerchief and wiped the horse’s muzzle. “Isn’t that better, sweetie?” She kissed the mare’s cheek and left a sticky pink lip print herself. Then, she acted like she had just noticed the dark priest. “What?” Kazia was very bad at faking her surprise at seeing Rak. “Oh, what are you doing here?”


  “Working, my lady. This colt was badly mistreated and needs to be retrained.”


  Said colt sidled and bared his teeth.


  Rak soothed him with a touch. As Kennit walked by, Rak muttered, “Let me guess. The golden leather saddle with the red highlights is hers?”


  “Pink!” Kazia sniffed. “Can’t you see my outfit?”


  Kennit scrambled for the pink-highlighted tack. “Both are hers,” he mumbled to Rak.


  “Give him cake,” Kazia pronounced. She pushed up into the colt’s face and offered it a last bit of pink icing. “Here, horsie!”


  The colt squealed, again flinging his head and baring teeth.


  Rak had to turn away from the lady to calm the horse. Once he calmed the colt again, Rak shook his head and said irritably, “Less cake and more exercise is what your mare needs, lest she founder.” He gave Jisten a look that he hoped would be interpreted as a request to get this vapid creature away from him.


  “Founder? But I love her!” Kazia carried on like love could cure a horrible diet and lack of exercise. “Oh, poor baby,” she told the colt. She had not backed away from the squealing colt like a sensible person would have.


  “I haven’t seen your pink tack,” Jisten said, responding to Rak’s wordless plea by trying to distract her and guide her away from the high-strung colt. “Let’s see it on Cupcake.”


  “My dear Jisten, I have a way with animals. I can help him!” She pushed cake at the colt’s muzzle again.


  This time, the colt reared up, pawing at the air.


  Rak chose to display his power, hoping it would frighten her off as well as help him with the colt. A black nimbus, laced with green, surrounded him as he charmed the horse, pressing against the chocolate shoulder, stroking the arched neck. He was singing to the finely conformed racer now, the soft Okyran words holding the colt’s attention on the priest.


  “See?” Kazia said, taking credit for Rak’s efforts. “He likes me.” She pushed icing onto the colt’s nose.


  Lulled by Rak’s soothing hands and voice and power, the colt ignored her and her cake.


  The colt nudged the priest, but Rak had had enough of Kazia. He broke off his song to hiss in Okyran, “Jisten, please get her away.” Then, he had to start singing again as the colt shifted restlessly.


  “Oh, you did a fine job, Lady Kazia,” Jisten lied smoothly. “Look, your mare misses you and is terribly jealous. Let’s go see her tacked up.”


  Kazia clamped onto Jisten. “You’re so right.” She allowed the captain to guide her back to the front of the barn.


  Rak wiped the colt’s nose as soon as Kazia turned away and offered some baby carrots stolen from the king’s table. He led the colt into its stall and checked the water. Then, he poured the grain into the feed bucket and spread the hay flakes into the manger.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Do help Kennit tack her up, Jisten. Cupcake likes you.” Kazia’s voice was relaxed into its normal bubbly tone, but it still carried. “And then, you can go riding with me. Wouldn’t that be grand? Just like old times.”


  When the mare’s girth strap proved to be too short, Jisten tried hard to keep from smirking.


  Kennit brought him another extension then asked, “Shall I go tack up your mare, sir?”


  “Sure.” Jisten grinned at Kennit. He figured that Cupcake would take one look at Zala and refuse to have anything to do with her.


  “A mare?” asked Kazia in surprise. “What happened to Jughead?”


  “He’s fine. Kordri is riding him now,” Jisten said.


  “You gave up Jughead?” Kazia was aghast. “How could you do that? That horse loved you!”


  Jisten ducked his head and checked the much extended girth. “Kordri, uhm, loves him too,” he mumbled.


  Kennit made short work of tacking Zala up.


  Jisten smiled as the avtappi lifted her tail and frisked down the stable row toward him.


  Cupcake reacted to the approaching avtappi by breaking out into a sweat and whinnying. Her every whinny was met with coos and absurd reassurances from Kazia, seemingly oblivious to the forming lather on the pale golden hide.


  Kazia turned to say something to Jisten and then shrieked, “What is that?” Her eyes were glued on the crimson-eyed grey mare.


  Zala stopped prancing and her ears went back as she whuffled in the scent of nervous, sweating horse. She had a predator’s instincts, and Cupcake was evoking them strongly.


  Jisten lost his small smile as he realized the danger. “No, that’s a friend, not a plump rabbit.”


  Zala’s head lowered, and she pawed the clay. Her nostrils flared, and she had a look in her eye.


  Vyld came trotting over. He’d let himself out. He snorted, slowed and appeared to also be stalking the fat mare.


  Zala and Vyld were hungry, and that plump mare was making all the right noises.


  The fat mare made ridiculous protests, pulling against the lead rope tied to the bar, a standard procedure during the tacking process.


  The situation was made worse by Kazia’s shrieks and ineffective attempts at calming her horse.


  Vyld linked to Zala. The prey was large, so cooperative hunting was called for. The two avtappi stalked the mare, intent graven in their postures.


  Jisten realized that he was in over his head. “S’Rak!”


  “My poor Cupcake! Help her!” Kazia sobbed, throwing her arms around Jisten. “Do something,” she wailed, preventing Jisten from doing anything other than deal with her.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak came out of the colt’s stall, curry comb in hand, as the panicking mare threw all of her weight against the lead rope. It gave way, and she bolted, trailing the frayed rope as she galloped heavily out of the barn.


  Both Vyld and Zala started after her, but Rak held up a hand, reinforcing the gesture with power. “Stay. We do not eat horses. You know this. Manners, manners.”


  Vyld and Zala held. They were well trained, battle blooded. But they made their unhappiness, and their hunger, known to the priest.


  “Sa’sa,” said Rak. “We will hunt something more appropriate than a fat mare who eats cake.”


  “Fat?” Kazia flared up. “She’s beautiful! Not some fanged monstrosity!”


  Vyld and Zala squealed in unison, and Jisten bridled. “Kazia!”


  “They understand what you just said, Lady Kazia,” said Rak.


  She immediately wilted at Jisten’s disapproval and even got tears in her eyes. She continued to cling to the captain.


  Jisten looked very uncomfortable, but he was also very trapped.


  Kazia continued to sniffle. “What’s going on?” she demanded.


  “I’ll explain it to you later.” Jisten tried to disengage Kazia. “Now, let’s collect Cupcake.”


  Rak stalked out in pursuit of Cupcake. It took him less than a minute to retrieve her. He led her back in, stroking her soft pink nose.


  Cupcake was used to getting anything that she wanted, including inappropriate things. She was not a bad horse, just spoiled. But Cupcake adored Rak with his marvelous hands, soft voice and sweet healing power that banished the horrible belly pain.


   


  * * * *


   


  While Kazia waited for Cupcake to be captured, Bharis walked up to her.


  He told her quietly, “That S’Rak, he is easy to misjudge, but he loves th’ horses. He’s healed your Cupcake twice already.”


  Kazia stared at Bharis with wide, startled eyes. She saw Rak lead Cupcake back into the barn and rushed up to her mare. “Cupcake!” she shrieked.


  Rak gave the mare’s nose a last pat and offered the reins. “She was sampling the roses. I advised her to stick to the pink ones.”


  The conflicting information about the dark priest confused her. “Uhm, thank you,” she said.


  “You are welcome.”


  She smiled uncertainly, confusion plain on her open face.


  Jisten smiled at her and helped her onto her mare. “Go with Kennit on the garden path. It will calm her. I’ll stay here.”


  Kazia ambled off on Cupcake. Her mission was a failure, and she was all a-flutter.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak moved on to the next horse Bharis had asked him to look at. He muttered, “Cake! Of all the stupid things to feed a horse.”


  Jisten said lamely, “She has a good heart.”


  “So I have been told.” Rak knelt to inspect the gelding’s injured leg.


  Jisten sighed. “It’s hard, you know, having a good friend at odds with my lover.”


  Rak glanced at him and then told him about the conversation he’d overheard.


  “Kazia is easily manipulated and far too trusting,” said Jisten, frowning in thought. “I wish I knew who she was talking to. Well, don’t worry about Kazia. I’ll take care of her.”


  “And I’ll take care of Cupcake,” replied Rak sweetly. He had plans. Now that he knew what the problem was, he was going to take a crack at fixing it.


  Anxiety flashed across Jisten’s face, but he shook his head. “What am I worried about? I know you would never hurt a horse.”


  Rak finished with the gelding and rejoined Jisten in the aisle. “Shall we ride?”


  “Yes!” Jisten was obviously more than happy to change the subject. He returned to his disgruntled mare.


  Zala imaged chasing an impossibly fat deer with a palomino hide.


  “S’Rak, I believe our avtappi want a hunt.”


  “There is no such thing as a palomino deer,” Rak told the two sets of pricked, eager equine ears. Zala had broadcast her image so strongly that he’d had no trouble seeing it, too.


  



  Chapter Twelve: Breeding


   


   


  Rak was hot, sweaty and irritable. It wasn’t the heat, per se, for he was used to far higher temperatures. It was the humidity. The heavy wetness of the air sapped him of strength and vitality and made even the simplest of things into a chore. Even the avtappi had been sluggish on the hunt, though they’d taken down several rabbits and a mated pair of boar.


  After seeing to the needs of his steeds and giving Jisten a lingering kiss, Rak had headed back to the suite, looking forward to a long, cold soak, if cold water could even be had in the palace at this hour of the day. He considered turning back around and heading to the ice lake, for that water was truly cold, rather than lukewarm, but it was across the whole city, on the other side of the river, not convenient at all, and he was too tired to contemplate the trip.


  Rak stripped his sweat-soaked garments off as he made his way into the bathroom. Bare skinned, but for his wrap, he had just turned the lever to fill the marble tub with cold water from the roof cisterns when he felt the all-too-familiar call of the summoning whistle. Hasaviz! Rak moaned in despair. Sweet Night, not now. Not today. I cannot bear it.


  Resolving to fight the summons for as long as he could, Rak took a deep breath and pulled himself into the tub. He had to cool off, and besides, he was dirty and he stank of avtappi and dried blood from the hunt. Not enough to attract the katrami but enough to offend his nose. Hasaviz should thank him for delaying in order to bathe. Somehow, though, he doubted that would happen, and as he contemplated the slave trainer’s displeasure over his delay, Rak started to wash himself faster. At least, the water was nicely cool, if not as cold as the ice lake.


  Rak finished his quick wash-up, dried himself, and pulled his slave tunic out of the chest he’d hidden it in. For a moment, he knelt there, before that chest, the tunic in hand and his head bowed. He’ll see the rings. Night only knows what he’ll think of that. What he’ll do…Rak fretted over Hasaviz’s inevitable reaction. There was no way the slave trainer would ignore the rings that now encircled Rak’s package.


  The summons continued to tug at him, but Rak stubbornly took his time, smoothing the thin green fabric before looping the yellow binding cords around his waist like a belt. He tugged at the lower hem of the tunic, making sure that the flap covered him completely. Next he covered himself with his largest bad-weather cloak, even though it was far too hot for such. Only his bare feet were visible as he slipped out of his suite and into the servant’s corridors unobserved. Head down, he raced for Hasaviz’s office, trying to ignore the servants who saw him.


  He trotted around a corner only to be confronted with an armored mountain of a man blocking the passageway. The soldier was not wearing the palace colors of green and gold, but Virien’s purple and gold. Rak flattened himself against the wall to let the private guard pass.


  Thaxor stopped and turned toward him. “Well, hello, sex slave. Where are you going in such a hurry, I wonder?”


  “I have been summoned,” said Rak flatly. “Leave me be or answer to your betters.”


  “Insolent slave!” Thaxor slapped Rak hard enough to rock him back, causing Rak’s head to hit the stone wall behind him and his cloak to fall open, revealing his scanty attire. Thaxor grabbed the binding belt around Rak’s waist and pulled Rak hard against him. “I don’t want to leave you be, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me, sex slave.” Thaxor pulled up on Rak’s tunic until Rak’s groin was exposed. “What’s this, slave?” Thaxor’s hard, callused hand reached down and fondled Rak roughly, fingering the rings. “Ahh, very nice. M’lord Chancellor will enjoy playin’ with these.”


  “Hasaviz is expecting me,” hissed Rak, trying to twist out of Thaxor’s grip but to no avail. The huge man had him caught fast.


  “That’s your problem, slave,” sneered Thaxor. He squeezed Rak’s balls in his huge hand.


  Rak quickly considered his limited options. Escape had failed. Killing Thaxor, while satisfying, would have certain repercussions Rak didn’t care to face. Although, since they were alone in the corridor right now, it was possible that he would get away with it, so to speak. But cold-blooded murder? Did Thaxor deserve that? Rak left that option for now. It was a last-resort move.


  What that left was…submission. As much as it galled him to give this man anything, Rak realized his fastest way out of this trap, and hence to Hasaviz’s office, was to give Thaxor what he wanted.


  While Rak thought, Thaxor busied himself. He pulled the cloak off completely, dropping it to the floor. He tugged and squeezed Rak’s parts until Rak was not only erect but stimulated enough to dry hump against Thaxor’s hand. Then, Thaxor’s hand reached between Rak’s legs, and a single finger thrust up into Rak.


  Rak gasped, back arching and wings flaring.


  “Like that, doncha, slave?” Thaxor’s finger crooked inside Rak, eliciting another gasp.


  Just as well I have decided to submit, Rak thought dryly to himself, because I do not think—his train of thought broke off when Thaxor jammed another finger into him, the two fingers thrusting up hard and fast. Rak moaned, his legs spreading. “Use me, please.”


  Thaxor laughed. “No.” He withdrew his hand, spun Rak around and pushed the smaller man down the corridor. “M’lord Hasaviz is expecting you, slave.”


  Rak’s legs were trembling from the strength of his need, the surging slave fires that were his true master. No matter what he did in life, no matter how great his accomplishments, or his rewards, it always came back to this: the implacable demands of the slave fires which forced him to abandon all dignity and pride and beg like the lowest sex slave in the crudest tavern in the Riverlands. And here, in a sun land, he knew his continued freedom was only a matter of courtesy. Even as he cursed himself for begging Thaxor, he knew he’d do it again in an instant if it meant the man would relent and give him what he so desperately needed.


  But no, Thaxor was now pushing him down the corridor, his hard grip now in the small of Rak’s back as he forced Rak to march ahead of him. Two servants slipped by, and both men gaped at the sight of Rak’s erect, ringed cock bobbing along before him. But Thaxor’s looming presence was enough to cause them to pass on by without comment or groping.


  Rak was actually happy to see the back door to Hasaviz’s office. In a way, that bothered him most of all. Have I been brought so low that I view a session with the slave trainer with relief? He pushed the door open, acutely aware of Thaxor coming in behind him.


  The opening door set off a bell, alerting the slave trainer to their entry. Hasaviz appeared a moment later.


  “Found this slave running through the servant corridors, sir,” said Thaxor. “Thought I’d escort him the rest of the way.”


  Hasaviz smirked as he approached, his gaze on Rak’s ringed member. “Of course, that’s fine,” he told the guard with a distracted air. “You can have your turn with him after I’m done.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Thaxor let go of Rak and stepped back, leaning against the wall.


  Hasaviz gripped Rak’s erect shaft. “It’s nice to see you properly ringed, slave. Did you enjoy seeing your owner again?”


  “How did you know?” gasped Rak, his head jerking up as he stared at Hasaviz in shock. Of all the reactions he’d imagined, this wasn’t even one he’d remotely considered.


  Hasaviz tugged hard and snapped, “Mind your manners, slave!”


  “Forgive me, Master,” said Rak, quickly, to cover his lapse. “I was just startled, Master.”


  “Lord Neren accompanied me back here. How stupid are you, slave? Did you think Neren had just magically appeared?”


  Rak flushed and dropped his gaze. He hadn’t really thought about it at all. But in hindsight, it should have been obvious. Hasaviz had even told Rak that he’d just returned from a trip to the Riverlands, after all.


  Hasaviz stroked Rak’s ringed package, inspecting the fit with his hand. “Very nice,” he purred. “Just the right amount of bite,” he added, referring to the way each ring pressed into Rak’s erection. “Did Thaxor excite you, pet? It’s unlike you to approach me already erect, but I do appreciate it.”


  “Yes, Master,” Rak said quietly, still not looking up. He made no effort to dissemble; he knew Hasaviz’s experienced eye could see all the little signs of his need.


  “From now on, I want you to present yourself to me erect,” commanded Hasaviz as he cupped then rolled Rak’s balls.


  “Yes, Master,” replied Rak, the only safe thing to say. Without a trace of shame, he switched to Zafirin and begged, “Master, I humbly beg for permission to impale myself upon your mighty spear.”


  Hasaviz smiled at Rak and gave his balls a rewarding squeeze. “And what will you do once I’ve impaled you upon my mighty spear?”


  “Whatever Master wants,” said Rak instantly. That must have been the right thing to say, for Hasaviz pushed Rak to his knees and bared his crotch.


  “Prepare me, pet.”


  Rak kissed both balls then the base of the semi-erect cock then the head. He wrapped his tongue around the shaft and swept upward, stimulating the sensitive skin and drenching it with his slippery saliva.


  The Riverlands mages who’d created the slave potions had put a lot of thought and effort into their work. Via this magic, Rak’s tongue had elongated and grown almost prehensile to better give pleasure to his users, while his saliva was able to stimulate, invigorate and lubricate his users.


  Rak would never know which effects came from which potions, but the net effect was that his whole body had been tuned to be the perfect sexual instrument.


  Rak finished his thorough stimulation of Hasaviz’s cock by kissing then tonguing the piss slit. A moment later, his lips slid over the slave trainer’s large, crested head. Rak cradled the glans on his tongue as his lips sealed around it. He sucked gently, glancing up at Hasaviz for approval.


  Hasaviz stroked his hair, petting Rak like a dog, as he thrust his cock more fully into Rak’s mouth.


  Rak sucked the length of the pole into his mouth until the head of the spear was rubbing up against his gag reflex. He popped the cock past that point with a practiced swallow, quickly pushing it the rest of the way in, until his nose was buried in Hasaviz’s dark curls and the trainer’s balls were slapping his chin. Sealing his lips around the base of Hasaviz’s thick weapon, Rak hummed, vibrating the length of the shaft from base to point.


  “Oh, good slave. Good slave, that’s how you show your love for your Master,” Hasaviz exclaimed in pleasure above him, the trainer’s hands clawing into Rak’s skull.


  Rak sucked on the backstroke, just far enough so that he could breathe in, before sinking back down to the base and humming again. Hasaviz’s whole body tensed, and Rak backed off until only the head of the trainer’s cock was in his mouth. It felt like the cock was simply exploding with seed, there seemed so much of it, so fast. Rak swallowed rapidly, sucking hard on the head to milk out every drop.


  After a last swipe of his tongue, Rak settled back on his heels, letting the now-limp cock fall from his mouth. “Thank you, Master.”


  “You’re welcome, pet.” Hasaviz beamed down at Rak in a way that made Rak’s stomach twist in despair.


  Surely this is the nadir, thought Rak.


  Then, Hasaviz picked up a slave hood and Rak realized anew that yes, things could always get worse.


  “Get on the couch,” continued the trainer. “On your back, legs spread.”


  Rak didn’t even resist Hasaviz’s command. He simply obeyed by climbing onto the couch, assuming the requested position and waiting.


  The first thing the trainer did was restrain Rak’s limbs. Wrists and ankles were buckled into heavy leather cuffs. Hasaviz stroked Rak’s slight belly bulge with a knowing hand and a hard look. “Before we get started here, you will tell me, how is it that you carry this child still, with the sire dead?”


  Rak pursed his lips and did not answer. He wouldn’t betray Jisten. It wasn’t going to happen. The control spell twisted in like a knife in the gut, sending waves of paralyzing agony through him. The harder he fought, the worse the pain became, but Rak grimly hung onto his resolve, focusing all of his considerable willpower on not answering.


  A finger rubbed against his pucker, Rak gasped sharply and tried to twist away, but he was restrained and could not escape.


  Hasaviz’s finger circled Rak’s opening with a feather-light touch that had Rak keening in reaction. “You will answer the question,” snarled Hasaviz. His fingertip pressed against Rak’s rosebud but didn’t press forward, something Rak desperately wanted it to do.


  Rak was consumed with need. The fires, which had been bad enough before, had only increased in scope and fury with the blowjob, and now, they peaked in vicious levels of torment as Hasaviz toyed with him. With a soft whimper, Rak broke completely. “Jisten petitioned the All Mother to adopt the babe, Master. The Goddess granted his prayer, and used Her magic to make the babe completely his, and not Murson’s, even the kironi bond transferred.”


  Hasaviz threw his head back and roared with laughter.


  Rak writhed in agony, testing his bonds yet again. Desperation caused him to burst out, “Please, Master, stop teasing me! Fuck me hard, make me know I am yours!”


  Hasaviz slapped Rak’s cock hard against his belly. “Shut up, slave. I will use you when and how I see fit. Do not ever dictate to me.”


  The trainer took two balls of beeswax and inserted them into Rak’s ears, pressing to spread them out. The sound of his own breath, rasping in his throat, was now incredibly loud. He could even hear the racing beat of his heart. Too fast, he knew. The end was near. Philosophically, this didn’t bother him as much as he knew it should. Rak opened his mouth to accept the large, leather gag, then all vision was cut off as Hasaviz pulled the hood over his head. Rak was still able to breathe, he found, for his nostrils were clear of obstruction, and he could also draw breath through a bore-hole in the gag.


  Rak felt his head being lifted so the hood could be buckled securely into place. He was cocooned in a surreal, dark world. No sound and no vision remained to him. All he had was touch, and he acutely felt everything that was done to him, the sensations magnified a hundred fold by the removal of his other senses. Something hard and large, unyielding, and not living, was pushed into Rak’s opening. The texture of it was smooth, it was cool, almost cold, until the heat of Rak’s body warmed it, and it bore a series of ridges that were popped past his anal ring one by one until Rak was writhing in absolute revulsion, and lust…Rak felt his erection banging against his belly as he squirmed.


  Soft hands, female hands, stroked his body and Rak stilled, trembling in fear. He could feel himself losing his erection, but then, the toy in his ass was expertly tweaked, and Rak gasped in renewed desire. He wailed in grief and helpless need as the woman mounted him and rode him, and all the while, someone, probably Hasaviz, played with the tool rammed so deeply inside him.


  When she was done with him, the unknown person continued to torment him by sliding the object in and out of him, in an obscene parody of sex. The object didn’t pull out very far, but just enough so that when it was shoved back in, it rubbed against Rak’s prostate, sending a wild surge of pleasure through him and, incidentally, renewing his erection. The woman, assuming it was the same one, mounted him again and rode him again, until Rak had given her a second load of seed.


  This time, once the woman was off him, the tool was removed but with excruciating slowness. Rak gained a very intimate knowledge of each and every ridge and bump on the object as it was slowly dragged out of his rectum. Its absence left an aching void, and deep in need, for the woman had done nothing for his fires, Rak cried out for it to be filled. He moaned through the leather gag, unable to beg aloud, he lifted his hips up instead, begging with his body.


  



  Chapter Thirteen: Further Play


   


   


  A cold, wet rag was applied to Rak’s groin, and his package was roughly washed. The harsh fabric scraped against his flesh and caught on the fine chains between his rings, pulling on them painfully.


  Rak pushed his hardening cock more firmly into the washrag, begging for more the only way he could. The wet rag bathed his balls, tugging at them, shifting them, once even yanking them, and all Rak could do was moan in enjoyment and continue to entice with his body.


  Two pairs of hands grasped Rak’s ankles as the leather cuffs were undone. Rak’s legs were then lifted and pushed up toward his head, curving his lower back and repositioning his hips in such a way that Rak’s rear opening was freely accessible. Another set of leather cuffs secured Rak’s legs in this new position, and Rak squirmed in anticipation, shivering in submissive delight at how helplessly exposed he was.


  The wet rag slapped against Rak’s buttocks, roughly cleaning them, then the rag slid down behind Rak’s sac, which was firmly lifted up, out of the way, by a strong, hard hand. The hand squeezed the scrotum as the wet rag scrubbed Rak’s crack from tailbone to the base of his balls, paying special attention to his rear opening. Eager to please, Rak tried to rub himself against the man’s hands, but this new position made it difficult. He hoped that he’d managed to make his desire for use plain.


  Having cleaned Rak’s outsides, the trainer, for it had to be Hasaviz, now worked on cleaning Rak’s insides.


  The familiar sensation of the end of a supple leather tube entering him caused Rak to still, gasping in shock. He cried out as he sensed the fluid entering him, filling him to the point of pain and then filling him some more. The slimy, cold sensation crept up his gut as the fluid worked its way deeper into him.


  Rak was aghast that Hasaviz would do this to him. Rak was good, he cleansed himself daily. There was no need for this. Rak had no choice but to submit, though, so he laid there and trembled against his bonds until, at last, the tube was removed.


  Rak clenched his ass tightly, refusing to shame himself by dribbling. Something scraped against his buttocks, pressing against them, and Rak could feel a hard edge right below his opening. Abruptly, a hard hand grabbed and squeezed Rak’s balls hard enough to make him cry out in pain, but Rak didn’t lose control. Not a drop of the fluid passed out of him. Nor would it, until Rak was given permission to let it go. Rak concentrated on the hand, rather than on how badly he wanted to release his bowels.


  The hand was playing with his balls now and the ring that encircled the base of his sac. That ring was just small enough that it squeezed Rak at all times, whether he was erect or not. The cock rings, by contrast, only squeezed him while he was erect. Of course, the hand on his balls ensured that Rak quickly grew erect again, and he moaned at the familiar pleasure-pain of the rings squeezing his expanding shaft. The man’s other hand, for it felt like the same man to Rak, slapped Rak’s cock against his belly hard. The stinging pain of that caused Rak to gasp and thrust his sex upward again.


  The hands let go of him, only to be replaced by a new pair. Hasaviz, Rak guessed, just by how the hands felt against his skin. The other, larger pair of hands had sword calluses—Thaxor, Rak thought. This pair of hands didn’t have those calluses and felt smooth and soft.


  One of Hasaviz’s hands scooped Rak’s scrotum up and held it out of the way. With a single finger, he tapped Rak’s opening twice. Rak was relieved to have permission let go, and he immediately relaxed, allowing the fluid to exit him.


  Once that was done and Rak felt emptied, the cold, wet rag scrubbed his opening again but briefly, and the thing pressed against Rak’s backside was removed. He was left alone for several long minutes, alone with his stretched, aching, cleansed opening and his raging slave fires. He moaned through the gag and humped the air but to no avail.


  When the hands did return, they didn’t touch Rak’s aching, needy privates. Instead, the hands lifted up his hooded head and worried at the buckles. Then, the hood was removed, and Rak blinked his eyes, trying to adjust to the bright light after being in the dark for so long. He worked his aching jaw, licked parched lips and focused on the face of his trainer, who was staring down at him, filling his field of vision.


  Hasaviz delicately removed the wax plugs and said, “You were a very good slave today, pet. What do you want in reward?”


  “Master,” Rak said, his voice hoarse, “I want to be fucked hard.”


  Hasaviz laughed, stepping back. In Koilathan, he said, “You heard him. He said he wants to be screwed hard. Who wants to go first?”


  Rak turned his head in shocked surprise and his heart plummeted to the floor. He had an audience. Thaxor and Velpaer leaned against the wall, near-identical smirks on their lips. Lord Virien lounged on a couch, his expression amused. He stood up.


  “I will go first, slave trainer.” Virien sneered down at Rak, his eyes coldly studying every inch of Rak’s naked body.


  Rak tested his bonds and found them more than adequate to hold him. “Get away from me,” he hissed, glaring at Virien. “I am not—” He broke off with a cry of pain as the five-tailed whip struck his exposed buttocks. Who was he kidding? He was willing. Very willing. He might not like Virien, but he knew his place. He had willingly submitted to Hasaviz's discipline and training. It was Hasaviz's will that Rak service his guests, and Virien was man enough to satisfy his very real needs.


  “I don’t care,” Virien said as he thrust into Rak’s opening.


  Rak cried out again, this time in shame-filled pleasure as Virien’s thick length filled him. The lord wasn’t as big as Jisten, but he was bigger than Hasaviz and thicker. Rak gasped as the invading cock stroked his prostate. His body responded to Virien despite his intense dislike for the man. But he was successful at muting his responses to an extent, for his action was minimal, and his internal muscles quiescent.


  Rak was confident that Virien wouldn’t know the difference, and his view of the man’s face bore that out. Virien’s smile, as he looked down at Rak impaled on his pole, was coldly triumphant. Rak made no effort to muffle his voice as he rocked against Virien’s pounding, gasping and moaning as much to fool Virien into thinking he was getting Rak’s full service as to react to the pleasure Virien was causing Rak to feel.


  Virien’s gaze bore into Rak’s, as if the man was trying to force Rak to acknowledge his dominance.


  Rak tried to meet that gaze, but Virien’s cock, thrusting into him with such power, made it impossible. Rak was forced to look away, yielding the mental battle for dominance.


  Virien ran a finger down Rak’s ringed, erect shaft, smirking as Rak reacted to the touch. “Not so haughty now, are you, slave? I find your current position far preferable, slave, for at least now you are giving good service to your betters. Your body is giving me great pleasure, you know. Your hot, tight tunnel feels very good, like sun-warmed velvet surrounding my manhood.”


  I wish Hasaviz had left the wax in my ears, Rak decided as Virien continued to crow. The only way the man will shut up, reasoned Rak, is if he finishes. In order to hurry the man along, Rak increased his own efforts, working himself harder to bring Virien off. He was successful. Virien cried out as he came, as did Rak, but Rak’s cry was one of relief. But Rak’s relief was tempered by the knowledge that more was to come. Hasaviz wouldn’t release him until he’d satisfied all present.


  



  Chapter Fourteen: Mastigi Wings


   


   


  Rak needs you.


  Jisten looked up from the report he’d been reading. He was alone in his office. Scorth? He focused his attention on his sense of the dragon.


  Rak needs you, Scorth repeated. Please, go to him.


  Jisten set the reports aside and strode out of his office a moment later. He went straight to Rak’s suite, for that was where the bond told him his mate was. He wondered why he could only sense Rak some of the time. Less than an hour ago, he hadn’t been able to sense Rak at all, but now, the presence of his mate almost simmered in his mind. The more he thought about why that might be, the more worried be became.


  He entered the suite, expecting anything. What he found was Rak, standing in the middle of the parlor, clearly waiting for him. His hands itched to stroke Rak’s wings, but when he came close, Rak stepped back. Confused and hurt, Jisten stopped. “What happened? What’s wrong? I could not sense you, and then Scorth called me. Let me oil your wings while you tell me about it.”


  Rak shook his head. “Ix, Jisten. Not now. Please?” His Loftoni looked tired—there were dark circles under his beryl eyes and his face was drawn.


  Again Jisten reached for Rak’s wings, and again, Rak stepped back. “S’Rak,” he mourned, “talk to me.”


  Rak’s response was an impish grin. “I have a surprise for you. Ready?”


  Jisten suspected that Rak was changing the subject on purpose. He knew Rak didn’t want to face his problems, nor involve Jisten in them. It hurt that Rak didn’t trust him, but he also remembered how Murson had punished Rak for his actions. It could be that Rak feared something like that happening again. He decided to let it lie for now. He would get it out of Rak one way or another; there was no need to pressure his love when Rak was so clearly set on not talking about it right now. So, he smiled back, as warmly as he could, and said, “As I’ll ever be.”


  Rak’s wings swept open in a single, swift motion.


  A plethora of brilliantly colored mastigi came tumbling out of the folds, filling the air with the whirr of their wings, their rapid clicks and trilling cries. There were so many of them that both men were surrounded in a swirling swarm.


  “Wings,” breathed Jisten, trying to look everywhere at once. “Lots and lots of wings.” He held his arms out and dozens of the lizards landed, clinging to his arms. More landed on his tunic, his pants, his head…anything they could grip.


  A green mastigi alit on Jisten’s nose, peered into his right eye and clicked excitedly.


  He laughed, and the movement made it fall off. It spread its little wings and flew up.


  “How marvelous!” Jisten said. He brought his left forearm up to his face, to better inspect the tiny wings on all the occupants. The wing membranes were so thin, Jisten could see through them, and they brushed repeatedly against his face, soft as wisps of silk.


  Rak laughed, covered with his own assortment. “There were less than two dozen with me when I arrived here. Now, there are over one hundred of them. I think they followed me. Mastigi can survive translation, you see.”


  “The Valers would love them for pets,” Jisten said. “They would keep down the bug populations in their houses and gardens.”


  “Suggest it to them. Make it sound like I am overwhelmed with the little pests and not that I am trying to be charitable.” Rak winked.


  Jisten smiled again. “Ah, already you have beaten your head against the wall of my people’s pride?”


  “I dared to suggest that I pay for ingredients,” said Rak.


  “Oh, that went well, I’m sure,” Jisten said. He held his other arm full of mastigi to his other cheek.


  They obligingly waved their wings.


  Rak laughed. “If being glared at by four women is a victory, then, ai, it went well.” He sat on the larger couch and poured a vial of very light oil into a small bowl. He dipped a finger into the oil and then spread it on the nearest mastigi wing.


  Jisten sat next to Rak and dipped his own finger in as well.


  “Mastigi are always found in vranyxia packs,” said Rak absently as he oiled wing after wing.


  “Why is that?” Jisten asked, absorbed in oiling tiny wings himself.


  “They keep the vranyxia free of parasites. In exchange, the vranyxia protect them and let them ride on their spikes. We think that is why they can survive translation. They are just as willing to coexist with avtappi, of course.”


  “Interesting, but it makes sense.” Jisten ran an oily finger down the edge of Rak’s wing. His grey eyes sparkled with mischief.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak shivered with pleasure, his head turning to look at Jisten as the man ran the finger right back up the edge. Rak’s wings spread invitingly.


  Jisten made swirls of oil on Rak’s near wing, causing the colors to reflect in different intensities.


  Rak felt his interest stirring as Jisten’s hand swirled on his wing at different pressures.


  Jisten individually outlined the violet edges of the diamonds sprayed across the scarlet sails.


  Rak squirmed, stubbornly refusing to admit how erotic it was to him. He concentrated on oiling little wings. But even the mastigi seemed to be winking at him knowingly.


  Jisten got up, only to sit on Rak’s other side. He first swirled the oil across the wing in mirror of the other then outlined the diamonds the same way.


  Rak’s squirming became more pronounced. He started peeking at Jisten from the corner of his eye.


  Jisten sat back and admired Rak’s wings with a goofy smile on his face.


  Rak managed to cool off a little when Jisten stopped touching his wings. But he still cast a glance over his shoulder.


  “What do you think, S’Rak? Do you like it?”


  “Like what?” asked Rak stupidly.


  “Like the oil pattern painting? It’s a decorative treatment. Swirls on the sails and the diamonds highlighted.”


  Rak craned his neck and tilted a wing to see the back of it. “They look very nice,” he said, resisting the urge to add, now finish me before I scream with frustration.


  “Just nice?” Jisten looked crestfallen.


  “Jisten, my dear...I can barely see them. It is not easy to see the backs of my own wings without a mirror.”


  Jisten leaned forward and breathed in Rak’s ear. “Love, how did it feel?”


  “Intensely erotic,” admitted Rak at last.


  Jisten gently tugged on Rak’s earlobe. “For me as well. Shall we?”


  “I thought you would never ask,” said Rak, leaning back into Jisten.


  “What do I finish first? You or your wings?” Jisten teased.


  “Me,” said Rak. “Then the wings and then me again.”


  Jisten’s baritone chuckle rumbled pleasantly through Rak. “Dismiss the mastigi and we’ll have at it.”


  Rak concentrated on the mastigi, thinking about all the bugs that were to be found in the palace kennels. The mastigi lifted off in a swarm and streamed out the open window. He stood and offered Jisten his hand. “The bedroom,” he suggested. “After I see the backs of my wings in the mirror in the bathroom.”


  



  Chapter Fifteen: Transcendence


   


   


  Dεktεra Ligo, Dykaea Fεngari


  10th day, 1st week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Jisten considered Rak’s naked body as it spread before him on the bed. The dancer’s legs were muscular, strong and so beautiful, they made Jisten ache in a good way. The butt was soft, yet firm, and perfectly rounded. The buttocks fit into Jisten’s cupped hands like they were made for it. Then, there was Rak’s back. The phoenix tattoo was breathtaking, both in the colors and the intricacy. It was a truly exquisite piece of artwork, and Jisten forgave it for coincidentally being the sigil of the kings of Zoth. The artist had picked the colors just so, making sure each blended perfectly into the paired lines of Rak’s wingbases. The art of the tattoo flowed right up to the wings and incorporated their existence into the overall picture. The blue and purple flames flowed across Rak’s shoulders like epaulets then spilled down to just past his collarbones on his chest and his deltoids on his arms.


  Past the shoulders, Jisten’s sharp eye could see the faintest of marks on the back of Rak’s neck, a shiny patch of skin that would not go away, a reminder that Rak had worn a collar for years. Jisten ruffled Rak’s brindled red and gold hair between his fingers. So short, slave short, but Rak was a priest and had explained that in his land, short hair was a sign of respect to his God. Jisten could see how that would be true, but still, he wished Rak’s hair were longer, so he could play with it more. He pictured Rak in fancy braids and gemstones, like Rak loved to weave into his own hair.


  Rak turned his head to look up at him with a single, yellow-green eye that looked more peridot in this light than true beryl. “Jisten?” asked his silky tenor. “Is something the matter?”


  Smiling, Jisten kissed the back of Rak’s neck, and his hands gathered Rak’s wings inward by stroking the leading edge toward himself. “Nothing’s wrong, I was just looking at you. Beautiful.”


  “I love you, my handsome Valer captain,” said Rak lightly but with utter sincerity.


  “And I love you. To the Sunset Hall and unto the Hall of Night. Forever.” Jisten stroked Rak’s back, automatically assessing the wing muscles as they shifted under his hand and enjoying how that felt at the same time. Rak’s back was different from a regular man’s. The wings hadn’t just been stuck on as an afterthought by a capricious God, they were a real, functional part of Rak’s body, and the musculature that controlled them overlaid, and sometimes interwove with, the usual muscles of the back.


  “I want you, Jisten,” said Rak huskily, his voice filled with lust. “I want you in me.”


  Jisten’s hand slid between Rak’s cheeks to finger his pucker. “You want me here? You want me in this?”


  Rak moaned and pushed himself against Jisten’s hand.


  Jisten slid a finger into Rak and wiggled it. He stretched Rak quickly, adding a second finger as Rak’s hips started to rock against his hand. With his other hand, he reached under Rak and gripped his balls. The scrotal ring was hard against his fingers, but Jisten managed to ignore it, concentrating on the pleasurable feel of Rak’s super soft, hairless sac in his hand. Jisten didn’t add a third finger this time. Once Rak was opened enough, he wasted no time in pressing the head of his cock against Rak’s hole.


  With a soft grunt, Jisten pushed himself into Rak, watching closely as Rak’s body yielded to him and opened to accept his invading spearhead.


  Rak pushed himself back, forcing more of the shaft to enter him, and Jisten took a steadying grip on Rak’s hips. The smaller man subsided at once, and Jisten rocked his own hips, backing so that the ridge of his head caught against the anal ring and tugged it. Then, Jisten pressed himself forward again, sliding more of his length into Rak’s pliant sheath. Jisten continued his slow but steady penetration of Rak, refusing to be rushed and watching as every finger width of his cock vanished into his lover’s body.


  As Jisten thrust the last bit of himself into Rak, his balls slapped against Rak with a satisfying sound. His hands shifted to stroke Rak’s soft cheeks, so pleasingly spread to allow his entry. Rak quivered under him like a horse eager to run. Jisten remained motionless within Rak, at full penetration, but doing nothing further. His hands explored Rak’s back, butt and legs, until Rak began to work himself on Jisten’s cock. Jisten then relented and added his own action, setting a strong, deep rhythm for Rak’s pleasure.


  Rak’s body was sublime in its action, accentuating and deepening Jisten’s pleasure. The feel of Rak’s soft skin over hard muscle pressed up against Jisten’s chest and belly added to the sheer tactile pleasure Jisten enjoyed during Rak’s taking. Rak’s wings, caressing and enfolding Jisten in the softness of the membranes, surrounding him in vibrant colors, pleased Jisten as much as the deep, contented submission that he sensed from his partner.


  Rak’s head was thrown back against his shoulder, and Jisten enjoyed pillaging Rak’s mouth, plunging his tongue between the soft, yielding lips to wrestle Rak’s tongue and dominate his mouth. Jisten also enjoyed mouthing and kissing the strong column of Rak’s exposed neck, and the moans and gasps Rak uttered in response to the pleasure Jisten caused him to feel. It was a pleasure shared and more so with every dalliance they partook of, their soul bond strengthening and deepening, until now, where lovemaking was a transcendental experience where it was hard to tell where Jisten ended and Rak began, so merged were their psyches.


  It was as if Rak’s very soul was laid bare for Jisten’s inspection. Rak held nothing back; every fiber of his being was singularly focused on the physical act of lovemaking. Jisten was coming to realize that for Rak, the physical act of sex was the truest, purest expression of love possible. Rak poured himself into this sharing of pleasure as an expression of his deep love for Jisten. Every part of Rak was at peace with this, every fiber of him was working together to give pleasure, without a single dissenting note or stray thought that was not in tune with the lovemaking.


  It amazed and humbled Jisten that Rak’s feelings of love for him and submission to him ran so deep. Jisten was nothing special, a low-born man of nomad blood, whereas Rak was the son of a king and a high priest to boot. But none of that mattered to Rak, who was far more fragile and insecure than Jisten would have believed possible if he hadn’t been directly sensing it from deep within Rak. His mate’s emotions were plain—self-loathing, shame and an abiding feeling of worthlessness lay at Rak’s very core.


  It was no wonder that Rak yielded so readily to those who would take advantage of him. He saw it as no more than what was due him, yet at the same time, he hated himself for his weakness and even for his yielding. He was ashamed of what he was, what he’d been made to be, and every time the fires forced him into submission, a fresh layer of shame was laid down upon him. All of this stemmed from Rak’s deep sense of worthlessness, and Jisten struggled to understand it even as he reached climax, giving Rak relief and pleasure and release, which, of course, fed right back into Jisten, the ecstasy of their orgasms combining into one glorious, perfect moment, and in that moment, a thin barrier dissolved, and Jisten felt himself tumbling down into darkness and then into dreams.


   


  The boy in the mirror was thin and dirty, dressed in only a rag over his privates and a steel collar enameled with green and blue diamonds. A barely healed wound, livid red and purple, extended from just above his left eyebrow all the way along the top of his shaved head.


  “You are a slave,” said a voice in his ear.


  Obediently, the boy attempted to repeat the words he was given, all while staring at himself in the mirror. “I… s-s-sslave,” he said and “I b-be n-nothin’.” There were many such statements in a similar vein, and the boy mangled them, barely able to form the words, but the meaning of the words sunk in nonetheless.


   


  A young man now, he stood naked before a man dressed in linen and leather, of fine quality for all the seeming plainness, in dark blue with crimson accents. A raven spread embroidered wings on the man’s breast, drawing the eye to itself. The man was reaching down, fondling his cock and balls. “Fully matured, is he?”


  “Yes,” replied another voice. The slaver’s voice. “His wings are emerged and puberty is over. He’s as developed as he’ll ever be.”


  The man tugged on his balls. It hurt a little, but he didn’t move. He knew that he mustn’t move.


  “And his mind?” asked the man.


  “A halfwit at best. He can barely string three words into a sentence. But physicality…there he excels. He’s fast and strong and agile.”


  The man grunted and released him. “Mature, perhaps. He’s younger than I like. We’ll see how he does at athletics for now.” The man turned away from him and walked out with the slaver at his elbow.


   


  Jisten stirred, consciousness returning, the visions slipping away, though he tried to grasp them tight. He wanted to understand and feared he already did. With no past memories to cushion him, Rak had been easy prey for the techniques of the slavers. The head wound…Jisten hadn’t realized how bad it had been, all that was visible now was a thin, very faint scar on Rak’s forehead. Jisten was amazed that Rak had survived it. That Rak had recovered slowly, and perhaps incompletely, wasn’t a surprise at all.


  He cradled Rak in his arms, caressing his soft, hairless skin as he wished for the power to fix things.


  Rak pressed against him, sighing softly in contentment, still in the aftermath of the paired climaxes.


  Jisten sensed that hardly any time has passed while he’d glimpsed Rak’s distant past. He shifted to his side, bringing Rak with him, staying in Rak for the comfort he knew it brought Rak. He stroked Rak’s wings and body until the smaller man was sleeping.


  “I will love you until the last sunset and beyond. Aeohnis.”


  



  Chapter Sixteen: Questions


   


   


  Winday, the 11th of Xrehnmon


   


  Jisten woke up alone. He frowned at the oddness of it all. He had the nagging feeling that Rak wanted to avoid further questioning. He dressed and went looking for Scorth, which was as easy as stepping out of the bedroom.


  “Café, Scorth?” Jisten hefted the pot. “Why did you call me to see Rak earlier?”


  Scorth looked up from his book and shrugged. “You make him happy. The other one does not.”


  “Other one?” Jisten pulled on a frazzled braid, which fell apart. “S’Tyll? He’s here?”


  “No, no, no.” Scorth set the book down. “We like Tyll. We don’t like this other one.”


  Jisten sat down on the couch next to Scorth and viciously yanked another braid loose. “Scorth, who is using Rak? Who put those rings on him?” Jisten destroyed his last braid.


  Scorth looked blankly at Jisten and cocked his head. “You do realize that Rak will insist on re-braiding your hair?”


  Jisten held up a hank of frizzy hair. “Scorth, you’re remarkably calm about this! Your rider’s been abused and now ringed, and he won’t tell me who. I need your help!” The captain stared at his hair a moment. Rak had told him that dragons were obtuse when it came to sexual matters. He hadn’t quite believed it until now. Jisten steeled himself. “Scorth, please tell me who is having sex with your rider.”


  “That awful one.”


  Jisten clenched his fist, drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Send me his image, please, Scorth.” He closed his eyes and let the images flow. The room was unmistakable to him and so was the man. He threw his unraveling braid over his shoulder and stood up. “Thank you, Scorth, please excuse me.” His stone mask held back pure fury. Fury over rape, that the target was not only Loftoni, not only a high priest, not only a prince of the land but his own lover. There was only one overriding thought in Jisten’s mind—kill Hasaviz.


   


  * * * *


   


  He’s going to do something stupid, I feel it.


  Rak blinked out of his meditative trance, focusing on the altar in front of him. Scorth? What did you say?


  Jisten’s fury battered against Rak, and he stood, stretched and looked around the chapel for his Valer. What? Where’s Jisten?


  Jisten is going to kill Hasaviz for us. You should thank him.


  I told you not to tell him! Rak fumed as he strode out of the chapel. Get to the roof and wait for me. I have to stop him.


  I didn’t tell him. I never once named Hasaviz for him.


  I am sure you did not have to name Hasaviz. A single image would have been enough. Do not play coy with me, you flying gasbag, I know you too well. Rak flew out of the chapel then out of the suite entirely. Scorth, tell him to come back. He didn’t want to look like he was chasing after the man. That would not be wise.


  Jisten told me to tell you that he loves you. Scorth’s mental voice sounded meek and apologetic.


  Rak growled. “Blast that man!” His pace increased. After a moment of thought, he turned into one of the servant’s corridors. Short cut. Rak ran down the servants’ hallways and emerged into the main corridor just short of Hasaviz’s office. Like a grey-eyed steam train, Jisten marched around the corner.


  Rak spread his wings, the tips just touching the corridor walls to either side. He silently dared Jisten to brush past that.


  Jisten went toe to toe to him, and then he picked Rak up. He held Rak up, pivoted and set him back down. Jisten turned toward Hasaviz’s door.


  Rak grabbed his arm. “Ix. Do not. Come with me. Please?”


  Jisten looked down at him. “Very well. There is time.”


  Rak caught the implication that Jisten would just come back later but brushed it off. All that mattered was now. He pulled Jisten away from the slave handler’s office and headed for the roof. Jisten followed, his step slower now.


  Scorth was waiting on the roof and transformed once he was sure that there weren’t any other observers.


  “Dragon tattler.” Jisten looked up at the wedge-shaped head. Scorth nudged him and broadcast clearly, Bondmate.


  Jisten hugged Scorth’s muzzle, something he had never done before. “You should have let me go. This is horrible. A disaster.”


  What is a disaster to you is something my rider and I have endured for years, Scorth sent back.


  Rak touched his Valer. “Jisten... come, let us fly. We can talk then, where nobody else can hear.”


  Flight was as irresistible to Jisten as wings, and Rak had counted on that.


  Jisten patted Scorth’s shoulder.


  Scorth lifted a leg.


  Jisten clambered up it, reached overhead to grab a wingbase and hoisted himself up. One boot reached the wingbase then the other. Jisten reached up again, grabbed a back spike and hauled himself the rest of the way up. “I did it. No ropes.”


  Rak followed him, straight up the shoulder with much flapping of wings. “You are turning into an experienced dragonrider,” he said lightly.


  Jisten kissed Rak, an urgent kiss full of emotion. “I have to kill him,” Jisten whispered, their lips still touching.


  Rak wrapped his arms around Jisten and fitted himself into Jisten’s lap.


  Scorth launched.


  “Ix, Jisten. You cannot kill him.”


  “Fine, fine, castrate,” Jisten said with a sigh. “I dislike leaving an enemy alive.”


  “Ix. Leave him alone.” Rak stroked Jisten’s cheek. “If anything happens to you... Jisten, do not do this to me. I need you, your son needs you. Tyll is coming. He is an assassin. Let him do his job.”


  Jisten placed his hand on Rak’s belly. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply for several minutes.


  The baby responded to the pressure with little flutters that Rak hoped Jisten could feel.


  “Forgive me,” Jisten said. “I can’t handle this sort of thing very well.”


  “He does not matter,” said Rak. “Try not to think of it.”


  “Try not to think of it?” Jisten demanded. He looked down at Rak with clear astonishment. “But...” He took deep breaths again. “S’Tyll will kill him,” he said in a chant-like voice. “Slowly. Painfully. S’Tyll will do that. Let S’Tyll do it.”


  “The magic lets him control my body,” said Rak quietly. “He does not control my heart.”


  “What he does is enough!” Jisten’s voice and anger blazed.


  “I cannot stop him,” said Rak. “I have tried. But the magic is stronger than I am.”


  “He’s not a mage. And a good sword can kill anyone,” Jisten said.


  “And then, you are arrested for murder.”


  Jisten shrugged. “I could...” He trailed off in thought.


  “Let Tyll do his job. The point of an assassin is to not get caught.”


  “How long before he is here?” Jisten buried his face in Rak’s hair.


  “I am not sure. I have sent messages, and he is coming, but I do not know how long it will take. He is traveling overland on horseback.”


  “What if he hurts the baby?” Jisten asked.


  “I do not think he can,” said Rak. He knew which he Jisten meant and reassured his lover on that count. “The kironi magic protects your son from harm, but at the same time, it ties my life to yours. If you do something foolish and are killed, I will die.”


  “Then, let’s plan, the high priest of a warrior sect with the captain of the palace guard. How do we stop this or delay it until S’Tyll arrives?”


  Rak looked at Jisten with a mixture of frustration and love. “I do not know what to do. He uses magic to compel my obedience.”


  “Haven’t you ever stopped a user before?” Jisten asked.


  “Ix,” said Rak, baffled. With his fires, he had never even thought to try to stop a user.


  Jisten looked just as baffled as Rak felt. “But what if you decided that you didn’t like the man once you were in bed?”


  “My pride takes second place to my fires. It does not matter if I like my user or not.” Rak shrugged a shoulder. “The use of my body does not confer rights over my heart. You, I love. Remember that.”


  Jisten clasped him close. “I will remember. You remember that you have my life to command, to spend where you will once our son is born.”


  Privately, Rak thought that Si’Yeni was right. Living was much harder than dying.


  They enjoyed a snug cuddle until Scorth, convinced that they were about to have sex on his back, dumped them both in the lake.


  



  Chapter Seventeen: King’s Hunt


   


   


  Jethain fiddled with Varn’s tack, triple checking everything. “Are you sure he’s mine?” he asked Rak, yet again.


  With great effort, Rak resisted rolling his eyes. “Yes, brother, he is yours. You share a full bond, sealed and blessed, which both of you agreed to.”


  “I can’t wait to see how the nobles react to Varn riding in the hunt,” Jethain chortled.


  “He hasn’t told the king yet,” Jisten warned Rak as he mounted Zala.


  She gave a deep equine chuckle.


  Varn answered in kind.


  Rak gave Vyld a pat as he rechecked his own tack. He was more like his brother than he’d ever admit. He mounted easily and asked, “Why would he do that?”


  Jisten grinned. “So, the other son agrees with a little one-upsmanship on daddy?”


  “Owain can be insufferably smug,” said Rak easily. “I am tired of him discounting my brother as powerless. I dare anyone to call Varn’s rider powerless.”


  Jisten looked over at the pair in question. “Indeed. Owain might be upset at first, but he’ll bask in the reflected glory when the nobles react to Varn.”


  Rak leaned close to Jisten and stage-whispered, “Varn is a powerful beast, but Zala is much smarter.”


  “Isn’t that always the way of males and females?” Jisten answered.


  “And what does that make Vyld?” asked Jethain huffily. He mounted Varn and patted the muscular neck.


  “The epitome of avtappi perfection, of course,” said Rak. “Are we ready? Scorth will join us later, with the king’s cavalcade.”


  “Yes, we’re ready,” said Jethain. He led the way out of the stable yard, Jisten and Rak beside him.


  “Why didn’t Scorth come now?” Jisten asked.


  “He said something about finishing the book he was reading first.”


  “He does love to read,” Jisten allowed. “Always has a book pocketed.”


  “I think he likes the scorn factor of being able to ignore someone by reading a book,” said Jethain.


  Rak laughed in sheer enjoyment of the day, surrounded by friends. “Ai, that is very, very true.”


  In his mind, Scorth whispered, I heard that! Stop taking my name in vain!


  “Let’s gallop to let our avtappi relax before we’re stuck with the hunt group,” Jethain said.


  Rak agreed to that immediately. He touched his heels to Vyld, and the black avtappi shot through the gates at a flat run. Zala was next behind him and then Varn, the heavier war type, struggling to keep up.


  Rak slowed Vyld to a pace that Varn could match after that initial burst of speed. The idea wasn’t to race but to enjoy the morning.


  They headed for the rolling hills that bordered the forest preserve. The hunt was gathering on the forest edge, so the avtappi were free to gallop in the meadows.


  They garnered much attention from the crowd of nobles.


  Vyld noticed the audience and snorted. To amuse himself, he switched leads every other pace.


  Zala lock-stepped with Vyld, snorting smoke as she matched the flying lead changes.


  Varn lock-stepped on Zala’s other side as Rak looked over at the nobles. “I am in no hurry to join them.”


  “Let them wait and watch,” Jethain said in a regal tone.


  Jisten didn’t hide his grin. The three avtappi wheeled as one and charged an invisible target.


  Jethain whooped in sheer joy at the lock-stepped charge.


  “Convert,” Jisten told Jethain.


  “Are you talking avtappi?” Jethain asked in an overly sweet tone.


  “Ix,” said Rak.


  “Yes!” Jisten yelped. He gave Rak a wild-eyed grey stare.


  Rak winked at Jisten but addressed Jethain. “You have more in common with Zotien’s servants than with Auranz’s,” he pointed out in a sweet, reasonable tone of voice.


  Jisten put his hand over his heart, but Jethain laughed. “That I do, brother, that I do.”


  “You ride an avtappi and death hounds sleep on your bed,” continued Rak. “So you might as well admit what your heart already knows and convert officially. It is not like you have to stop worshipping Auranz.”


  “Shall I swear vows now?” Jethain laughed.


  “Only if you want to,” said Rak immediately, with hope in his voice.


  Jethain sobered. He looked from Rak to Jisten and then down at Varn, who gave a war cry. “I swear to serve Zotien, by ending slavery where it is in my power,” the prince said.


  Power swept over the meadow to the forest and the trees bent down in the onrush.


  Rak cocked his head, listening to the rush of power. “Your oath has been accepted.” He reached over and lifted Jethain’s hand, inspecting the ring.


  Jethain jerked his hand back, just to look at the ring himself. “Araken! What does this mean?”


  “It means that you have sworn an oath to the Lord of Night and are marked with his favor.” Rak offered a wry smile, and his own, heavier ring for comparison. “This is the ring of a priest. Do you see the difference?”


  Jisten inspected that ring next. “I wonder if the nobles will know what it means. Forael will, but I wonder.”


  “The nobles likely will not be able to see the ring. Those who are your enemies certainly will not. Oaths are private things,” explained Rak.


  “We should join the hunt,” Jisten said. “The nobles will be restless.”


  Rak surveyed the gathering of overly dressed nobles on overburdened horses with dismay.


  “You didn’t expect a real hunt, did you?” asked Jisten with a teasing smile.


  “Don’t expect to catch much,” agreed Jethain with a laugh.


  Rak shook his head. “From the looks of that gathering, we will never even get our mounts up to a trot. It is a good thing we gave them a run first.”


  Vyld snorted and sidled, rubbing up against Zala. Varn bobbed his head in agreement. All three avtappi had been meticulously groomed. Their manes and tails were braided with green ribbons, and Rak had put the full barding on their tack. Joining the procession, the avtappi’s grooming no longer looked overdone. Their three riders, however, looked underdressed compared to the noble courtiers trailing the elaborately dressed king.


  Forael and Dethrian waved to Rak. They appeared to be enjoying the ambling ride.


  Rak waved back but continued to the head of the cavalcade along with Jethain and Jisten.


  Owain’s full hunting gear looked like an artist’s idea of what hunting gear should look like, providing that the artist had never ridden a horse or walked through a forest or, for that matter, had hunted. The king’s horse was a handsome bay stallion with a white blaze down his face.


  “Behold my sons!” Owain declared as they rode into sight. “Mounted on mighty beasts!”


  Jisten gagged slightly, but Jethain just stared at his father. Rak groaned and muttered, “Have we dropped in on a troupe of players putting on a third-rate production?”


  “We never have taken you to the theater here,” Jisten said.


  “That’s because I like my brother,” Jethain growled.


  “You mean to say that this is not theatre?” asked Rak, expression stunned. He persisted in the Zafirin pronunciation for words like theatre and sabre despite many well-meaning attempts at correction.


  Jisten considered that. “Actually, this is better acting than the theaters. You see, only nobles are allowed to be playwrights.”


  Rak burst out laughing. He tried to smother it by pretending to cough but wasn’t successful.


  “It is truly painful,” Jethain said.


  “Much like this hunt,” replied Rak.


  “You have not yet begun to suffer,” Jethain said in a mock bass.


  “In that case...” Rak pulled his legs up and sat cross-legged on Vyld’s back. He tucked his hands into the sleeves of his robe and started a long, windy chant detailing the tortures of the first Thearch.


  “Sons, attend me!” Owain pronounced. The king turned his horse toward them as they approached.


  Catching the scent of the avtappi, the horse snorted in alarm and tried to bolt.


  Owain held on, looking rather unkingly for a moment, but he proved himself a horseman by bringing the panicking animal under control. He pulled the horse’s head around to his knee, an old trick to prevent bolting, and talked to the animal in a soothing patter that the stallion wasn’t buying for an instant.


  Leaning over to Rak, Jethain asked quietly, “Are you going to calm Father’s horse or let him struggle?”


  “Daxi,” said Rak, and his mental song threaded through the minds of the nearby horses, allowing them to accept the avtappi in their midst.


  Owain’s horse sighed heavily, spraying snot everywhere as it relaxed.


  As the king gave the horse his head back, Rak asked, “What is so important you had to interrupt a sacred chant?”


  “I wanted you to tell us all about your power that swept over us, son,” Owain said in a soothing manner.


  “It was no power of mine but that of my God. Lord Zotien was pleased.”


  Owain’s expression faltered for a moment. “Lord Zotien, one of the creator gods. Very powerful.”


  “That is an understatement,” said Rak. Prudently, he changed the subject. “Handsome beast, Father. What do you call him?”


  “This is Blaze,” Owain said, happiness filling his expression. “I bred Brutus to Starfall; do you remember Brutus? You were caught riding him at least twice a week. Did you ever see Starfall? Best hunter I ever rode, until now, that is.” Owain gave Blaze a pat and filled Rak’s ears with talk of bloodlines and breedings as they rode through the forest.


  To Jethain’s obvious dismay, as evidenced by the rolled eyes and fidgets, Rak not only failed to grow bored, he asked pertinent questions that fueled Owain’s passion and encouraged him to go on and on about his horses.


  Riding on the king’s other side was Virien, a noted breeder of fighting dogs, and he looked just as bored with the talk of horses as Jethain did. Rak would never have thought Virien and Jethain would have anything in common.


  A rabbit shot out from under the cover of a small shrub nearly under Virien’s horse’s hoof, startling the beast. As the horse skittered sideways, Virien jerked the horse’s mouth so hard that blood flecked the foam.


  Rak’s eyes had narrowed when he’d first seen the foam, indicative of the poor fit of the bit and the horse’s discomfort with it.


  The horse abruptly ducked its head between its forelegs and bucked, sending Virien head-first into a briar-patch.


  Rak held out a hand, and the riderless horse came to him. He pulled the bridle off and took the double-bit assembly apart. He left a single, thin bar in place. Then, he healed the horse’s mouth and put the bridle back on.


  “Don’t approve of the double bit?” asked Owain with interest.


  “The double bit was designed to make training easier for mind-numbed people to accomplish. It has nothing to recommend it for riding and is definitely not appropriate for hunting.” Rak glanced at the king, saw the skepticism. “There is nothing, no maneuver or trick, that cannot be taught without any bit at all.”


  Virien extracted himself from the plant, and his body servant removed most of the stickers. Now, he approached his horse, whip in hand, expression one of barely contained fury.


  Rak smoothly interposed himself and Vyld. “I have warned you, and more than once, to stop abusing your horses,” snapped Rak. “He did no more than I asked of him.”


  Zala pranced and sidled until she was behind Virien.


  Jisten reached out and deftly plucked the whip out of Virien’s hand. He tucked it safely away, out of Virien’s reach.


  Rak knew Jisten’d destroy it later, once they were back at the palace. It wasn’t a proper riding crop, but a brutal, studded, leather wrapped stick. Rak wished that he could give the whip to Bharis to use on Virien should the man continue to beat his horses.


  Virien looked at Owain, opening his mouth to protest.


  Owain cut him off. “Hurry up, Virien. You’re wasting time and holding up the hunt.”


  Fury clouded Virien’s features as Owain blamed him. He remounted his horse stiffly, nostrils flaring as he tried to bring himself back under control.


  Rak gave him the reins and said, “I am watching you, Uncle.”


  “Watch all you want, dark one,” replied Virien with a smirk. He fell back to ride alongside Hasaviz, and the two men conferred in low tones.


  Twice, the hounds started and the huntsmen signaled the chase, and twice, they then stopped the hunt and turned the hounds when their quarry was found to be a doe with a fawn at her side.


  As the huntsmen were forced to calm the hounds a second time, Rak asked Jisten, “Does this happen often?”


  “It’s the time of year,” Jisten said. “Usually, we only hunt deer in the fall. There is no sport, and no honor, in taking a doe and her fawn. It’s bad stock management, too. We’re looking for bucks or does without babies.”


  “Why did I have to come again?” asked Scorth, balancing on the saddle of a huge, fat charger with thick feathering on her legs. He had finally caught up with Rak. The high priest had accustomed the placid beast to Scorth the other day, much to Vrema’s delight.


  “Because you, like I, are a guest of the king?” Rak shrugged.


  Scorth sighed mournfully as his horse again tried to scrape him off on a nearby tree.


  



  Chapter Eighteen: Lythadi


   


   


  To everyone’s immense surprise, an arrow abruptly flew between Owain’s rein-holding arm and his chest, close enough for him to see the colors of the fletching. The oscillating tail of the wooden shaft struck his wrist lightly before continuing on to lodge in the tunic of the courtier riding beside him.


  The man screamed, fell off his horse and proceeded to act like he was dying from a hit Rak estimated to be no more than a flesh wound.


  Rak leaned over, plucked the arrow out of the tunic and inspected it. “This is a Lythadi arrow,” he remarked, ignoring the other arrows now flying overhead.


  “I thought it looked familiar,” said Owain.


  Jisten wheeled Zala, pulling his shield off his back and shouting for the guards to form up.


  Kordri already had a hand on Blaze’s bridle, and he pulled the king into the circle of his bodyguard.


  Sedrael was at Jethain’s side, but the prince had no interest in running.


  “I’m the commander of the army. Commanders don’t flee for their lives,” Jethain told the worried sergeant.


  Kal grabbed the hunt horn away from the hunt master and sounded the rally.


  Immediately, the younger noble riders, and those older men who felt themselves well-armed, turned their horses to form up around the prince’s position. All noblemen served their time in the cavalry. Those disinclined to risk their lives urged their horses into a gallop away from the ambush zone.


  Dethrian pulled the injured noble onto his horse and followed the general retreat.


  The fat charger took advantage of the confusion to throw Scorth. The black man flew off her heaving back and into a thicket.


  Owain was having trouble with Blaze because the stallion had been nicked by one of the arrows now lodged in Owain’s ridiculous riding clothes.


  Rak reached out and calmed the horse as the king’s bodyguard forced him down over the withers so they could cover him with their shields without losing mobility.


  Rak moved to Jethain’s side as the shields snapped into place around the king.


  The cluster moved toward open ground, bearing the king out of the killing zone in the trees.


  The familiar sounds of men and beasts screaming and dying and the tang of blood in the air sharpened Rak’s senses.


  A line of shields now presented themselves to the attackers as Jisten’s men and the nobles held them in place. Jethain’s tunic and cloak were pin-cushioned with arrows, more arriving to replace those he or Sedrael plucked off, and Rak could see the gleam of steel chain mail through the rents in the prince’s clothes.


  Most of the arrows appear to be aimed at Jethain, noted Rak. He frowned when Scorth did not respond with something along the order of, Is he wearing an archery target on his back? And, in fact, did not respond at all, so he scanned the combat zone for the dragon.


  Kal and the other archers shot at the Lythadi positions from behind the shield wall, and the occasional cry attested to their skill at backtracking an arrow’s flight path.


  Forael raised his hands and chanted. Golden light burst over the attackers, revealing their positions.


  Each hidden Lythadi found a golden globe over his head.


  Kal and the other archers, hunters all, aimed their shots with even more precision.


  The Lythadi War Shaman chanted, and the globes vanished.


  Forael’s chant turned harsher, and the next set of globes shot spikes of energy. But they were far fewer, requiring far more power.


  The king’s bodyguard removed their covering shields as they broke out of the trees and Owain looked back, scowling. His blood was up, and he wanted to fight, but Blaze was limping, and there were a lot of arrows sticking out of the shields of his guard, and a few sticking out of his clothing that got through the shields but not through the mail he wore beneath the outfit.


  From the middle of the thicket he’d landed in, Scorth moved into a crouch, ignoring the aching of his head, looking for enemies with eyes that seemed determined to be crossed. Before he could advance, he was surrounded by Lythadi.


  “Scorth!” Rak and Vyld turned abruptly and launched themselves, full speed, toward the Lythadi threatening the black man.


  Jisten turned Zala as well, cursing. There was no way they’d make it.


  Scorth scrambled backward, away from the Lythadi who were quickly losing their fear of the black demon.


  One barbarian prodded him with a spear. Scorth scowled at him, and the Lythadi laughed, emboldened. They started to close in.


  Scorth struggled to get out of the thicket, but the little branches caught on his clothing, hampering his movement.


  In frustration, and seeing open sky directly above him, Scorth snarled a word of sacred magic. In a rush that caused the Lythadi to fall back with shouts of fear, Scorth transformed. The black dragon roared at the barbarians, talons, horns and fangs flashing.


  Every single horse within earshot squealed in terror, rearing and bucking as they fought their riders.


  The Lythadi, raised in the saddle from infancy, managed to stay mounted, unlike the Koilathan guards and nobles, but even they were helpless to prevent the stampede as the horses fled from Ydron’s ultimate predator.


  Only the avtappi stood firm. Vyld even whinnied in amusement as his dragon put the fear of the gods into the barbarian prey animals.


  Scorth launched out of the thicket, wings creating a furious windstorm as he strained for the open sky. Leaves and sticks became projectiles that slapped horse and man alike, increasing the horses’ speed.


  Owain asked, “What in the heavens just happened? All the horses…” he fell silent as the black dragon rose out of the tree canopy. “Oh. I see.”


  Scorth leveled out, swung about and attacked the galloping horses that had Lythadi riders clinging to their backs, still struggling to bring their mounts under control. The beasts had been right to think that death pursued them. The dragon drew in a deep breath and then blasted flame across their backs. Most fell, screaming. The rest galloped harder, splitting up. Scorth snatched up what looked like the chief and chomped him. A moment later, he spat out the pieces.


  “Well, if you do not like the taste, do not bite them,” said Rak, making a face.


  Jisten muffled his guffaw, because they were too close to the king now.


  Rak attempted to ignore the smell of fecal matter in the air. How much of it is from the bowels of the nobility? I will be charitable, he thought, and assume it all rose from the dead.


  “Behold my son’s dragon!” Owain roared as Scorth pursued the fleeing Lythadi, diving whenever he found one and finishing the man off. He let the corpse fall from a height, just to show off.


  Rak pulled an arrow out of Owain’s pants and felt the leg beneath. “Are you injured, Your Majesty?”


  Owain shook his head, his eyes glued on the dragon’s aerobatics.


  Kordri asked, “Will we need to send out men to mop up?”


  “There will be nothing left but charred carrion,” Rak replied, shrugging. “And we are outside the range of the flies, ai?”


  “Of course we are. This is a hunting preserve,” sniffed Virien with an arrogant sneer.


  “Dragons have all the fun,” Jisten commented, a slight smile on his lips.


  “Is it always like this? Being ambushed?” asked Panir, Peneron’s youngest son, who was set to be inducted into the army next month.


  “No,” said Jisten with an exquisite politeness that masked his real feelings. “Normally, everyone dies.”


  Jethain snorted in disdain, looking at the dead and wounded nobles littering the ground among the horse clods. “Had I staged this ambush,” he muttered, “there would be fewer living than dead afterward! And my withdrawing forces would lead any pursuit into another ambush which would demolish the remainder. Barbarians!”


  Panir stared at the prince in awe, but Rak nodded agreement. “I think a dragon changed their plans,” he said, “Just to be fair to these nomads.”


  “Can you call the horses back to you?” asked Jethain.


  “I can try,” said Rak dubiously. “They were very panicked, and by now, may well be too exhausted to carry a rider.”


  “By the time my men could get back to the palace, collect remounts and return here, it would be after midnight,” Jisten told him.


  “Then, we should make camp,” Jethain said. “It’s a nice afternoon. It probably won’t rain tonight. If Araken can get our horses to come back, we can all ride home in the morning.”


  Rak looked at Jethain, then at the milling, squabbling nobles, most of whom were demanding that the three sun priests heal them immediately, then back at Jethain. “Please tell me that you are making a joke?”


  Jethain just looked at him.


  Scorth gave Rak better news.


  “There is a fair-sized town, an hour’s walk from here.” Rak pointed in the correct direction.


  Jethain looked surprised. “I didn’t think we were that close to Bridgeford.”


  “According to my dragon, we are. And there are two inns that he can see.”


  Jisten looked up at the black dot circling in the sky and smiled. “Not only magnificent but very useful in battle and reconnaissance.”


   


  The guards and knights could not convince the older nobles to start toward Bridgeford. Owain had to order them to march.


  Rak announced that he would remain behind, recall the exhausted horses and bring them into town so that everyone could ride home in the morning.


  Owain gave his approval, and Jisten volunteered himself and Jethain to assist Rak.


  Rak waited until the mass of people was headed away from the woods before he slipped off Vyld and walked back to the ambush sight.


  Jisten and Jethain fell in beside him.


  “Lose something?” asked the captain.


  “Ix. I thought I saw something. I wanted to confirm it.” Rak paused near the area where Owain had been struggling with his injured horse. Arrows stuck up out of the ground like an odd crop amidst trampled landscape. Rak plucked the differently slanted arrow out of the thicket and showed it to Jisten. “This one is not Lythadi.”


  “No, it’s Lord Virien’s pattern,” Jisten replied, taking the arrow. His sharp eyes enabled him to point out three more like it, all at right angles to the Lythadi arrows in the small area near where the king had been.


  Rak methodically collected all the arrows, both Virien’s and the Lythadi. “I guess that he would claim that he was trying to defend the king. Yet, if that were so, should not his arrows have landed where the Lythadi were, rather than near the king where their arrows were?”


  “The king would never believe us,” Jisten finally said. “He is blinded by love for, and trust in, his step-brother.”


  That got Rak’s attention. “Step? I thought Virien was Owain’s brother by blood.”


  “No, he isn’t,” answered Jethain, “even if I do call him uncle. King Orthaken, our grandfather, married Virien’s widowed mother. She had already served as wet-nurse to our father, since the Queen died shortly after Father was born. So Virien is Father’s milk brother as well as step-brother, and they were raised together. This proves that Father’s love is rather one-sided, not that Father will believe us.”


  “But we know,” Rak said, “and we will not let him win.”


  “Now that you are here,” Jisten replied.


  “This will be the one time that I thwart Uncle,” Jethain said.


  



  Chapter Nineteen: Owain’s Flight


   


   


  Protεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari


  1st day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon


   


  Catching the horses proved easier than either the prince or captain had thought. Rak settled himself and concentrated, sending out a mental call. One by one, the horses ambled up, the lather dried on their sides. Rak had chosen a place near a cool, swiftly moving stream.


  Jisten and Jethain took turns watering the horses before they added them to the growing string.


  The sun was setting as they rode into Bridgeford to rejoin the king. Several village boys volunteered to groom the tired horses when they saw Rak’s money.


  A short time after that, Rak was relaxing at a table in the large, fine inn, enjoying a large serving of stew and warm, crusty bread. He thought it ironic that the sterile son and the Valer captain bent their heads together to plan how to save the king who counted them worthless.


  They studied the map on the table before them and discussed all the tactical advantages and disadvantages of the road home.


  Rak was content to listen in silence as he ate. He was no strategist.


  Owain was playing tabliv with Virien, sitting apart from the others, with goblets of wine at hand.


  At length, Jethain smacked his palm down on the table in frustration.


  “What is wrong?” asked Rak.


  “Sun scorch it!” Jethain cursed, and then, his countenance changed to one of delighted discovery. He turned to his brother. “You have a dragon.”


  Jisten straightened and looked from Jethain to Rak.


  Rak’s eyebrows shot up. He could hardly deny it. “And?”


  “And what better way to avoid an ambush but to have the king fly over all of them and land safely at the palace?” Jethain looked smug at his idea.


  “Fly?” Owain asked, looking up from the game board.


  “Quite safe,” Jisten said.


  Rak remembered Jisten’s first flight. Apparently, falling off a dragon was listed as quite safe in his book. Then again, Jisten had been barrel rolling, something Rak doubted Owain would be willing to do if his life depended on it. Rak shot Jisten a look and then rubbed his temple. “That is an interesting idea, Jethain.”


  “Interesting? Brother! Please! It solves all of our problems with manpower and ambushes!” Jethain walked over to Rak and put a hand on his shoulder. “What say you, brother?”


  “My prince, you will have to ask Sc… the dragon, not just Rak.” The captain shot a glance at Virien, but the man seemed not to have caught his near slip.


  “Jethain, you know how he is. He is a stubborn, sarcastic, blockheaded mule.”


  “That’s why I’m asking you, Araken, and not your dragon.” Jethain flashed his most winning smile.


  Owain asked Jisten, “How do you know it is safe?”


  “I have been allowed the privilege of a ride or two. Fantastic! No danger at all,” Jisten assured him, eyes slightly glazed as he relived the encounters.


  Owain eyed him with obvious suspicion and disbelief.


  I am not a mule, Scorth informed Rak.


  But you admit to being stubborn, sarcastic and blockheaded?


  No comment.


  “It is not that easy,” Rak told Jethain. “I do not tell him what to do.”


  “You try telling a giant black dragon what to do,” Jisten said.


  “But, Araken, we don’t have adequate forces should there be another Lythadi raid. We lost too many men and we aren’t prepared for skirmishing. We have to get the king back, alert the army and mobilize them.”


  “You see, it is not so much that he is my dragon as I am his Loftoni.” Rak’s tone was wry. “Come with me, Jethain.” He stood up and took his brother by the elbow.


  Jethain went willingly. “Are we going to harness up your dragon?” His sunny optimism shone through.


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak led Jethain outside. “You will have to convince him yourself. He at least agreed to hear your plea.”


  Scorth landed in a miniature tornado and then regarded Jethain with a blazing yellow eye.


  “Amazing,” Jethain said with sincerity. “Such beauty and power together.”


  Scorth preened a little.


  “Surely you wish to save the king of Koilatha single handedly,” Jethain cajoled.


  Scorth snorted in derision.


  Rak was forced to translate when Jethain proved unable to hear the dragon. “Wingless.”


  “Your rider’s father to boot,” Jethain continued. “Such a small burden for a mighty dragon.”


  Small? Fat and wingless.


  “I wonder if blood ties matter to the dragon as much as the rider,” Jethain mused.


  Jethain had Scorth’s attention now. Blood tie is everything, wingless brother.


  “The king is your rider’s father. Only you can save him from mortal peril. Do you accept this quest, mighty one?” Jethain laid it on thick, but he was sincere. His father might count him worthless, but he still respected the king and the peace and prosperity that his reign had accomplished.


  I will guard him. But fly with him? When has he earned that right? Scorth measured Jethain. You work hard to save the father who would let you die.


  “Araken feels loyalty to him, as do I. He is the king and acts first for his country.” He hoped that his reasoning didn’t sound as faulty to the dragon as it did to himself.


  Rak is soul-bonded to me, wingless brother. I know precisely how my rider feels about Owain, and loyalty is not the term I’d use. Scorth nudged Jethain gently. You, I would fly with again. Jisten, any time. But him?


  “Would you take us both? Spare us both the danger of the journey back? Araken places some worth on my head, thanks to some prophecy.”


  Do I have to take Owain? Scorth whined. How about I take you and Jisten instead?


  “Please?” Jethain said. “I’d have to give my life defending the king on the road.” Inspiration dawned. “I’ll give you total access to the private royal library, not just the palace public one.”


  Really? Scorth blew out a breath of warm, damp, raw ox-flavored air all over Jethain. Very well, the dragon replied cagily. In exchange for total access to all the libraries in the palace, I agree.


  “Deal!” Jethain hurried back inside.


  Rak stayed in the inn yard, stroking Scorth’s muzzle, letting the dragon know that he did appreciate this.


   


  * * * *


   


  “Victory, sire. The dragon has agreed to fly you home.”


  Jisten thought that he hid his look of jealousy very well.


  “I wish I could fly,” said Kal.


  “It’s amazing,” Jisten said heartily.


  Owain asked again, “And you’re sure this thing is safe? It won’t bite me, will it?”


  “Oh, trust me, Your Majesty, it’s the most wonderful experience in the world,” Jisten assured him.


  Owain humphed. His expression said that he could think of better experiences. Owain allowed Jethain to lead him outside where the dragon and Rak were waiting.


  Jisten followed them, both to guard them while still on the ground, and because he couldn’t miss a chance to see Scorth fly.


  Scorth gave Jisten a fond bump with his nose.


  “Just look at those magnificent wings!” Jisten said. “Soon, they’ll be bearing you far above the ground.”


  Rak had taken advantage of the delay to let down ropes so Owain could ascend the shoulder.


  “I envy you,” Jisten told Scorth. “You can fly whenever you wish. Most generous of you to share with the king.”


  I do this as a favor to Jethain, Scorth told him. I’d rather fly with you. You have the proper appreciation for the gift of flight. And you’re bonded to my rider, so it is proper for me to permit you on my back.


  “It is amazing,” Jisten said. “I think the king will appreciate it as much as I do.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Rak showed Owain how to board the dragon. He ended up having to push Owain most of the way up. He then turned to Jethain. “Up you go, brother.”


  Jethain easily climbed Scorth’s side.


  Rak noticed that he made sure to sit in front of his father. He wondered if Jethain thought to shield the king from the wind, or if perhaps he thought sandwiching the king would provide extra security. Or maybe he just wanted the best view.


  “Jisten, I will scan the road for enemy camps as we fly.” Impulsively, Rak used the cover of darkness to kiss Jisten’s cheek. Then, he bounded up Scorth’s shoulder.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten held his hand to his cheek and watched Rak climb, a slightly silly expression on his face.


  Scorth gave Jisten another friendly bump. Back up now, our Valer. I need more space to take off. I do not want to brain you with a wing.


  Jisten backed up but stayed outside.


  Scorth coiled his back legs and leapt skyward, wings pumping.


  Jisten didn’t notice the dirt and grit flying into his face, entranced as he was by the sight of those wings.


  Scorth climbed quickly in a spiral until he was at a height where the wind was heading in the direction he wanted.


  Jisten reluctantly trudged back into the inn, to deal with huffy nobles who disliked his race and mistrusted their safety to him. At least Sed, Kal and Kordri were there to keep him company. Misery loved company.


   


  * * * *


   


  Owain started barfing with the first patch of turbulence that they encountered. Jethain’s reason for his seating arrangement became apparent when the wind carried the barf behind and onto his older brother.


  Rak leaned around Owain and told Jethain, “I will get you for this.”


  “Will Scorth eat me once we land?” Jethain asked.


  Humans taste terrible, said Scorth. Although royal human is beginning to have a certain appeal.


  “He might,” said Rak, happy that Jethain couldn’t hear Scorth in this form. He was the one who would have to wash and polish Scorth’s scales. It was scrubbing off the vomit that he wasn’t looking forward to, although he knew he could ask Jisten for help, especially with the wings. The thought of Jisten all wet and soapy made up Rak’s mind. He was going back for the man. Then, the second round of vomit hit him.


  Fortunately, it was a short flight. Scorth landed neatly in the formal gardens behind the palace. He shook the vomit off his wings and onto Jethain, who sputtered.


  Owain upchucked some more.


  Rak helpfully pushed Owain down Scorth’s shoulder and to the ground.


  “Thank you, son,” Owain said and threw up on him again.


  Rak gave Jethain his you are so in for it now look.


  Then, the king, apparently overcome with joy at being on the ground once more, went to all fours and started kissing it.


  Jethain’s blue eyes were all fake innocence.


  Owain got to his feet. “You boys and your flying beasts! Heh! If I never have to fly on that thing again, it will be too soon!” The king collected the tattered shreds of his dignity and stalked inside, presumably for a bath.


  Rak had a feeling that the slaves weren’t going to be all that happy about a vomit-covered king. He quickly went back up Scorth’s side. Tell Jisten we are coming back.


  



  Chapter Twenty: Dragon Wash


   


   


  Jisten ran outside when he sensed Scorth’s approach, worried by Scorth’s message that they were returning.


  Scorth landed neatly and blew warm ox-scented air all over him in greeting.


  “Your wings! What happened?” Jisten looked in horror at the vomit-laced wings.


  Scorth attempted puppy eyes.


  “Scorth and I both need a scrub-down,” Rak said wryly, peering over Scorth’s shoulder. “Owain doesn’t have the stomach for flying.”


  Jisten was shocked. “Not like flying?”


  He said that never again would be too soon, Scorth told him. The nerve! I did not even do a single roll or dive.


  “Where shall we go? A lake?”


  “A lake would be good,” Rak agreed and dropped a rope for Jisten.


  Jisten shook his head, mystified at the king’s reaction. He quickly climbed up Scorth’s side, putting his muscular arms and legs to good use.


  “The nearest lake is southwest,” Jisten said.


  Scorth launched into the sky. Southwest it is.


  As usual, Jisten raised his hands over his head, to better get the feel of the uplift.


  Rak strapped Jisten in and then snuggled him, and Jisten relished the feel of his Loftoni pressed against him.


  They flew and Jisten directed them to the nearest large lake. “Can we all dive in together?”


  Scorth didn’t indulge in acrobatics tonight. But when he sighted the lake, he folded his wings and dropped right in. Water soaked them all as the enormous cannonball hit.


  Jisten yelled, “Whee!” right before they hit the water.


  Rak was also yelling “Whee!” as they plunged into the lake.


  Jisten’s hands sought Rak’s once they were underwater.


  Scorth surfaced a moment later and flattened out like a big-winged crocodile.


  Jisten said, “Once Scorth’s wings are clean, we are swimming together.”


  Rak nodded. “Ai, that sounds wonderful.”


  Scorth glided toward shore, chortling audibly and ducking his head underwater at random.


  Rak pointed to the wings. “See the glow?”


  The spars of Scorth’s wings were glowing with a soft blue-white light in the water. Jisten watched, entranced. “What is it?”


  “Magic. His wings turn the water into the gas he uses to fly and fight. That is why he will seek out clouds, too.”


  “Do your wings glow underwater?” Jisten asked.


  “Ix,” said Rak, sounding regretful. “But then, I am not a flying gasbag.”


  Scorth snorted.


  Jisten covered his snicker. “Time to get clean!” he called out. “Royal barf is probably still disgusting!”


  I couldn’t agree more. Scorth presented his wings. There wasn’t much vomit left after that spectacular dive into the lake.


  Jisten took off his wet shirt.


  Rak stripped down to his wrap as he always did when bathing Scorth. He took out the cleaning kit and shared the contents with Jisten.


  “Perfect! And the oiling brush?” Jisten was planning to first scrub Scorth’s wings and then oil them once they were clean.


  Rak handed the requested brush over as well. He took up a scrub brush and went to work on Scorth’s shoulders and back while Jisten scrubbed the wings.


  When the basic wing scrubbing was done, Jisten looked over to see Rak still working his way down Scorth’s long body. “Do you want help?” Jisten asked, ever willing to help Rak, even if it meant postponing his beloved wing oiling.


  “Hmm?” Rak looked up and then smiled at the half-naked, drenched Valer. “Ix, you should oil his wings.”


  “If you’re sure. Last offer!” He gazed up at Rak, enjoying the sight.


  “I am sure. That is a big help to me, Jisten.” v isit    d pgro up.o rg   for m ore bks


  Jisten grinned like a little boy and loaded the brush with oil. “My pleasure. Really. Truly.” He applied oil in wide, careful sweeps. He used the exact right pressure to allow the oil to soak into every crevice, without overloading the brush tips or hurting the wing.


  Rak resumed scrubbing. As he often did, he first hummed but progressed to chanting.


  When the repetition started, Jisten joined in with his strong mid-range baritone, proving that he had not only been listening but learning as well.


  Eventually, Rak declared Scorth clean.


  Jisten jumped Rak at this declaration. All that wing oiling had overloaded his senses. He rubbed oil-soaked hands onto Rak’s wings as he kissed the high priest.


  Rak squirmed in Jisten’s arms most cooperatively. He had stripped to his wrap partially for practical reasons but also out of hope.


  “Thank you and your dragon for ensuring the safety of my king,” Jisten said between kisses.


  “Your thank you can take a most tangible form,” said Rak. “But I must get even with Jethain.”


  “Hmm, we shall plot against the prince together,” Jisten said in fine melodramatic form. “He took the seat in front of our weak-stomached king, yes? After that boating incident, he would.”


  “He did,” said Rak gravely.


  “Then, he must be punished for his premeditated crime of assault by royal vomit,” Jisten said just as gravely. Then, he kissed Rak deeply. When they came up for air, Jisten added, “After I have you, that is.”


  Rak pulled off his wrap and pressed himself against Jisten. His hands worried at Jisten’s belt, working the leather strap through the buckle. Jisten had already taken off his shirt and boots, but as he so often did, he was still wearing pants. But not for long. Rak kissed Jisten’s balls and cock as soon as he could reach them. Rak continued to stimulate them as he pulled the wet woolen trousers and thin linen shorts down Jisten’s long legs. Rak’s hands stroked the muscular length of the legs until he’d eased each of Jisten’s feet out of the mound of cloth.


  Jisten shivered in delight as Rak’s hot mouth danced over his sex. His hands stroked the apexes of Rak’s wings, following each spar down to the first joint then returning to the joint and starting over. Rak’s wings spread and lifted, the leading edges coming to rest on Jisten’s shoulders as Rak’s mouth wrapped around Jisten’s cock.


  Jisten sighed happily and lounged back against a tree trunk, surrounded by wings. But now, the relative positions of Rak’s wings and Jisten’s hands meant that it was actually easier for Jisten to stroke the undersides of Rak’s wings, so that’s what he did. Jisten smiled as Rak’s pleasure washed back through their bond.


  Rak deep throated him and hummed, and Jisten groaned in rapture from the intense sensations. His hands slid down the underside of the bodysail to the inner wingbase. Jisten rubbed the sensitive skin where the back and wing merged with an expert hand.


  Rak squirmed now, moaning around Jisten’s shaft.


  Jisten’s fingers massaged small circles along the inner wingbases as Rak continued to suck him. Rak gave him such pleasure, so willingly, that it delighted Jisten to have found a way to give Rak pleasure in return. Jisten gasped softly as he came in Rak’s mouth, his lover swallowing his seed with apparent relish.


  Jisten’s hands didn’t even pause while he orgasmed, and a few heartbeats later, Rak followed him in climaxing. Jisten pulled Rak up, so that the smaller man was lying atop him, chest to chest. He traced Rak’s delicate facial features with his fingers as he relaxed. “You’re so beautiful. I sometimes think I’m going to wake up and discover that this was all a dream.”


  “Ix dream,” murmured Rak. He kissed Jisten’s fingers as they traced over his lips. “I am yours.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten smiled, bent down and kissed Rak’s delectable lips. “Mine,” he agreed. Jisten’s hand wandered down Rak’s side to his butt. Jisten cupped the lobe in his hand and squeezed.


  Rak shifted, pressing himself into Jisten’s hand more firmly. Jisten’s hard, strong hand felt good against his body, and Rak enjoyed it when Jisten touched him and played with him in a possessive manner.


  “I like your hands on me,” Rak told him. “I like you in me even more.”


  Jisten’s baritone chuckle rumbled through Rak. He sat up abruptly then continued forward, rolling them both. Rak ended on the bottom, his back pressed into the sand, with Jisten looming large and lovely over him.


  Rak brought his legs up, tilting his hips to give Jisten easy access to his opening.


  Jisten’s fingers traced down Rak’s chest, past his ringed nipples to his belly then lower still. Jisten stroked Rak’s ringed cock, then the man shuddered. “I don’t like this thing. I wish I could remove it.”


  “I do not mind it,” said Rak. “It is not so bad, Jisten, once you get used to it. If you had put it on me, I would never take it off.”


  Jisten’s expression was sad. “S’Rak, there’s nothing good about this. It’s ugly, it’s shaming and it hurts you. It hurts me that you’d even think I’d put this on you.”


  Rak stroked Jisten’s grave face. “I did not think that, my love. I am sorry if I spoke imprecisely. Please, my dear Valer, do not be upset. Let us just enjoy the peace of the night and each other.” To further soothe Jisten’s sensibilities, Rak rolled over. He enfolded Jisten in his wings and rubbed his butt against Jisten’s lower belly. Jisten’s hands gripped his hips, and Rak knew his ploy was successful. The bite of the rings as his cock expanded was almost a comforting pain, a familiar ache that added to his pleasure.


  There was nothing better to Rak’s mind than what came next. Jisten’s cock penetrated him, stretched him and filled him, spearing half his length into him on the first mighty thrust. Rak moaned his joy and relaxed as he pushed himself back further onto the impaling pole.


  Jisten slid out a little on the back thrust then sank into Rak the rest of the way.


  Rak shuddered in reaction to the peculiar, but pleasurable, sensation of being utterly filled, as if all his innards had been rearranged just to suit the man atop him. Rak rolled his hips eagerly, impatient for more, desiring to be pounded.


  Jisten laid atop him and set a hard, deep rhythm, his cock grinding past Rak’s prostate with every delectable thrust.


  Rak sang out his pleasure, his internal muscles rhythmically clenching along Jisten’s shaft. As the pleasure intensified, Rak let himself go, entering an almost mystical state of not thinking, where all that existed was the physical activity, the grinding and bumping, the sweating and stroking and singing. Jisten was on him and in him and filling him to the brim with his power, his lust, his love. In that moment, only one thing existed for Rak outside of Jisten. That one thing, which filled the core of his soul and denied all others.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jisten made love to Rak, loved being with Rak and in Rak. As they climaxed together, riding the tsunami of shared ecstasy, Jisten knew that Rak was the center of his world and the holder of his heart. Jisten could sense how totally Rak was centered on him in return, except that Rak’s centering wasn’t as complete as Jisten’s. Underlying their bond, Jisten could sense the soul bond to Scorth. He shared in that bond now. It was an anchor for them both and was not the cause of Rak’s strange apartness. Jisten looked, seeking the cause, this other who held Rak’s soul where he wished to be, and there he found Zotien staring back at him.


  



  Epilogue


   


   


  “Jethain knew that Owain gets seasick,” Jisten said. “He knew and that’s why he took a seat in front on Scorth.”


  “Obviously,” said Rak. He was pacing in the reception room, a perfect room for such things. “But how to exact revenge? That is the tricky part.”


  “I bet you didn’t know that Jethain is ridiculously ticklish on his feet,” Jisten said, conspiracy writ large on his face and in his voice.


  “Oh?” Jisten had Rak’s attention. “Do tell.”


  “Have you ever seen him without his boots? Ever?” Jisten continued. “He’s paranoid about it.” Jisten was too loyal to tell about the slave girls snickering about the nude prince wearing his socks as he made love to them.


  “Now that you mention it,” Rak murmured in thought. “Ix, I have not. He was even wearing socks in his sick bed. And funny cork shoes in the bath. But I do not have anything that would selectively destroy his socks.”


  “It’s his feet that we want to tickle,” Jisten said. “Are there no toe-tickling monsters of the night?”


  Rak started to laugh.


  “Was your training as a priest stuffy? Or did you play pranks on each other?”


  “Pranks are elevated to an art form in the novice ranks,” Rak assured him. “My friends and I pulled our fair share. I know just the thing. All we need is some of that awful liver pate that was served at dinner.”


  “There are always leftovers of the dreadful stuff. Shall we trust Tebber to obtain some or get it ourselves?” Jisten’s grey eyes were twinkling with mischief.


  “The fewer involved, the better.” Rak didn’t want his servant in trouble over this. “Let us acquire the pate.” Rak left most of his arsenal behind, not wanting to clank.


  The servants liked Rak and Jisten and made no sound when they entered the kitchen. They said nothing when the awful pate was taken away. It was only made because it was a trendy dish, not because anyone liked it. Rak winked at them. He often collected leftover meats for the avtappi.


  Once they were back in Rak’s quarters, Jisten said, “Now what?”


  “Now, we wait for Jethain to be deeply asleep.”


  “Only one slave girl scheduled for tonight. The rest are cycling together and not ready.”


  “Good. Faravi?” Ever since Nenrah, Rak was kept informed of who was sleeping with the prince by Tebber.


  “Yes, and Jethain sleeps like a building stone after, uhm, activity,” Jisten said.


  Rak outlined the prank.


  A short time later, the two men slipped into Jethain’s room. They eased off his socks, and Rak carefully applied the pate, taking pains not to tickle.


  Jisten kept a sharp lookout. He appeared to be having a hard time suppressing his laughter.


  Then, Rak summoned the firemane. The metallic black cat snuffled at Jethain’s feet as Rak and Jisten backed out. The cat started to lick the pate off. The two men watched from the cracked door.


   


  * * * *


   


  Jethain shifted slightly. “No Faravi, not my feet,” he mumbled


  The pony-sized cat had a large but agile tongue. And it was raspy, like all cats.


  The licking continued, and Jethain shuffled his feet. “Faravi!” he said with real irritation and opened his eyes. “Fa—firemane!”


  The cat paused, tongue still pressed to the foot. “Mrow?”


  Jethain froze.


  A giggle from the doorway alerted Jethain, and he turned his head sharply to the door and saw Jisten and Rak.


  The cat resumed grooming the tasty feet.


  “Brother,” Jethain moaned as he writhed in the bed.


  “Shhh! Do not scare the cat!” whispered Rak. Rak clamped his hand over Jisten’s giggling mouth.


  “Why?” Jethain whined. “What’s it going to do?” He hated his feet being touched, much less licked.


  The cat kept licking. Rasp, rasp, rasp.


  “Do? Brother, it is a cat. There is no predicting a cat. But I think he likes you.”


  Rasp, rasp, rasp. The cat turned his head to lick between the toes.


  Jethain jerked his feet away with a “Shoo!” at the cat.


  The cat roared and burst into blue flames. A flame-coated paw the size of a dinner plate slapped Jethain’s leg back down. Curving white claws pressed into the leg but did not puncture. Yet.


  “Brother!”


  Rak burst out laughing while Jisten giggled madly.


  “Jisten! You traitor!” Jethain yelled.


  The flaming cat licked Jethain’s foot slowly, glaring at him all the while.


  “Nice kitty,” Jethain soothed. He was having trouble controlling his squirming.


  The cat gave a last lick. The pate was gone. With a shake that sent night flames all over the room, the cat turned to Rak, who fed it a sausage.


  Jethain gasped and pulled on his boots. He glared at Rak and Jisten.


  Rak smiled sweetly. “I am avenged.”


  “The dragon ride?”


  “Of course. I do not prank lightly.”


  “I’m wearing my boots to bed for at least a month.”


  “Your feet are safer now, and cleaner, than they have been in many months.” Rak smirked. “They smell like firemane now, after all.”


  Jisten draped his arm around Rak’s shoulders. “Come, dark one, thou art avenged. Let us go and drink much ale.”


  Rak let Jisten lead him out. “Ai, I could use an ale.”


  Jethain slid his booted feet under the covers and lay back down, grumbling about traitorous brothers and captains.


  The firemane laid down beside his bed and yawned.


  “Friends, kitty?” Jethain actually liked cats, mainly because his mother despised them.


  The cat considered this. It began to purr. Audibly.


  “I can give you more of that awful stuff, only served on a plate, kitty,” Jethain soothed. He wondered how to spread it on his mother’s feet.


  The firemane fell asleep.


  In the morning, Jethain would have thought it all a strange dream, except for the boots on his feet and the fine black cat dust on his carpet.


   


  To be continued…
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