
        
            
                
            
        

    
	“I can take them fearlessly into battle. Unfortunately, that is the only place I can fearlessly take them.” – S’Rak

	 

	 

	Slavers steal the Valer children, and it’s up to High Priest S’Rak and Captain Jisten to hunt them down and rescue the children. In a country where slavery is legal and slavers as common as fleas on a dog, the children’s hope of rescue before the auction block is slim to none.

	S’Rak’s guards, long on the road, arrive in the city at last and immediately spark a battle and a diplomatic incident. Will S’Rak’s sanity, dignity and diplomatic immunity survive?

	Bard Tafflynn, also known as S’Tyll, arrives with S’Rak’s personal guard. He is not pleased by the presumption of the Valer captain. S’Rak is, after all, his spouse. Will the bond Jisten shares with Rak prove sufficient to shield him from the irate wrath of the high priest’s husband?
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	Prologue: The Hatching

	 

	 

	Rivday, the 14th of Xrehnmon

	 

	Jisten entered the sun temple infirmary cautiously. Clutched in his hand was a written request for his presence signed by Senior Dethrian. “Iatrion?” he called out, looking about for the healer priest.

	“Captain? You got my message?” Dethrian stepped out of a treatment room, closed the door behind him then dipped his hands into the wash basin.

	“Yes, Iatrion. What did you wish to see me about?”

	“Scarlet.” Dethrian’s expression was almost sheepish. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. I’ve used the oil you gave me regularly, but her wings don’t look right.”

	Jisten was at Dethrian’s side in a flash. “Let me see her.”

	“She’s keeping an eye on her latest clutch.” Dethrian led the captain out into the garden. “Last couple of days before they’re due to hatch, she hardly leaves the nest.”

	“Hmm. This is what, her second clutch for you?”

	“Yes,” agreed the healer. He knelt down beside the sweet basil and pushed some of the vigorous growth back.

	Scarlet had made herself a little nest on the ground in the thicket. She clicked up at them but seemed disinclined to move off the half dozen round globes that could easily be mistaken for grapes. Jisten was fascinated. He’d never seen mastigi eggs up close before. The mixture of green and purple was both striking and odd.

	“S’Rak told me it was camouflage,” Dethrian said unprompted. “The egg color, I mean. It looks like a poisonous berry that grows in A’filozenoi.”

	“Clever,” agreed Jisten, wondering what other conversations Rak had left him out of. A moment later, he chided himself for jealousy. The high priest was certainly permitted to talk to whomever he wished, with or without Jisten’s being there. He turned his attention to Scarlet. Without moving her off the eggs, he gently spread one of her wings. The wing wasn’t patchy, and there were no cracks in the delicate membranes, but they did seem off-color. He knew immediately that this problem was beyond his level of experience. “Scarlet needs an expert. She needs S’Rak.”

	Dethrian sighed. “I was afraid of that. The Nyxion is a busy man, and the sun temple is inimical to him. I don’t want to disturb him for something trivial. Are you sure you can’t help?”

	“It’s not patches or cracks. It’s something internal. Maybe oil can fix it, but I’d have to know what it is that needs fixing.” Jisten stroked her little head. “Let me try something.” He reached for Scorth. Got a minute?

	For you, always.

	Jisten quickly described his observations, ending with, Any ideas?

	Scorth was silent for a time, and Jisten hoped it was because the dragon was thinking, and not because the dragon had decided that worrying about mastigi was beneath him. He was just starting to fret when Scorth came back with, Rak says she is mineral depleted from egg laying. Use a mineral oil and add ground chicken eggshells to her diet.

	Thanks, Scorth. Jisten repeated what Scorth had relayed to him.

	Dethrian nodded. “Of course. It’s so obvious I’m ashamed I didn’t see it for myself. Stay here; I’ll go get the oil and some food for her.”

	Jisten settled himself in the warm, sunny garden beside Scarlet’s nest. To his surprise, the mastigi suddenly became active, flitting off her nest to chase after bugs. Each time she caught one, she’d kill it and bring it back to the nest. The pile of dead bugs was growing at a rapid rate. Jisten then noticed that one of the eggs was rocking. Rocking? Hatching! Cracks were appearing on several of the eggs, which were all rocking now, as if in response to the first one.

	Jisten scooted closer, fascinated. One of the eggs was rocking so hard, it toppled out of the nest and rolled down the incline. Jisten caught it in his hand as Scarlet swooped down with another bug. She clicked excitedly and skittered about the nest, prodding the eggs apart and spitting on them. She flitted over to Jisten’s hand and spat on the egg he was holding.

	He noticed that the shell was dissolving where the mastigi had spit on it, a result of the mild acid in her saliva. It was fascinating to realize that the acid spit had a use other than self-defense, which had always seemed redundant since the mastigi were swift, agile fliers who seemed perfectly able to avoid predators without the need to resort to spitting what was a rather mild venom. . 

	Jisten had just decided to ask Rak what other uses mastigi spit might have when the egg in his hand cracked open, spilling a tiny green lizard into his palm. Jisten reached out blindly and grabbed some of the dead insects for the hatchling. When he brought his hand back up, he noticed two more hatchlings clinging to him. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Scarlet. Each time a hatchling maw opened, she inserted a bug. He spread his haul out and fed each of the three hatchlings on his hands a small beetle.

	The mastigi swallowed them down, clicked once or twice then opened their maws again. Jisten fed them each another bug. He continued to feed them until their bellies were as round as the eggs they’d come out of. It didn’t take very long. The hatchlings were no longer than his index finger from nose to tail tip. Their wings were so tiny, Jisten was afraid to touch them lest he inadvertently cause damage. His three, one emerald green, one a mix of light and dark blue, and one brown with yellow stripes, curled into little balls, clearly sleeping. Jisten wasn’t sure what to do next.

	Dethrian sat down beside him. “They’ve hatched!” He sounded pleased. He held out a scoop of meat paste for Scarlet, who took it daintily. The healer looked at Jisten. “Three, eh? You’ll have your hands full.”

	“I hope you don’t mind,” Jisten began, but Dethrian waved him off.

	“You’re welcome to them, of course. Thank you for your assistance with Scarlet.”

	“You’re welcome.” Jisten looked at his passengers uncertainly.

	“Put them in a pocket,” Dethrian advised. “They like to hide in places like that. Instinctive, according to S’Rak.”

	Jisten nodded and carefully transferred the three balls to his breast pocket. “Thank you.”

	“Have a blessed evening,” Dethrian told him in gentle dismissal. The senior gathered up his mastigi and the remaining hatchlings and strode back into the infirmary. He probably had rounds to finish.

	The captain also stood, brushed off his pants and left the garden as well, heading for the exit. He had duties, too.

	



	
Chapter One: Breakfast

	 

	 

	Tεtrεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari

	4th day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon

	 

	Musday, the 15th of Xrehnmon

	 

	Jisten surveyed the contents of the table. The food was directly from the kitchens, still piping hot. But he was a cautious man and had recently had some lessons reinforced. He took out the amulet that the dhelion had made for him and passed it over the food, whispering a prayer to Si’Yeni.

	“Checking the food this time?” Jethain asked in approval and sat down at the table.

	Jisten nodded but continued his prayer. The last word had barely passed his lips when the egg dishes flared with violet light. The potato dishes flared red and the breads glowed a sullen blue the color of a bruise. All three of his mastigi hatchlings clicked from beneath his shirt collar.

	“Balls of Auranz!” Jethain exclaimed in surprise. “You first!”

	“Is there anything here that isn’t poisoned?” asked Orste in surprise.

	A host of full-grown mastigi flew into the room, alerted by some unknown signal. Jisten suspected his hatchlings had somehow told the adults. They swarmed around the table, clicking and spitting on the food.

	“Even if we were going to eat it, we sure wouldn’t now,” Jisten said. “Venomous lizard spit!”

	“I brought this food directly from Cook’s hands,” Orste said.

	Jethain watched them. “Jisten, arrest the cook.” A turquoise mastigi landed on Jethain’s head.

	“Orste, Largo, you stay with the prince,” Jisten said. “I’ll take Sed. He enjoys a good arrest.”

	The turquoise mastigi clicked an agreement from his perch.

	Jethain’s eyes rolled up as he tried to look at his passenger.

	The turquoise mastigi spit over and over into the plate in front of Jethain.

	“Okay!” exclaimed the prince. “Just because I’m still sitting here doesn’t mean I’m going to eat it!” He stood up.

	“Look,” Orste pointed to the food the mastigi had already spit on. It was dissolving.

	“Poison food and poison spit,” Jethain said. “Interesting and disgusting at the same time.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	On the other side of the palace, Rak was patiently listening to the litany of complaints from the palace chamberlain, most of which revolved around the infestation of mastigi, avtappi hoof prints and pony-sized death hound paw prints on his precious floors, and pieces of slobber-soaked ruffles being left on the queen’s doorstep.

	No less than three mastigi assaulted him. The chamberlain waved his hands around his head quite comically, but this didn’t stop his stream of complaints.

	Trelo crawled out of Rak’s hood and clicked imperiously at them. The mastigi settled onto Rak’s shoulders.

	“I will make sure that I remove any unwanted imprintings,” said Rak finally. “But, if the mastigi and the person in question are happy together, I will not interfere.”

	One darted off his shoulder, snatched a brown roach from the floor and flew over to the chamberlain. It landed on his shoulder and swallowed the roach in one gulp.

	“It...they...eat bugs?” The chamberlain’s eyes were saucers. “I’ve noticed that the bug population has been greatly reduced. Maybe the lizards aren’t as bad as I thought.” The chamberlain fled before he had to eat crow. The mastigi remained on his shoulder.

	Rak chuckled, pulled a frayed length of rope out of his pocket and sat down to play with Ostea’s puppies. The death hound bitch sprawled out beside him in utter canine contentment.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The entrance of Jisten and Sedrael into the kitchen caused a stir. Sed was known for his love of arrests, and paired with the captain, they knew someone was leaving in manacles. Everyone froze and watched the two, one tall and lanky, one tall and ox-like, walk into the middle of the kitchen.

	“Hands out in front of you, please.” Jisten drew out his amulet.

	Everyone complied, and Jisten walked around the kitchen, holding the amulet over each set of hands. Once cleared, the person scuttled out, to add grist to rumor mill.

	Jisten held the amulet over Cook’s hands, and they glowed with poison—purple and red and bruised blue.

	“I swear I didn’t!” protested Cook. “But that’s impossible! It must be wrong!”

	“Take him to the Justicers. They’ll determine if he’s lying,” Jisten said. “Have him wash his hands first.”

	Once Cook’s hands were clean, Sed manacled the slave without manhandling him.

	Jisten shared the sergeant’s liking for Cook, but he also knew that if Cook were guilty, Sedrael would be merciless. Jethain had his loyalty.

	The trio took the duty coach to the Hall of Justice, Cook whimpering softly to himself the entire time. By the time we get there, Jisten thought, all the gossips should be aroused to full steam. Gods only knows what insane rumors I’ll have to deal with.

	The paired Justicers, one for the day, in sky blue robes, and one for the night, in midnight blue robes, came out when Sed and Jisten marched the cook into their hall.

	“The prince’s breakfast was poisoned. It was taken directly from Cook’s hands,” Jisten said. “I seek your ruling, he claims innocence.”

	“I didn’t do it,” sobbed Cook.

	“But you did,” said Justicer Lybius, standing for Alethain and the House of Day, at the same moment that Justicer Visoly, standing for Dykaea and the House of Night, said, “He did not.”

	Jisten groaned while Cook did a credible imitation of a fish.

	“Hates it when they disagree,” Sed sympathized with Jisten.

	“We must touch him,” said Visoly.

	Lybius nodded.

	Both placed their hands on Cook. “His body committed this crime,” said Visoly, speaking for both. “But he did not. Another interposed its will upon him.”

	“Who did it then?” asked Sedrael sensibly.

	“Can either of you sense who overpowered him? We’ll have to sweep the palace grounds, of course, but some idea of what we’re looking for would be greatly appreciated.” Jisten removed the manacles from Cook’s wrists. 

	“The taint of the Unmaker is unmistakable,” said Lybius. “But I cannot tell you a name.” He sounded apologetic.

	“The high priest of Zotien is your best ally against chaos,” said Visoly. “Perhaps he can determine more.”

	“Thank you, Justicers.” Jisten bowed to them. “Let’s go, Sed. Cook, come with us. I have an idea,” Jisten told the quivering man.

	Cook quailed but nodded. “Yes, sir, Captain, sir.”

	“If the death hounds can sniff auras,” Jisten told Sed, “perhaps, they can sniff who overpowered Cook’s will. We’ll ask S’Rak if that is possible.”

	“He’s awake?” Sed glanced at the position of the sun.

	“Unfortunately, yes,” Jisten replied.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak stood up when Jisten and Sed appeared with a cook in tow. “Xai’εtε Captain, Sergeant,” he said by way of formal greeting. His eyes slid to the cook, and he raised his eyebrows in inquiry. The puppies, disturbed by his motion, wiggled and squirmed at his feet.

	“Puppies!” Cook cried in delight. The puppies turned and galloped in their awkward way over to the new toy. Cook crouched down to meet the onslaught “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good girl?” he crooned. They were almost atop him when they shied back, whining.

	Rak frowned when the puppies stopped, and he stepped forward. The boldest puppy squirmed forward, snuffling madly. He barked.

	“Cook’s will was overwhelmed by someone who made him poison Jethain’s breakfast,” said Jisten. “The Justicers have cleared him and suggested we turn to you as our best weapon against chaos. I was wondering if the death hounds could smell the aura of whomever took over Cook?”

	Ostea padded over to Cook, staring at the man with her milky eyes.

	Rak followed her, resting a hand on her back, his own eyes unfocused as he shared in the bitch’s senses.

	“There is a strong sense of chaos, but nothing in Cook’s aura for the hound to follow.”

	“Thank you for trying,” Jisten said with disappointment.

	Rak motioned for the two guards to bide a moment as he studied the servant. He paced a slow circuit around the man, stopping where he started. “There is a sense of chaos, but it is not inherent to him. It is external.” He addressed Cook directly, “Have you done anything different over the past days? Acquired anything new?”

	Cook started to shake his head then said, “Wait…got somethin’ from the market two days ago.” He fished a black pendant out of his tunic. “It’s a fly-repellent charm.”

	“That doesn’t look right.” Jisten  peered at it.

	Rak held a hand just shy of it. “Here is the chaos. Where did you get this?”

	“There was a trader, Dazun. He had them. Said the sun temple had approved them. Even had an acolyte with him.”

	Sed used his sword to hook the chain of the charm and lift it off Cook’s neck. He grinned like a mischievous farm boy at Cook’s look.

	Rak fished a piece of silk from a pocket and held it out to Sed. “Put it in that. I will destroy it.”

	Sed lowered the pendant into the silk where it sizzled softly.

	The chain of the pendant crept out of the silk and wrapped around Rak’s wrist. Rak hissed in pain and shook it off. He carried the silk-wrapped object into the chapel. Warning everyone to stand back, he dropped the pendant from the silk onto the altar. It exploded.

	“Gotta love it,” Sed said with respect.

	The puppies all started barking. They bounded over to Cook and overwhelmed him in their exuberance.

	He sat down and let himself drown in puppy love. When they kissed him, he kissed them back and fondled their ears. He crooned baby talk to them until Sed laughed.

	Rak walked over and held out a night-stone pendant. “Here is a real fly amulet. You may keep this. Thank you for your assistance. And if you would like one of these puppies, I think it would be good to have a death hound in the kitchens. You may have third pick when they are weaned.”

	“Truly?” Cook asked in a typical sunny fashion.

	Rak had a sudden urge to smack himself on the forehead. “Yes, truly,” he said with commendable patience.

	Jisten smoothed Rak’s rustling wings back down.

	Cook noticed this with a sharp eye. “Rumors true, then? ‘Bout you n’ the priest?”

	“Tell me the rumors,” Jisten said smoothly.

	“Uhm,” Cook looked back and forth between them. “They say you’re, uhm, a couple.”

	“I’m his Valer,” Jisten said primly.

	“Yeah, racial thing,” Sed added helpfully.

	“We share a gods-given racial bond,” explained Rak. “Loftoni and Valers are meant to act as partners but not necessarily as lovers.”

	“Wing care is a sacred duty,” Jisten said.

	“I’ll pass the word.” Cook returned to snuggling a puppy in his lap.

	Rak smiled.

	Jisten’s hand curled to the underside of Rak’s wing and stroked there a moment.

	Rak’s face blanked as he controlled himself. So unfair. So very unfair.

	“You are free to return to your duties, Cook,” Jisten said in dismissal. “Time for the puppies to nurse and sleep.”

	Cook stood up, thanked them profusely and departed.

	Sed chortled and said, “I’ll make sure ya ain’t disturbed.” He followed Cook out the door.

	“Another convert,” Jisten said happily. “Via justice and puppies.”

	“More the puppies than the justice.” Rak turned his gaze on Jisten, eyes twinkling with mirth. “Three mastigi, Jisten?”

	“It just sort of happened,” admitted Jisten. He lifted his shirt collar to display his clinging passengers. “They hatched yesterday afternoon, when I went to help Dethrian with Scarlet.”

	Rak briefly touched all three. “Ai, they are imprinted on you. You wish to keep them?”

	“Yes, if that’s okay.”

	Rak nodded. “They are yours, Jisten. I know you will take care of them.”

	Jisten stroked the wing underside again. “You need to sleep. And I have just the thing.” It was his favorite trick. Lure Rak into bed, make love to him and then leave him sleeping.

	Rak made a face. “We cannot,” he said regretfully. “We have an appointment.”

	“Appointment?”

	“With the tattoo artist,” said Rak. He pulled Forael’s reminder scroll from a pocket. “It is why I stayed up.”

	“I suppose that’s worth it,” Jisten admitted reluctantly.

	Rak pulled Jisten close and whispered, “I want you to pick the new design.”

	“Wings,” Jisten said. His hands explored the said appendages. “Or maybe a black dragon.”

	Rak’s wings cupped around Jisten. “At this rate, we will miss the appointment and that would be embarrassing.”

	“Perhaps after,” suggested Jisten. “I want that control spell gone.”

	 

	



	
Chapter Two: A New Tattoo

	 

	 

	Rak squinted at the sun temple as they rode up. The mid-morning sun was causing a dazzling display on the golden dome. “Did they have to cover the entire dome in gold? Are they trying to blind passersby?”

	“You are supposed to be awed and dazzled,” Jisten replied. “Are you?” He grinned at the squinting priest of night.

	“If being dazzled bears any relation to being half blinded, then ai.”

	They left the avtappi at the fountain and walked into the less blindingly bright interior. Not that the sun symbols plastered everywhere had escaped the gold-leaf mania, but there was less direct sunlight to set them ablaze. They were shown directly to Forael’s office, where the tattoo artist should be waiting. The palace seemed to have both ears and eyes in the very walls, and Rak was insistent in his desire for discretion in this matter.

	Forael was hanging up his formal ritual robe as they were ushered into his office, and he asked, “Are your formal robes as heavy as mine?” The robe was encrusted with gold bullion and gems.

	“Ai, but we use silvered black rather than gold.” Rak glanced around. “The artist has not arrived yet?”

	“Not yet. Café?” Forael gestured to the large café service that an industrious acolyte had brought in and set up before their arrival.

	“If I were not already taken, I would kiss you,” teased Rak as he poured for all three of them.

	“I disapprove of the effects of an archpriest of the House of Day and a high priest of the House of Night kissing,” Jisten said. “I prefer both of you in your respective one piece.”

	“I am glad that my matchmaking efforts were not in vain.” Forael sipped his café. “Although, you two did give me some rather bad shocks. Makes me very glad that I never had children.”

	“What? You do not to want small hands leaving greasy smears on your robes and small voices continually asking, Whhhhyyyyyyyy?” Rak asked in mock astonishment.

	Before Forael could answer, the artist arrived, carrying a large leather case and accompanied by Jethain, who held the door open for the man.

	“I’ve been looking forward to this,” said Jethain mildly. The turquoise mastigi on his shoulder clicked an agreement.

	Rak wondered if he’d managed to infest the whole of Koilatha with the little lizards or if the epidemic was still limited to Karpos City.

	The artist set out his supplies on Forael’s café table. “You want a tattoo? You understand that they are permanent?”

	“I want one gone,” replied Rak at length.

	“I hope not a slave brand,” the artist said, not looking up from his unpacking. “That’s forbidden.”

	“Not those, I understand the law. There is one on my abdomen that I want covered.”

	“What are you getting?” asked Jethain, as if hoping to distract the artist from inquiring too closely.

	“You already have a phoenix, would you like a gryphon?” Forael smiled gently.

	“I would be pleased to bear a gryphon,” replied Rak. “But a dragon would be even better.”

	“I vote gryphon,” Forael said easily.

	“Scorth votes dragon,” said Rak with a grin.

	“Dragon,” Jethain said.

	“Black dragon will cover best,” Jisten said. “Iridescent black.”

	“I need to see the area in question,” said the artist.

	After a quick, longing glance at Jisten, Rak lay down on the couch and pulled up his tunic. Next, he unfastened his pants and pulled them down, but he left the wrap on. He’d greatly prefer to lay on Jisten, like the last time, but he needed Jisten to be able to see, and correct, the artist’s work. In addition to that, he did not trust the artist. The so-called decency laws were cruel but clear, and open, public affection between Jisten and himself could only end in tragedy.

	The artist inspected the upper part of the geometric design before he asked, “How far down does it go?”

	Rak pulled the wrap down to the base of his penis but left the ringed member covered. Forael had seen him naked before, and Jisten was bonded to him, but Jethain was his brother. Rak had no desire to display the rings to anyone. At least Jethain was politely looking away.

	Jisten sat by Rak’s head and fed the artist details about dragon anatomy, pointing out that since Rak had a dragon, artistic license wouldn’t be appreciated.

	The artist free sketched the outline, completely covering the geometric tattoo.  He colored in the body with great care and exquisite attention to the finest detail, but when he started the wings, Jisten became a major pest. The artist blew out an exasperated breath.

	“I’ll pay you double if you listen to my captain about the wings,” Jethain told the artist.

	The artist agreed and listened to Jisten very closely. Jisten knew his wings very well indeed, and the wings draped around the base of Rak’s hairless manhood were very artistic. The artist finished and went over his work, making sure it was perfect.

	Rak knew that the paints were hideously expensive, but once the magic imbued in them was activated, there was no going back. The golden rings had clearly taken the artist aback, but Jisten had signaled the man to ignore it, so with a visible effort, the artist did so. The bulk of the artist’s body served to shield Rak’s groin from Forael and Jethain. 

	Rak wondered how much gold it would take to buy the man’s silence. By now, there was probably no hiding the fact of his relationship with Jisten. Why else would the captain care so much about the placement of wings around his genitals? Rak hoped the artist wouldn’t tell anyone but knew the odds of that were slim.

	“What do you think?” Rak asked Jisten.

	“Much better,” Jisten said with a smile. “Now for the magic to set it.”

	The artist looked at Forael. “Ylion, do you want to set it yourself?”

	“Of course,” said Forael, stepping over to the couch. Rak saw the anger that blazed in his eyes when he saw the rings, but the Ylion said nothing about them. He passed his hand over Rak, murmuring a word that twisted back on itself. The magic-imbued paints sunk into Rak’s skin painlessly, instantly and permanently.

	The artist wiped the skin with a wet cloth, and it came away clean. “It’s done.”

	Jethain wrote something and handed it to the artist. “Give this to the royal paymaster for your fee. Thank you.”

	Rak blinked at Jethain. “I should have paid him,” he said, but Jethain smiled at him.

	As soon as the artist left, Jisten asked, “Well, did it work? Did it?”

	“I do not know,” said Rak. “I do not feel any differently, but I cannot sense it unless it is being used.”

	Forael cleared his throat. “Your hand, Jisten? We will look as we did before.”

	Jisten held out his hand, palm up, to Forael.

	Forael took Jisten’s hand and said, “Touch the area where it was.”

	Jisten slid his hand carefully over the dragon tattoo, as if afraid the paints were still wet, rather than embedded permanently into Rak’s skin.

	Forael sighed. “Alas, Narvain was a better mage than I expected. The spell remains.”

	Rak pulled his clothes back together. “If covering it does not work, what else can we try?”

	“I don’t know,” said Forael, expression troubled. “I’ll continue to look into the matter.”

	“Perhaps the Mai’eras can help,” murmured Jisten. “Si’Yeni partakes of both day and night.”

	“Okay,” agreed Rak, yawning. “But later. I want to sleep now.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The ride back to the palace was uneventful, and once there, Jisten put his original plan into action.

	He stripped both Rak and himself while moving from the bedroom door to the bed then tumbled Rak onto the bed.

	Rak twisted himself so that he landed belly down, his wings sweeping open to their full, glorious twelve-foot spread.

	Jisten sighed in appreciation, sat on Rak’s delectable ass and stroked the leading edges of those wings as far as he could reach without moving. After a short time, Jisten’s hands moved to the wingbases, gently rubbing and scratching.

	Rak squirmed, grinding against him in a very provocative way.

	Jisten dropped light kisses on Rak’s neck, using his larger bulk to press the smaller man more firmly to the mattress.

	Rak calmed and spread his legs, pushing himself against Jisten’s hard-on.

	Jisten gripped Rak’s wrists and pinned them to the mattress with his hands. The head of his cock pressed urgently against Rak’s pucker. Rak moaned softly, and through the bond, Jisten could sense his submission and his need, while at the same time, he could feel the smaller man’s physical relaxation, the opening loosening just a bit, enough to ease his cock’s entry.

	Jisten pushed slowly, luxuriating in the tactile experience of penetration. He pulled out a little then thrust in again more deeply, encasing the full head of his large cock in Rak. He twitched backward, tugging on Rak’s anal ring playfully. Rak’s hips rolled, clearly trying to ease the pressure on his opening by pulling more of Jisten’s length into himself. Jisten pressed Rak’s wrists more firmly into the mattress then pushed his chest against Rak’s back. Rak stilled, picking up on Jisten’s desire as much from their bond as from the physical cues.

	The slow, relentless penetration continued. Jisten entered Rak no more than a finger width at a time, pausing briefly to enjoy the play of Rak’s internal muscles before pulling back out until his head tugged on Rak’s ring. He thrust again, back through the depth he’d already conquered and adding another finger width of territory. Rak’s moans of lusty enjoyment and the deep, submissive actions of his body pleased Jisten even more than his own mounting tension and pleasure.

	When at last Jisten sheathed his whole length in Rak’s body, he paused. He nibbled and kissed along both sides of Rak’s neck but didn’t move a muscle down below. Rak’s internal muscles went wild, rhythmically caressing him, trying to suck his massive cock in even deeper, despite Jisten already being at full penetration. Jisten smiled, enjoying Rak’s efforts to please him, but he wanted more. He whispered in Rak’s ear, “Make love to me.”

	The rocking of Rak’s hips followed his deep moan. Jisten held still, balanced atop Rak’s slight body, pinning him down as he strove to please. Rak ground his hole against Jisten’s pubic hair then retreated in a long, slow slide up Jisten’s thick shaft that caused Jisten to moan in appreciation. Rak slammed himself back down, hard enough to cause Jisten’s balls to swing, their bodies striking with a wet, meaty sound that was chased by Rak’s short cry of pleasure.

	Again and again, Rak did this, slowly drawing himself off Jisten’s cock, only to rapidly return his lover’s weapon to its sheath. Jisten shifted Rak’s wrists so he could pin them both down single-handedly. His free hand slid under Rak, finding Rak’s silky-soft sac. He gripped it firmly, rolling the balls against his fingers and palm. He loved the feel of it in his hand, and Rak’s increased tempo and the depth of his lusty cry told Jisten that Rak loved it, too.

	Jisten abruptly took over Rak’s action, pounding Rak hard, fast and deep but only for a few heartbeats before he exploded, shooting his seed into Rak as his orgasm roared through him and into Rak, triggering Rak’s dependent climax and sending another, even larger explosion of sheer ecstasy back through both men. They relaxed in the aftermath, still connected by Jisten’s softening member, until sleep snuck through and claimed them both.

	



	
Chapter Three: Missing Children

	 

	 

	“Where Ritsa?” Asfalea demanded. The girl was late, and the Mai’eras would have been annoyed except that the conscientious little lass was never late.

	“She’s not here?” Elenna pushed back a damp strand of hair from her face as she tended the ovens. “I assumed she raced ahead of me as always.”

	They heard voices calling in the square, first, female voices were calling children’s names. Next, male voices, some angry, some worried, were calling the same children’s names.

	A mother burst in, frantic. “I can’t find Orrys! And Lebbin, Saera and Kylla are missing, too,” the mother sobbed.

	Asfalea frowned.

	Elenna turned from the ovens and wiped her hands on her apron. “I’ll send the come-home signal from Si’Yeni’s hearth. No child can ignore that.”

	Asfalea stumped to the hearth altar but waited for Elenna to perform the rite. The sunset in the hearth was lovely, but none of the missing children came running, nor did Ritsa.

	The mother sobbed harder.

	Asfalea’s normally bright eyes dimmed in sorrow. More mothers joined her, all distressed, all sorrowed, their men looking uncomfortable and angry.

	“How many gone?” Asfalea asked the crowd.

	Ten children were missing. Orrys was the youngest, Ritsa the oldest.

	“I petition Si’Yeni,” Asfalea said. “Go home. Wait.”

	The crowd reluctantly departed. The men wanted a target, to do something.

	“Pray!” Asfalea commanded as they left.

	That wasn’t what the men had in mind, but they stalked off, attempting to comfort their wives.

	Elenna was already setting up for the petition ritual. She collected the wheat, the bread and homebrewed dark ale and expertly threw them into the fire in the correct order, with the correct prayers. Sunset fires flared, accepting the offering.

	“Goddess of Sunset, of Hearth, of Home, our children are gone, without answer to the come-home signal,” Asfalea’s words flowed in her native Valer, without the stilted Koilathan accent. “They are our future, our family. Please, Goddess, hear the cries of the mothers and fathers.”

	“I hear their cries and the cries of your captured children. Send for Zotien’s high priest. He has the means to find them and bring them home. You have but to feed the Storm Lord’s Altar a drop of blood, and your message will wing its way to him instantly.”

	“Our love and thanks, Goddess,” Asfalea said. “We shall do all that you command, all that you suggest, all that you wish.”

	Elenna said, “Allow me, Mai’eras. I have more blood to spare.”

	“One drop? Eh, yes, yes,” Asfalea relented. Elenna stuck her finger with a pin and touched the altar.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Someone is calling me, thought Rak. He was supremely disinclined to move, not that he had a choice, since he was not only pinned by Jisten’s bulk, but also still impaled by the man’s cock. It wasn’t the tug of the control spell but an entirely different sort of call. It was the altar, Rak realized at once. Someone was calling him via the altar.

	With a flash of regret, Rak slid out from under Jisten, wishing that the contact didn’t have to end. It was so pleasant to lay there with Jisten inside him, for it kept the slave fires from rekindling. Resting post-climax with Jisten’s cock filling him was the only span of time he’d ever felt completely devoid of the cruel grasp of the potions which ruled his life.

	Rak stretched his wings as he slid off the bed and headed for the small chapel. Sensing the urgency of the message, he didn’t bother dressing, but went through the parlor in the nude. Nobody was there to see it, and the curtains were drawn over the bay windows overlooking the formal gardens. Rak closed the chapel door before he approached the altar.

	He knelt before the altar of his God, offering his obeisance. That done, he stood and pressed his hands flat on the smooth, cool stone, in specific places marked by sacred glyphs. He opened his mind to the message.

	Children gone, stolen. Si’Yeni said you help. Please come, please bring Jisten. The pain and anguish in Asfalea’s voice, magically transmitted by the linked altars, was unmistakable.

	We are coming, Rak replied. I will do everything in my power to help. He turned around and went back into the bedroom. He put on a clean wrap then touched Jisten’s shoulder, bringing the captain awake. When he saw the stormy grey eyes blinking at him, he said, “Jisten, the dhelion needs us. There are missing children, and Si’Yeni said I was to help.” He selected some off-duty clothing, the type of thing he’d wear when he spent the day scrubbing and oiling Scorth. He purposefully chose clothing that wasn’t black but faded, mismatched greys. The shirt had paled with time to a dove grey, and the pants were a sort of blue-grey.

	Jisten put his pants on in a flash and then helped Rak slide his wings through the neatly hemmed slits in his shirt.

	Rak admired the new dragon tattoo in the mirror before he laced his pants shut.

	Rak and Jisten walked to the stable where Kennit was already saddling their avtappi. Rak took over from him with a wink.

	Jisten scribbled a message and gave it to Kennit. “Deliver this to Kordri. He can requisition the patrol reports of the Valer district from the City Watch.”

	Kennit saluted. “Yessir!” he said and scampered off.

	“I suppose the man has a few uses,” muttered Rak as he pulled the girth tight.

	“Is he still giving you problems?” Jisten said with a scowl.

	“He neither likes nor trusts me, but he is mostly staying away from me. He thinks that he will eventually convince you of my evil intentions.”

	Jisten snorted. “So reassuring to be considered an idiot.”

	“I do not!” said Rak.

	Jisten grinned. “Not you, S’Rak. My men. They act like I haven’t led them for ten years now. Don’t you think they should have a tiny bit of trust in me?”

	“I would think so,” agreed Rak. “I have heard that young men and women often go a little crazy when they fall in love for the first time. Perhaps your men think this is the case?”

	“Yeah, yeah,” Jisten grumped and mounted Zala. “You believe I still have my brain, don’t you, girl?” He stroked her silky neck.

	Zala curved her neck and flashed a crimson eye at him. Of course Jisten was the smartest, most handsome and bravest rider of all time. He laughed and said, “S’Rak, let’s thunder through the streets to Valer Square. I feel like making a scene.”

	Vyld was off like a shot, his rider’s maniacal laughter red-shifting.

	Jisten whooped and chased after him.

	Vyld slowed down, and Zala sped up, until they were able to lockstep. Their eyes met and their gaits matched, all the way down to the bob of their heads, and they thundered down the road in perfect synchronicity.

	The populace stared at them in their wake.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Well,” sniffed a shopkeeper who’d seen them thunder by more than once, “at least they left the dragon at home today.” The dragon flew overhead, catching up. “Never mind!”

	Belatedly, the watchtower rang out the dragon-flying sequence.

	“I don’t want to be whatever they’re chasing,” said his customer.

	“Too right!” agreed the shopkeeper. “At least the prince and the captain are keeping the dark one on a short leash!”

	“Are they? Or is he keeping them on one?”

	“I have to hope that isn’t the case, or we’re all doomed.” They both looked up at the dragon.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak, Jisten and Scorth arrived in Valer Square. There was no bold toddler to demand a blessing. No children at all came out.

	Vyld hung his head and whuffled pathetically. No boys bearing chickens, it was heartbreaking.

	Rak looked around the deserted square and frowned. “I do not like this.”

	“The Valers have locked down,” Jisten said with some approval. “Good, they know their defensive strategy. Let’s see what the Mai’eras has to say, how many children are gone.”

	Rak pulled the hackamores off Vyld and Zala. “Guard.”

	Zala sniffed the ground and raised her head to sniff the air.

	Rak patted her. “I will call the hounds if it comes to that.”

	She licked his face to show her agreement.

	Rak fed her a peppermint. If she were going to keep licking him, at least her slobber would smell better.

	Jisten didn’t have to scratch on the door. It opened long before he and Rak reached it. Rak inclined his head. “Dhelion, you called for us?

	“Yes! Yes! Need help, eh? Come. Come!” She gestured inside with her staff.

	Rak put his hand in Jisten’s arm and walked in.

	“Use Si’Yeni petition. Ritsa gone. Orrys gone. No answer come-home signal. Si’Yeni say you help, eh? Find children? Ten stolen! Valer children always answer come-home signal! Must!”

	“Why does this always happen during the day?” asked Rak, but he didn’t wait for an answer before he began to summon the hounds.

	Three different types of hound materialized in the cottage and outside. Death hounds came, of course, but this time, both the smoke hounds and the night hounds accompanied them. Each had a different role in battle based on their different strengths and weaknesses. The smoke hounds were the finest of trackers, able to follow a scent to the ends of the world, while the death hounds could scent the soul itself, enabling them to track even into the afterlife. The night hounds were sight hunters, but they were fast, and good protection for the friendly smoke hounds.

	“I should return for my guards,” Jisten said. “I want manpower behind me to retrieve these children once you find them.”

	“Daxi. We will need the back-up.” Rak strode outside where the bulk of his hounds were waiting.

	Jisten mounted Zala and left to summon his men.

	Rak stroked the death hounds and pictured Ritsa and Orrys in his mind for them, since those were the two he knew best. He offered the smoke hounds toys and clothing from the missing children. The night hounds sat patiently, waiting for the signal to run. They would protect and accompany the other hounds.

	The hounds let loose with mournful howls as they began to track the children.

	Scorth lounged in the square and waited. The dragon would never admit it, but Rak knew he missed the little hands polishing his scales.

	Vyld followed the tracking hounds patiently, surrounded by the night hounds, and his rider ignored all the looks he and his hounds received.

	 

	



	
Chapter Four: Wethmir House

	 

	 

	Rak studied the building, the only one of dozens of similar buildings that the hounds insisted that they needed to enter. It was medium sized, two storied and had only a few heavily barred windows on the ground floor. The door was an ornate, heavy affair of ironclad oak, and the simple sign nailed to the wall beside it proclaimed, Wethmir House, Slavers Guild.

	He dismounted and told the hounds to stay hidden until he called them. The canines vanished into the shadows, but he could still sense their presence. He was glad that he had chosen to wear his old grey work clothes for this expedition rather than his more obvious black temple clothing, but wished that he’d thought to wear his chain mail beneath it. He entered through the elaborate door.

	The front room was small but lushly appointed in leather and brass with tapestries of naked, dancing slave girls on the walls.

	A middle-aged male of the typical Koilathan variety was seated at the desk with a small stack of paperwork to occupy him as he waited to intercept potential customers. The man looked Rak over from head to toe as he entered.

	Rak took out a purse and tossed it on the desk so that the heavy gold and silver coins spilled toward the man.

	“You look like a discriminating customer,” the slaver told Rak once the size of his purse had been assessed. “What might you be in the market for?”

	“I am seeking young slaves,” Rak said. “Preferably children who are old enough to be trained.”

	The slaver studied Rak further, eyes lingering on his wings. “Well, maybe we can help you, come in the back with me.”

	“Very well.” Rak swept the money back into his purse before he followed the man.

	The slaver led him deep into progressively darker rooms via a maze of corridors, which usually disoriented the prey. Rak wasn’t disoriented. This was nothing compared to the maze of corridors and rooms under the Great Temple, and he could see perfectly well in the dark. He knew this was trap, and he went in anyhow.

	The slaver tripped Rak, and two men accosted him from the sides.

	Rak took a controlled tumble and came up with short swords in his hands.

	A moment later and the slaver to the left was laid out and gushing blood. The remaining slavers yelled horribly and two more emerged from rooms.

	Rak summoned his hounds as he lunged, killing another.

	One of the smoke hounds whined at a closed door. Another joined the pretty bitch, guarding her back like a proper male dog.

	Rak kicked the door in for them and killed another slaver as the man rushed out. Inside the small room, Rak could see several children clutching each other and sobbing. The bitch crawled toward them on her belly, wagging her tail.

	Scorth, Rak sent, Please tell Jisten to come quickly, there are more children here than just the missing Valers.

	I am not a messenger service, Scorth replied, but then, the dragon relented. But since children are involved, I shall make an exception. This time.

	Once at the children, the bitch rolled over and her tongue lolled out in a ridiculous manner. Some of the children sniffled a little laugh.

	Rak continued to kill slavers. The hounds would protect the children. One slaver came in to grab the children and had his throat ripped out by a death hound for his trouble. The hound dragged the man off and translated with the corpse.

	“I hope,” Rak said to the remaining slavers, “that this building is well shielded.”

	Two slavers blanched and tried to run.

	Rak killed one a heartbeat later. He still hadn’t found Ritsa, so as he chased the other slavers, he kicked open other doors, and found more and more children. “No wonder Karpos lacks street urchins,” he muttered. “They are all in here!”

	“I’m not an urchin!” one bold little girl said. “I have a mommy!”

	A puppy wormed its way into her lap and kissed her.

	“My pardon,” Rak told her. He killed another slaver.

	Some of his hounds remained with each discovered clump of children. More hounds were translating in, most with puppies at their heels.

	Rak wished he had a friend along he could wager with, for he’d be willing to bet that every single nursing bitch they had in Okyro was currently here in Koilatha with their litters.

	The hooves of the guards’ horses clattered like a thunderstorm outside. Then, there was silence.

	Rak looked upward. “Today would be nice, Jisten.” He kicked open a door and heard a shriek of delight, not fear.

	“The high priest! He found us! He saved us!” Ritsa ran to Rak and hugged him, oblivious to his bloody swords. “All my cousins are with me, and the youngest of the kidnapped children, because I was able to calm them.”

	Rak didn’t doubt that. The lovely girl radiated Si’Yeni’s motherly love and concern.

	Scorth snorted. If you want us to be faster, let me blast the building down.

	You take your time, Rak told Scorth. Our Valer needs to hurry.

	Rak heard the crashing of what had to be the front door giving way as the guards entered, yelling at the top of their lungs like fools charging to their deaths.

	“Fan out!” Jisten’s clear baritone rang through the building.

	Rak sent Morth to Jisten.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The hound translated right under Jisten’s nose, grabbed his trousers and tugged.

	“Follow Morth!” Jisten cried, indicating the hound.

	Morth wagged his tail and led them through the maze.

	A puppy bounded out one door, saw Morth, squeaked and ran back in the door.

	Morth and Jisten followed the puppy. “Children!” Jisten called back to his men.

	“Captain Jisten!” several children cried at once, and the man was mobbed. The captain of the palace guard was as popular as the prince with the common folk of the city, and most children knew him on sight. It took him a long time to work his way through the gauntlet to Rak.

	Rak greeted Jisten with, “There are many children here. I have killed most of the slavers already. Scorth will burn the building once your men have declared it clear.” There was blood everywhere.

	“Don’t scare them, or they might bolt into hidey holes and be burned alive,” Jisten warned his men. “S’Rak’s dragon is torching the building once it’s clear.”

	The men glanced upward and went to work with easy, relaxed manners. Having a dragon flying escort adds confidence, Jisten thought with amusement, although, to be fair, his men had been expecting a battle, not a rescue operation. The high priest had done in the slavers, not that anyone was objecting to that.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Cousin Jisten, let me talk to the children; they’ll follow me,” Ritsa said. She turned and spoke to the youngest of the kidnap victims. They clustered around her, holding her hands and skirt.

	Ritsa sang silly songs as she herded children out of the holding cells and toward the guards. “We need to go, before the flies come for the bad men. Bring the puppies!”

	The puppies and hounds reassured those who were nervous, as did the presence of the green-and-gold-clad guards. Ritsa and the guards led the children outside into a cordoned off area that the City Watch was keeping open for them. The children dawdled in the entry, afraid of exposure in the bright sunlight.

	“Dwagon!” Orrys cried out and pointed upward. The other children hastened out to see, craning their necks upward.

	Scorth preened for the children. He was lounging on the roof of the building across from them like a big cat.

	“Pwetty!” Orrys clapped. The others oo’d.

	“He likes having his scales polished,” Ritsa said, and the children looked at her with awed eyes. “Maybe he’ll let us do it later.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak used the female death hounds to track down every last soul-spark they could find in the warren and the female smoke hounds to lure the frightened ones out. “Useful,” Rak said, “to have hounds that can track through walls.” He winked at Jisten.

	“More than useful,” Jisten replied. “I don’t want a child’s death on my hands, but the building has to be burned soon. The wind is shifting. Kordri, summon the City Watch to form a bucket brigade to douse the neighboring buildings now.”

	A few last children were discovered, the worst beaten of the group, cowering in distant corners. Rak lifted these out to the waiting hands of the guards. As he did a final sweep of the building, Rak advised the rats to seek a new home. This one was going up in flames. He also lit fires in key places on the lowest levels.

	“Come see dwagon!” the children called out to the latecomers.

	“Everyone ready to see the nasty building burn?” Jisten asked once Rak gave him the all clear. By now, there was a large crowd of citizens watching. “See the dragon flame!”

	Scorth launched off the roof. He climbed for a short time, then he banked into a turn and swooped down, blasting the building with his flames. The dry wood caught quickly.

	Both children and citizens clapped as the dragon made repeated diving attacks on the slavers’ building, transforming it into a column of flame and black smoke that reached higher into the sky than the dragon flew.

	One woman pushed through the crowd and squealed, “Lyssa!”

	The bold girl ran toward her. “Mommy!”

	The woman swept her up and hugged her. “Thank you, Captain!” the woman said through streaming tears.

	“Please, it was S’Rak who saved your child,” Jisten said and pointed.

	“Thank you! I don’t care what anyone says about dark servants, this one returned my baby to me!” she addressed the crowd, chin held high.

	“You are welcome.” As much as Rak wanted to demur and claim it his duty, he couldn’t. That would be a lie. “I suspect most of these are illegal captures,” he said to Jisten.

	The crowd murmured. Most in approval, although a few sour ones said that Rak had stolen the children in the first place. The sour ones were soon booted to the edge of the crowd. Then, the crowd was pushed back as Scorth landed in the street, filling it.

	Rak and Scorth kept an eye on the building as it burned. They wanted to make sure that it burned completely, and that it didn’t set any other buildings on fire. The City Watch added members of the crowd to the bucket brigade and water soon doused the two neighboring buildings.

	“Who has mommies and daddies?” Jisten knelt before the children. Most of the children raised their hands. They mobbed him, and Jisten disappeared under a wave of little bodies.

	“It’s off to the palace for food and new clothes while we find your mommies and daddies,” said Jisten’s voice from the center of the pile. “Who wants to see the prince? He’s very nice.” Jisten’s hand broke free and indicated Rak. “Thank the nice dark servant for saving you. He serves Zotien, who outlawed slavery in his land.”

	The mob of children turned their attention to Rak, and Jisten, now visible, looked up at Rak with a wicked grin.

	Rak just smiled. He was used to mobs of small bodies. He had children.

	“I don’t have a mommy or daddy. I wanna go to Zotien’s land,” one boy said.

	Rak scooped that boy up. “And so you shall.”

	“Me! Me!” a little girl clung to Rak’s leg and wept. Her clothes were torn and her body was too thin.

	“So shall any child who does not have parents or who wishes to make the journey,” Rak added. He was already thinking about how to arrange a portal to Okyro. It wouldn’t be easy, but there was no way to safely take any number of children to Okyro overland.

	“How quickly can you get them out of here?” Jisten asked quietly. He picked up another child, an adorable boy sobbing that he had no mommy and that his daddy sold him.

	“Perhaps Forael will help. He is a mage, you know.” Rak sighed and surveyed his new flock.

	“Kordri, take Ailos and Fentri, take the children with missing parents to the palace. Orste, Largo, take the Valer children back to Valer Square. Ritsa will help you. S’Rak and I are taking the orphans to Forael,” Jisten said. “Sedrael, Kal, you’re with me.”

	Kordri herded the children who had parents toward the palace and sent his sergeant, Ailos, ahead for two carriages.

	Rak told Scorth to lie down. He said, “I want every child who wants to go to Okyro to climb onto the dragon.” The child in Jisten’s arms slithered down and ran to Scorth. The dragon didn’t even grumble. No one in their right mind would argue possession with him, after all. The Valer children looked disappointed.

	“If you behave for my men and go home with Ritsa, Scorth will give you all a ride later,” Jisten rashly told his downcast cousins. They looked at him with trust.

	Through the bond, Rak sensed that Scorth wanted to protest, but he liked the Valers, had a soft spot for children, and the Valer children were his friends. Rak hid his smile at the dragon’s trapped position. How could Scorth give a treat to other children and not the ones who fed him and polished his scales with utter devotion?

	Kal climbed onto Scorth’s back, and Rak, Jisten and Sedrael boosted small bodies up to him.

	“How will we keep them from falling?” Jisten whispered to Rak.

	“Scorth will walk there,” Rak said. “It is just down the street and around the corner.” He boosted a last little boy up.

	“Nice dwagon,” the boy said and patted Scorth. “Fwy away!”

	Kal remained sitting on Scorth, holding and being held onto by several children. “Poor Kal,” said Sedrael, “Always wanted children.”

	“In Okyro, the same-sex couples adopt orphans and foundlings.” Rak shrugged. “That way, the children get real homes, and the couple fulfills their duty to raise children.”

	Sedrael looked up at Kal, who returned the look with longing before he looked down, turning his attention to the child he was holding in his arms.

	“I wouldn’t deny you the chance,” said Jisten. “I’ll release you both from your oaths when S’Rak leaves. As a married couple, you’re eligible.”

	Scorth carefully stood and started to walk toward the sun temple, causing the children to squeal in delight. It was slow going. Dragons weren’t designed for walking, and city streets weren’t designed for dragons. Scorth caused the most memorable traffic jam in the history of Karpos. One that, in years to come, old people would tell their grandkids about. And those children told their children, who told their children. Eventually, the street would even be renamed Dragon Road.

	 

	



	
Chapter Five: The Portal

	 

	 

	Just down the street was closer to a two-mile hike. Rak kept an eye out for sliding tots as they processed, but Kal snagged any before they got too far.

	Walking dragons are also very slow, so Forael was alerted to the events long before they broke out into the plaza before the temple. He was waiting for them outside the golden doors of the sun temple. At his side were Dethrian and Pennick, a quiet, studious senior sun priest that Rak had only met in passing. There was nary an acolyte to be seen.

	Rak stopped on the bottom step. “Ylion.”

	“Nyxion, you are, as always, most welcome here,” Forael said. “Nice day for a dragon walk?”

	“I went looking for a nest of vipers and uncovered something far worse,” said Rak in a serious tone. “These poor children have no families, and I have offered them sanctuary. I need a portal to Okyro. I will provide the blood power.”

	“No blood power needed, Nyxion,” Forael said kindly. “I have two able assistants. With them, I can cast a portal anywhere that has ever seen the light of the sun. It will be much easier if you would be so kind to describe the destination.”

	Dethrian approached Rak. “Pennick and I wish to go to Okyro once we have made the portal.” Scarlet peeked at him from the sun priest’s cowl.

	As Jisten’s three mastigi exchanges greetings with their mother, Jisten leaned close to Rak and explained, “Forael has tipped his hand as to who has real power in his sun temple. They have to go, or they will conveniently be reassigned and maybe even disappear.”

	Forael closed his blue eyes briefly in pain but nodded.

	“You will be welcome there,” Rak assured them. “Long has the Temple of Auranz stood empty. We have kept the doors open for you and the floor swept.”

	Pennick and Dethrian looked at each other in surprise.

	“You intend to awaken your temple there, ai?” Rak smiled benignly, as if this had been planned for months.

	Forael came over and blessed them. His hand lingered longer than necessary on their shoulders. “Goodbye, my friends. It seems you have a greater mission than we thought.”

	Rak then described, in great detail, the plaza before the Great Temple until even Jisten could picture it in his mind’s eye. The three mages chanted, drawing on their power, and a growing torus of brilliant multicolored light first appeared and then grew rapidly in size and strength until it was large enough for a mounted man to pass through it. The portal’s interior flashed then darkened then twisted into a colorless void.

	“It is done,” said Forael in a strained voice. “Please hurry.”

	Rak scribbled a message and gave it to Trelo, who whizzed through the portal. From Scorth’s back, Kal slung each child down to Sed, who passed the little body on to Jisten, who transferred it to Rak, who urged each little child to run through the portal and not to look back. One kissed his hand before he left, another tugged at his tunic so that he leaned over and that child kissed his cheek.

	After the first three children had gone through, the portal flared with renewed power. The sun priests looked relieved as mages on the other end took some of the burden of keeping it open. A dark servant then came though from the other direction with Trelo riding on his head, spoke to Rak about his typically terse message and returned to alert the brethren fully. Trelo returned to Rak’s hood.

	All the children went through the portal, except one. A small boy, under ten, who wouldn’t let go of Kal. Kal kissed him, slid down Scorth’s shoulder, and said, “But you have to go.” Sedrael kissed the boy, too.

	“Stay wit’ you!” insisted the child.

	Jisten’s face briefly broke in sorrow, and he said, “Kal, Sed, go with him.”

	“Can they not adopt him?”

	“Here? No,” Jisten said.

	“Why not?” Rak wanted to know. He looked at Jisten, who had adopted his baby, not understanding why Sed and Kal couldn’t do what his Valer had done.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Despina trundled up, having heard the wild story Ritsa was telling of the missing children, Jisten, Rak, the dragon and the burning slavers’ nest. Her heart was bursting with pride in her boys, and she just had to see for herself.

	“Ach! My good boys!” she said. Rak and Jisten were hugged and kissed, and then she moved on. She hugged Kal and said, “You no visit! Bad boy!”

	“Despina,” said Rak, smiling at her, “Jisten just told me that Sed and Kal cannot adopt this child!”

	“Want Kal collared?” Despina put her hands on her hips. “I adopt! They visit!” She looked at Kal. “I take boy, you visit now?” Kal nodded, too worked up to speak, eyes sparkling with unshed tears of joy.

	Rak looked surprised then gratified. He nodded. “That is perfect!” He grinned at the uncertain-looking boy. “She is the best cook in all Koilatha and A’filozenoi.”

	The boy’s hesitancy enabled Kal to find his tongue. “Go with your grandmamma now. Father and I will visit you every night we’re not on duty.”

	“You want toys? Have Jisten’s!” said Despina.

	“Mother!” Jisten said, but he was smiling.

	The boy was transferred willingly into Despina’s arms. Despina was the pleasingly plump grandmother type that children loved sinking into. She smelled of cookies and bread.

	“Come to dinner.” Despina cuddled the boy. “Need food, need clothes, need bed.” She walked off with her passenger.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jisten nodded for Sed and Kal to follow her.

	Rak gave Jisten a small pouch of money. “For the boy. Children are expensive. It is not unknown for those who adopt orphans to receive help from the dark servants.”

	“I’ll be sure to tell Mother that it isn’t for her but the child and that it’s custom.”

	Rak blessed Dethrian and Pennick, who walked through the portal and collapsed it, but not before two earnest-looking young Movai, fresh out of the Novitiate by the appearance of their robes, came through lugging heavy packs, leading their avtappi who were equally as burdened. Rak nodded to Jisten and went to speak to the Movai.

	The two young men both had the look of native-born Okyrans, from their light, desert build, to their bronze skin and black hair. They didn’t look all that dissimilar from Valers, except their skin was darker, and their eyes weren’t the pale hues of blue, green or grey but brown. One had bright eyes the color of copper, the other’s eyes were café dark, almost black. Rak surveyed them and their gear as he approached.

	“Xai’εtε, sifliona,” Rak murmured formally as he stopped before them. Continuing in Okyran, a tongue he found far easier than Koilathan, he said, “Welcome to Koilatha. I assume you are here to tend the new chapel?”

	“Xai’εtε, Thezomeh,” replied the taller of the pair, the one with copper eyes. “I am S’Meno; this is my brother, S’Ytaes. And yes, sir, the Movomeh has assigned us to the altar here.”

	“There are two altars,” Rak informed them. “One is in the palace, in the suite of rooms given me as envoy. That altar is not your concern, the other is. That altar is placed in Valer Square, for the Valer people worship both Houses and are eager for the full rites of the Lord of Night to take place.”

	“Both Houses?” Ytaes looked dismayed. “How can that be?”

	“They are primarily followers of Si’Yeni.” Rak waited expectantly. Fresh out of the novitiate, the pair should know this.

	“Ahh,” exclaimed Meno. “The All-Mother, Lady of Dawn, Goddess of Sunset. She who bridges night to day and back to night once more. She weaves the patterns of life and death, light and shadow.”

	“She is the Goddess of Hearth and Home and of family,” said Ytaes. “She is not our enemy.”

	“Nor is Auranz,” said Rak with a hint of sharpness. He gestured to the sun temple behind them. “The Lord of Day is not at war with the Lord of Night, and the Ylion, Forael, is a friend to us.”

	Ytaes offered a short bow. “Of course you are correct, Thezomeh, forgive my impertinence, I never meant to imply that the Lord of Light was an enemy. There is only one enemy.”

	“Indeed,” agreed Rak. “So be warned. There is a fully active chaos temple across the river.” Quickly, he outlined his encounters with the ruins, the full chaos temple and the flies. He emphasized the deadly danger the flies presented and handed them protective amulets. Then, he asked, “Were you provided funds to secure lodging? The altar currently resides in the cottage of the dhelion, but I assume you will want to migrate the altar to a building that can serve as a full chapel and living space for you both.”

	“Yes, Thezomeh, we were provided funds to purchase a building for that purpose. Will you assist us in sanctifying the grounds once we have found the right place?”

	“I will be honored,” said Rak. He then provided their avtappi with detailed directions on the routes in and out of the Valer barrio. To the young monks, he said, “Your avtappi know the way to Valer Square. I shall join you there later. For now, I have duties at the palace.”

	Both bowed to him. “Thezomeh, thank you.” They gathered their gear and marched off.

	Rak returned to Jisten. “Are we done here?” Returning to the Koilathan tongue took a wrench of effort.

	“I think so,” said Jisten. Despina had taken the boy, Forael had returned to his temple and only he and the guards remained in the plaza. “Let’s head to the palace and see how Jethain’s getting along.”

	 

	When Rak and Jisten finally arrived at the palace, they discovered that Jethain had things well in hand. He was speaking to each child in turn, writing down names, descriptions, details. Parents were showing up at the palace gates and being matched to their missing children. The children variously giggled at, chattered at or stared at the kind prince.

	One boy said, “My pa says yer gonna die when ya stop slavery.”

	Jethain raised his eyebrows at him.

	“I wanna be wit’ you,” the boy said. “I kin fight!”

	Jethain offered a crazy grin. “When you turn sixteen, join the guard.”

	“Get da dark one ta fight!” the boy said in a conspiratorial tone. “He kin kill a lot. Saw it fer myself!”

	“My brother has already sworn to fight beside me,” Jethain assured him.

	“Huh, mebbe ya ain’t gonna die.”Tthe boy dropped his overly mature tone to yell, “Pa!” He ran like the child he still was to his father.

	Rak chuckled. “Recruiting?”

	“He was recruiting you for me,” Jethain replied. “You put on quite a show.”

	“Then, it is a good thing that I have already agreed to fight for you.” Rak winked. “Your tame demon, ai?”

	Jethain humphed. “Nothing tame about you.”

	“You say the sweetest things,” said Rak.

	 

	



	
Chapter Six: The Movai

	 

	 

	The bolder young Movai, Meno, scratched on the door of the cottage while his brother, Ytaes, held the two avtappi. They knew the altar was inside, they could sense its presence.

	Ritsa answered the door and speechlessly stared at the young Movai with wide-eyed awe. Meno blinked at her, not having expected anyone so pretty. In perfect, accent-less Valer, he said, “If it is acceptable to the priestesses of Si’Yeni, we have been sent to tend to the Altar of Zotien.”

	“Mai’eras!” Ritsa called out, gaze still fixed on the Movai. “More priests from the House of Night!”

	“Invite in!” Asfalea called out but then stumped over, as if to see what had her young apprentice stunned. “Send children, eh?” Bright sea green eyes regarded them. “Good! Learn better!” She waved them in with her staff.

	The two monks exchanged glances. They weren’t children. But they bowed and Meno said, “Thank you, Dhelion.” They scooted inside. The altar called.

	Ritsa followed hot on their heels. Meno wondered if he had any chance at her. It was more than her looks, something about her appealed to him at a deeper level. He mentally shook his head. If she wanted him, he’d know it in due course.

	The dhelion sat down in an elaborately carved and well-padded chair that had a throne-line appearance while still maintaining a homey feel.

	Meno turned his attention to the altar of night, which was seated precisely beside the hearth altar of Si’Yeni. There was a definite statement of support and friendship in the placement of the two altars. “Thezi,” said Meno, touching the altar. He could feel the green-laced power flowing about it.

	“The only brother here is the Thezomeh,” reminded Ytaes.

	“S’Rak is the Thezomeh,” Ritsa said with respect.

	Meno flashed Ritsa a dazzling smile. “We honor the Thezomeh, of course, but the sect of the priest who called the altar affects its nature. This is a Thezi altar, and we will adjust our rites to match.”

	“We love Thezomeh S’Rak,” Ritsa said. “Just today, he saved myself and the other kidnapped children, and before that, he brought us an altar of Zotien. Plus, he is Loftoni, and my cousin Jisten is bonded to him.”

	“His sect is devoted to him,” said Ytaes, “and so is the Army of Night. He’s a good leader, and he’s sorely missed in Okyro.”

	Ritsa looked troubled and glanced at the Mai’eras, who nodded gravely. “We would not keep your leader from you,” Ritsa said. “Forgive us that we delayed him.”

	“You haven’t delayed him,” Meno assured her. “Zotien’s orders keep him here. What his duties may be I wouldn’t know, but I am sure he will carry them out fully before he returns to Okyro.”

	Elenna brought the young men food. “Your duties don’t start until tonight. Eat! You look famished!”

	“Skinny!” Asfalea pronounced. She pointed to the blocky wooden table and chairs.

	As the two young men ate, they asked about the neighborhood and the Valers. Ritsa and Elenna took turns telling them some of what they’d need to know to survive in the city. The first thing they talked about was the katrami flies.

	“S’Rak mentioned the flies,” said Ytaes. “He gave us these.” He held up one of Rak’s fly amulets.

	“Also, we are to purchase a building and move the altar there. We will live in the same building with the altar, so a vacant house would be ideal,” said Meno.

	“Empty house. Family left last week. Landlord rent to you,” said Asfalea. “If he no rent, we rent as Valers. Elenna take you after eat. Even barn and small yard for avtappi.”

	“Thank you, Dhelion,” chorused the two young Movai.

	Ytaes continued, “We will see if this landlord will sell us the building. The temple does not, cannot rent.”

	“Enough gold, landlord sell. Every sunset, every dawn, here to eat. Too skinny!” Asfalea pronounced, bright eyes twinkling.

	“The Valers will wish to rotate providing your meal after midnight mass,” Elenna said. “It is custom and an honor. Those with the very old and very young and who are awake will host you in their homes. The others will leave the meal in your house.”

	“I will weave you napkins, table and bed linens,” Ritsa said.

	“That is very kind of you, all of you.” Meno felt rather overwhelmed by the welcome they were receiving, and he knew Ytaes felt no differently. “This is not what we expected in a sun kingdom.”

	“This Valer Square,” Asfalea warned. “Outside, not so good to you. Pigs there. You stay here, with us.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak dismounted in front of the small cottage that was conveniently enough located next to Despina’s. He glanced between them and wondered if he could include her land inside the wards of the chapel.

	He’d certainly try. Jisten came up beside him and glanced at him. “Is this it?”

	“I believe so. Let us find out.” Rak offered a shrug before he crossed the small front yard via the carefully maintained path. Typical of the Valers and of all the poor of the city, the dirt wasn’t being wasted on grass or ornamental plants but was filled with a variety of herbs and vegetables. Children and lean men kept wary watch over their territory to prevent theft. Jisten trailed him up the walkway.

	Rak stopped before the door and rapped on the frame. Ytaes opened it a moment later, saw him and bowed. “Thezomeh, you are welcome to enter here. You come in good time.”

	“Do I?” Rak replied in Koilathan, a subtle hint for the young monks. He walked in and considered the cottage. Most of the space was taken up by the front, main room, where all the living activities of the family would take place. There was a central hearth and a kitchen area along one wall, as well as a privy. This cottage had the sleeping area up above, in the loft, which enabled the main room to be even larger than the norm. Rak nodded in approval. “This is ideal for a chapel; the only way it could be better is if it were purpose-built.”

	“Our thoughts exactly,” said Meno, coming down from the loft. “Thezomeh, we are debating how to proceed. Do we set the wards first or call the altar first?”

	“The ground must be sanctified first,” said Rak firmly. He ran a hand through his hair. “Have either of you prepared?”

	“No, Thezomeh. We were given very little notice of our assignment. I do not blame anybody for this, the portal’s opening was unexpected, and the Movomeh wished to take the best advantage of such a fortuitous event. But as a result, we are not prepared to sanctify the grounds.”

	“I will prepare myself,” said Ytaes the moment Meno stopped. “Unless you wish to, Thezomeh? It is your altar, and you are senior.”

	Rak drummed his fingers on the hilt of a short sword then sighed. “I should not. Not only am I with child, my duties here mean that I cannot commit to a three-day vigil of fasting and prayer. I can and will help you prepare the grounds in the customary manner. I ask that you include the cottage next to this one within the area you prepare. I would offer the protection of the Lord of Night to that dwelling. You will know her home; she has a night-blessed star-spangled black goat in her yard.”

	Meno inclined his head. “It shall be as you say, Thezomeh.” He gaze shifted to Jisten, who had been silent, but attentive, while the priests conferred. He switched to Valer to ask, “Might I ask who you are, sir? You have the Valer look…”

	“I am Jisten, Captain of the Palace Guard, a Valer, and the bonded partner to the Thezomeh.” Jisten offered a friendly grin as he replied in perfect Valer.

	Both Movai bowed and greeted him formally, but in Okyran. They appeared unsurprised when Jisten responded in the same language.

	“The cottage S’Rak wishes to include in your preparations is my mother’s,” Jisten added once he’d greeted them. “I will greatly appreciate the peace of mind that comes from knowing her home will have the protection of the Lord of Night.” He leaned closer to them and whispered loudly, “And she’s a wonderful cook.”

	“Best in Koilatha,” chimed in Rak, “Perhaps even the best in Ydron. Speaking of which, I am starving. Come, S’Meno, S’Ytaes, it is time that you met Despina.”

	 

	



	
Chapter Seven: Puppies

	 

	 

	Pεndεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari

	5th day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon

	 

	After the midnight mass, Rak poured the remainder of the wine into three goblets and cracked a second bottle open. It had become a tradition for the three men to spend an hour or so after mass just talking. The late hour permitted them to speak freely, without fear of eavesdroppers.

	As they settled in the parlor, Ostea’s puppies milled about. They chased each other, chewed on rug ends, shoes and each other’s ears.

	“They’re getting big,” noted Jethain. “When will they be weaned?”

	Rak threw the heavy rope toy and the pack gave chase. “They are ready. They are eating solid food and Ostea is refusing them the teat. The question now is, are you ready?”

	Jethain sat up. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

	“You are the prince, you get first pick,” Jisten told Jethain.

	“But Araken’s your lover, so you should get first pick,” demurred the prince.

	“Oh no, royalty before love,” Jisten said. “Besides, you have a prophecy about you.”

	A puppy with a large head and even larger paws tripped on itself and landed on the prince’s boots. It looked up at him and whined.

	Jethain reached down and fondled the big pup’s ears.

	It licked his hand then pounced on a littermate.

	Jethain made a face. “Now that’s a low blow! I didn’t ask to be in any prophecies!”

	“No one ever does,” Jisten intoned.

	“Which is worse,” wondered Rak, “being mentioned in a prophecy or being part of the promise of a god?”

	“Promise of a god,” Jisten and Jethain said together.

	“Then, by that logic, Jisten should pick first,” said Rak.

	“I defer to my prince,” said Jisten, and Rak shrugged an agreement.

	Rak stood up and eased his way into the pack, touching heads or backs to gain their attention. Once they were lined up in a row before him, he motioned to the two men. “Choose,” he said.

	Big paws’ mouth lolled open into a silly grin. He thumped his tail.

	Jethain grinned. “No question, I want that one,” he said, pointing to the goofy puppy.

	The puppy leaped to his feet and bounded over to Jethain. He planted those giant paws on Jethain’s chest.

	Jethain laughed as he thumped the pup’s chest and scratched his ears.

	The pup proceeded to lick the prince’s face down a layer or two of skin.

	Rak handed Jethain a toy he’d made for whichever pup the prince chose. It was a leather strap tied around a hardened bone surrounded by a hank of ruffles.

	Jisten walked down the row of pups as if he were inspecting a line of soldiers.

	Rak thought Jisten would have an advantage: he’d seen the pups daily. Each pup looked up at the captain and thumped their tails hopefully. One pup nipped another. A female pup barked at both and called them into line.

	“That’s the one,” Jisten said, pointing at the female pup in charge.

	The female pup did a smart sit in front of Jisten.

	“Excellent,” said Rak, as Jisten picked the pup he’d guessed. To Scorth, he said, I win both bets.

	They were the obvious choices, Scorth replied, not at all miffed. I only bet against so that there’d be a wager at all.

	The choices made, the pups broke formation and attacked each other. Rak might be Thezomeh, but they were still puppies.

	Rak swung the rope toy into their midst. They swarmed over it.

	Jisten leaned over and picked up his puppy. “Good girl. I’ll call you Sivle.” She wagged her tail and licked Jisten’s hands.

	Rak place a hand on Jisten’s arm. “Truly, she is the best of this litter,” he murmured. “Once she is grown and trained, she will be Morth’s equal.”

	Jisten impulsively kissed Rak.

	“Eewww, find a bedroom,” said Jethain, but his light tone and soft chuckle showed he was only teasing.

	“My brother is jealous,” suggested Rak. He was smiling.

	“You would be too if you had only one friend who threw you over,” Jethain teased back.

	“I have still not qualified to be accounted as one of Jethain’s friends,” mourned Rak. “Perhaps Jethain only has one friend because he is convinced that he only has one friend and permits no other to qualify.”

	“You’re my brother,” Jethain fake whined. “You have to be my friend.”

	“Is that so?” asked Rak. “I am sure that Princes Nasirn, Niriet and Nagal would beg to differ. They were all killed by their brother, Prince Narvain. You might also have noticed that Owain was not expecting friendship from us.”

	“It’s a gift that royal brothers are friends,” Jisten said in a serious tone.

	Jethain nodded, clearly thinking. “Yes, I suppose it is. Next, you’ll tell me that I should be glad that my only two friends are friends.”

	“We are a little bit more than friends,” said Rak impishly.

	“Don’t remind me too much of that,” Jethain made a fake sour face.

	Rak rolled his eyes and changed the subject. “What are you going to call him? I will need to enter his name in the registry.”

	“Bello,” Jethain said. “It means to the war in the old tongue.”

	“Very well,” said Rak, although he wondered which old tongue Jethain was speaking of.

	“He means Old Koilathan,” Jisten whispered. He stroked his pup. “Sivle was the Mai’eras before Asfalea, I’m told.”

	“Morth is Zafirin for death,” admitted Rak, though surely the two men had realized that. Zafirin was the closest thing to a common tongue as existed.

	“Good name,” Jethain approved.

	“I thought so,” said Rak, “Until I checked the registry books. Apparently, I am not the first young priest to name their death hound death.”

	“The best names are always taken,” Jethain said.

	“One thousand, nine hundred and seventy-two times,” said Rak. “By the time I learned this, the name had stuck. It is impossible to rename a death hound. Once you have named one, that is the only name it will answer to ever again.”

	“Like Vyld?” Jethain teased again.

	“The leading edge of a massive storm is not a common name,” said Rak with a sniff.

	“No others named that?”

	“That only appears in the avtappi register two hundred and eleven times. It is hard to find any name that has not been used in the three thousand years’ worth of records.”

	Jethain laughed. “Just give up and name what you think best!”

	“Exactly what I tell my acolytes,” replied Rak. He swirled the wine in his goblet. “And now, I think that Jisten and I should, as you so eloquently put it, find a bedroom. Unless, of course, you wish to join in?” Rak managed not to laugh aloud at the expression on his brother’s face.

	“Ah, no, thank you!” Jethain managed to choke out. He stood up and snuggled his puppy more firmly in the crook of his arm. “I’ll ah…see you both tomorrow. I’ll just let myself out…”

	Jethain’s hasty retreat was more literal than metaphorical, Rak decided. He turned his gaze on Jisten, attempting to appear astonished by the prince’s reaction.

	Jisten smirked. “I’m not falling for it.” He settled Sivle on the sofa and scooted closer. His near hand stroked Rak’s wing. Rak shivered in enjoyment of the tactile contact, both the heat and the variance in pressure of his lover’s hand against the sensitive wingsail. Rak’s wing unfurled under Jisten’s hand, seeking further caresses, which Jisten was clearly not at all loathe to supply. Jisten’s strong hands encircled Rak’s waist and pulled, and Rak let himself be repositioned into Jisten’s lap. He leaned against his strong mate, both wings unfurled now and sliding against Jisten’s frame.

	“I wish I could fly with you,” Rak murmured, remembering his many dreams of he and Jisten mating on the wing.

	Jisten corralled both wings with his arms and tried to enfold himself within them.

	Rak helped, partially furling his wings and catching Jisten’s body within the structure of his spars, encasing him in wingsail. Jisten’s happy sigh made Rak smile.

	“Why can’t you fly with me?” Jisten wanted to know. “I want to make love to you on the wing.”

	Rak rubbed his crack against the bulge in Jisten’s pants. He wished fiercely that he didn’t have to bust Jisten’s dream. “Scorth will not cooperate. I would have to kite for us to manage anything. Otherwise, I cannot stay aloft long enough with you riding me for you to finish.”

	Jisten’s sigh seemed heartfelt. His hand slid down inside Rak’s waistband until he had a buttock cupped. He squeezed Rak’s cheek and said, “You’ll have to think of some way to make it up to me.”

	Rak made an agreeable sound while pushing his ass more firmly against Jisten’s hand. His lover’s recent upsurge of dominant behavior pleased him immensely. He did wonder where it had come from—his shy, virginal partner, though a natural top, hadn’t been at all comfortable with taking charge in bed until very recently. Rak reminded himself yet again not to look too closely at the teeth of this gift horse. He was the one who benefitted from Jisten finding his nerve, after all.

	Rak stripped himself, tossing his clothes over a convenient chair in blithe disregard for the value of his garments. Then he turned in Jisten’s arms and pulled his head down for a kiss. Jisten’s strong hands slid up his back until they found the incredibly sensitive skin where the underside of the wing merged into the back. When Jisten caressed that thin line, the pleasure was so intense that Rak’s knees buckled, forcing him to clutch Jisten’s shirt for balance.

	Jisten laid him on the rug before the fire, stripping himself with brisk efficiency before straddling Rak’s butt.

	The scent of oil reached Rak’s nostrils a moment before Jisten’s hands returned to his wingbases, but along the topside now. Rak wiggled his butt, clenching his muscles to stimulate Jisten further and was rewarded first by Jisten’s baritone chuckle and then by the head of Jisten’s cock pressing against him.

	Rak relaxed himself and pushed back as Jisten thrust forward.

	Jisten confidently entered him with short, strong surges until he was fully encased in Rak’s tunnel. His hands slid back up Rak’s sides, under the wings, as he set a strong rhythm.

	Rak cried out from the intensity of sensation that Jisten was subjecting him to, a cry of pleasure and encouragement.

	Jisten kissed the back of his neck, murmuring, “I love you,” as his fingers traced circles along Rak’s back, right where it would have the maximum impact.

	The overload of sensation caused Rak to shriek and buck, his back arching as he exploded into climax well ahead of Jisten. His wings first flared open to their full twelve-foot spread, but as Rak regained a modicum of self-control, he swept them back, along Jisten’s body, and enfolded his lover in his wingsails. Now, it was Jisten who cried out in pleasure, and Rak’s internal muscles deepened their rhythmic clenching. Rak worked himself hard in counterpoint to Jisten, seeking to maximize Jisten’s pleasure in return for the gift his lover had already given him.

	Jisten’s hands found that area again, and Rak shrieked in renewed pleasure as the incredibly intense sensation returned. This time, the two men came at the same time, locked together in mind, body and soul. They fell, still together, through starlit realms of mind to reach a place where both were at peace. Together, they slept, Jisten still sheathed in Rak, his arms holding Rak close, Rak’s wings still enfolding him in their soft embrace.

	



	
Chapter Eight: The Market

	 

	 

	Harday, the 16th of Xrehnmon

	 

	Rak laced up the back of Jisten’s chain mail after he made sure the padded undershirt wasn’t bunched anywhere. The uniform jacket slid over the mail, and Rak was as meticulous in the smoothing and buttoning of the outer coat as he had been with the undershirt. He made certain that Jisten’s tight braids didn’t catch on anything, ran a finger down Jisten’s freshly shaven jaw, kissed the man’s delectable lips then whispered, “Your turn.”

	Jisten’s hands were at once gentle and skillful as he laced Rak’s armor closed. Rak held commendably still, his wings partially spread away from his body. “Such beautiful workmanship,” Jisten said as his hands ran down the blackened steel links. “And the metal is blessed. Hmm, how did I know that?”

	“You are growing more sensitive to such things,” said Rak. “It takes time to develop new skills. I have already commissioned a set for you.”

	“Blessed chain mail? Are you sure it isn’t heresy? First a night-stone dagger, then your sabre, now blessed chain mail?” The chain mail fastened, Jisten smoothed Rak’s wings back down.

	“You are my bonded Valer, are you not?”

	“With all my heart and will,” Jisten said. “But I’m a sunny captain, not a dark priest.”

	“The dark temple guard and the soldiers of the army wear armor every bit as good as this,” said Rak. “As the bonded Valer of a high priest, you must be as well armed and armored as any mere guard.”

	“I’m relieved that your regular soldiers wear it.” Jisten held out Rak’s tunic. Rak squirmed into it with Jisten’s deft assistance. Again, the wings were guided through and smoothed down.

	“Are we buying anything in the market as a cover?” Jisten asked.

	Rak shook his head. “Come,” he said and led the way to the stable.

	Zala and Vyld were loitering in the stable aisle as Kennit sorted through the piles of gear Rak had dumped at his feet. Rak flushed and apologized for leaving the boy with the unfamiliar equipment.

	“What’s all this? Horse armor?” Jisten scratched behind Zala’s ears, and she lipped his face.

	“Avtappi armor. It is made from a special metal, naturally light in weight and blessed to be even lighter.” Rak pulled the pieces of fitted equine armor from the pile and showed Kennit and Jisten what went where. The effect of the interlocking, spiked metal plates was not subtle.

	Once it was all in place, Zala gave herself a little shake and gave a happy sigh.

	“Zala is glad to be in it,” Jisten said. “She wants to know where the battle will be.”

	A full dozen death hounds, wearing their own armored battle harnesses, translated into the barn and sat at their feet.

	“I wish to create a certain impression on these traders. I take the life of my brother very seriously.”

	“As do I. Additionally, I’ll be able to tell who the illegal traders are by who sneaks away when we arrive. I’ll set a guard on the perimeter to catch and check them.”

	“Indeed, that is an excellent idea,” said Rak, as he swung up into Vyld’s saddle. They rode by the barracks and rousted out the guard. The guards were grinning ear to ear when they learned the plan.

	“Fan out one block around the market,” Jisten ordered. “Catch all who try to slip away.”

	The two avtappi looked much fiercer in their armor, and they’d looked plenty fierce before. The armored death hounds evoked new levels of terror from those who beheld them. They caused quite a stir as they made their way to the market. The presence of the regular guard prevented panic, barely.

	Rak and Jisten rode into the market, and the usual din of trade died away in an expanding ripple.

	“Where is Dazun?” Jisten asked the watch officer responsible for the security of the markets.

	“He’s got stall thirty-three on the fourth row,” the officer reported smartly.

	“Thank you,” said Jisten.

	The avtappi turned toward the specified location.

	Traders slipped away left and right.

	Rak saw how Jisten watched and clearly noted each one but pursued none.

	Trying to help his bondmate, Rak sent his hounds to trot down each aisle and row in a pattern that would cover the entire market. They continued on toward stall thirty-three on the fourth row.

	Rak guessed which stall was number thirty-three as soon as they turned down the fourth row. The stall blanket had a design of golden-rayed sun disks on a background of cream.

	Vyld galloped the last hundred feet when it became clear that the merchant was packing up.

	Rak’s staff pointed at Dazun’s throat. “Halt!”

	Dazun threw a cloud of gold dust at Rak’s eyes.

	Rak rocked back, cursing and covering his face with his free arm.

	Vyld reared up and lashed out with his front hooves. His climbing claws hooked into Dazun’s shoulders and forced him to the ground. Vyld’s open mouth stopped, resting his fangs on the trader’s throat.

	“Mercy!” the man whimpered. “I’m a loyal follower of Auranz! Don’t start a war!”

	“Then, why did you attack me?” demanded Rak. “And why did you try to kill the prince?”

	“Kill the prince?” the trader asked in all innocence. “I thought you were angry over my night-demon banishing amulets.” He glanced over at the stall’s fabric wall. Ludicrous carvings of nude Katzrevias with impossibly large breasts hung from hooks sewn to the cream and gold cloth.

	“Where did you get these fake trinkets?” asked Rak in a dangerously soft voice. He had already noticed and chosen to ignore the bad art.

	Jisten glanced at the amulets, made a noise of disgust and quickly looked away.

	“They’re real amulets,” Dazun whined. “Made in the sun temple. I purchased them from the sun priests. They’re officially sanctioned.”

	Jisten frowned. He didn’t take one of the nude female amulets but one from the display table before them, of the type that matched Cook’s, and held it up to the sun. A faint, wavery gryphon, rearing with wings spread in a glorious display appeared in the air. “Yes, officially sanctioned. Someone high up made these. Let him up, please, Vyld.”

	The avtappi snorted smoke in the man’s face as he released him. The merchant scrambled to his feet, and both Rak and Jisten ignored the wet stain on his trousers.

	“Who sold these to you? Give me a name,” demanded Rak.

	“Senior Dullat,” whispered Dazun.

	“Why does that not surprise me?”

	“He tried to kill Jethain before,” Jisten recalled. “Said he was undead.”

	Rak unfastened his cloak and spread it open across the table. “Jisten, please push them all into a pile on my cloak, even those ridiculous Unmaker ones.”

	When Jisten touched the Unmaker ones, a huge translucent nude woman appeared, licked her lips, and bent toward them, shaking the enormous breasts in her hands. Jisten jumped back with a yell.

	Rak stabbed his staff at the apparition, and it disappeared in green and black fire.

	Jisten shuddered and used his sword to push the rest of the Unmaker amulets into the pile.

	Once all the amulets were piled together, Rak tied his cloak closed, forming a crude pack. He dropped a few nomi on the now-bare table and said, “Find something else to peddle.”

	Dazun scooped up the gold coins and scurried away as fast as his feet would take him.

	“Ken I have one o’ them nekked women ones?” a curious trader leaned over from his stall.

	“Only if you wish to yield your soul to the Unmaker,” said Rak. “In which case, I would be duty bound to slay you.”

	“Jus’ want’d nekked women!” The trader shrank back.

	“Told ya big tits would be the death of ya!” another trader laughed.

	Rak stuffed the bundle into Vyld’s saddlebag. “We need to speak to Forael,” he told Jisten.

	 

	



	
Chapter Nine: The Arrest

	 

	 

	Commander Teok’s perpetual scowl deepened as the two armored avtappi and their attendants, armored death hounds, came to stop at the base of his temple’s steps. He regretted, once more, that Forael had forced him to release the dangerous dark one from the sun prison. Teok signaled for reinforcements. If the dark one and his suborned Valer mongrel were going to approach his temple in full armor, he’d be more than happy to give them a fight.

	“Commander,” Jisten said with his usual politeness. “We’re here to see Forael.”

	“Dressed like that?” Teok’s raked the two men with his gaze, allowing his disdain to show. “Looks like you’re here to commit mayhem. I’ll not be letting armed, armored dark servants into my holy temple.”

	“You cannot stop me,” the dark one stated flatly. “But there is an easy solution. Ask the Ylion to decide the matter.”

	“Commander Teok,” Jisten said, with steel in his voice, “we’re on official business. Since when does the palace guard represent a threat to the Temple of the Sun?”

	“Since you subjugated your soul to a dark servant and showed up on my doorstep prepared for battle,” replied Teok coldly. The dark priest, he ignored. He wished the evil demon would just crawl back into whatever dank hole he’d oozed out of in the first place. A half dozen of his best men joined him, taking position to protect his flanks and shield the double doors from entry.

	“You are hardly the proper judge of the state of my soul,” Jisten replied, matching his coldness. “Please, tell the Ylion that we are here.”

	The dark one’s evil, magical staff appeared in his hand, and he stepped to one side, away from the doors and the sun guards. Before Teok or his men could stop him, he swung the staff at the temple wall. Golden light and black fire flared from the impact site, and he staggered back, shaking a numb hand and cursing under his breath. The strike not only set off the alarms, it caused the wall to ring like a bell.

	Jisten steadied Rak. “Or that.”

	Teok felt his scowl deepen as the captain openly caressed Rak’s spread wings. The rumors about the pair were clearly true, and Teok wondered if the dark one had subverted the captain before or after turning him into a sex toy.

	Teok’s ornately hilted sword’s far more functional blade was out and in guard position. “Strike the temple again, demon, and die.” He hoped that the dark one would call his bluff. That would be the end of his evil ways. His guards also had their weapons ready, he noted with approval. It was hard to keep the sun guard at a state of readiness, for little dared trouble a sun temple. The dark one’s arrival had given the guard a new gusto for their exercises and drills.

	“An interesting doorbell,” said Ylion Forael as he stepped out of the temple door. “Relax in the light,” he told Teok. To the other guards, he said, “Stand down, return to your duties.”

	Teok growled, “Holiness, they’re armed and armored for war. Surely, prudence must win out over blind trust.” Please, please, Ylion, stop trusting this evil monster and his subverted mongrel sex toy. He signaled his two best men to stay, and they unobtrusively backed up, taking position to either side of the entry as if that were their assigned post.

	“Think you so little of the strength of the light?” Forael answered, sounding slightly amused. “My cousin fights to defend the lands of the sun from the Unmaker. I think you need a tour of duty on my cousin’s frontlines.”

	Teok bowed his stiff neck and said, “On your head be it, then, Ylion, and may the light help us all.”

	Rak hefted what appeared to be a bundled cloak serving as a pack of sorts. “I wished to show you what was being peddled in the market under sun temple sanction and ask you who had the appallingly bad taste to make these trinkets.”

	“Is it the naked dancing female sun sprites again?”

	“These are far worse,” said Rak. “Fly-repellant amulets that will attract flies and open the wearer’s mind to chaos, and night-demon-banishing amulets that bear the Unmaker’s nude form, and I am sure, invite her right in as well.”

	“Come into my office.”

	Rak gestured for Forael to proceed. “After you, Ylion.”

	They followed the Ylion, and Teok followed them close on their heels. He nodded to his men, and they fell in behind him. The dark one and the mongrel captain exchanged a glance. Scowling, Teok signaled to his men, and they drew their swords and closed the distance, ready to attack or defend as need arose.

	Teok could see the muscles in Jisten’s jaw clench as he grit his teeth at the insult. But the dark one was insufferable. His wings, plainly visible on his uncloaked back, flipped themselves at him in a gesture clearly meant to be insulting. The captain’s fake cough didn’t fool Teok, the man was laughing at him.

	Teok could feel the heat of a flush only distantly as rage filled his heart. His sword was out, and he was moving, striking at the dark one’s back with deadly intent. Impossibly, the dark one twisted aside, his paired short swords flashing up and blocking. The dark one didn’t press him, though, but stepped back.

	“Ylion, call off your man before I am forced to kill him.”

	“Stop this at once, Commander.”

	The steel of command in Forael’s voice gave Teok pause, and he lowered his sword and looked at his Ylion. “As it pleases you, Your Holiness.” He sheathed the sword stiffly, but kept his hand on the hilt.

	“Teok, please report to Photas,” Forael said mildly. “I wish you to take some lessons in basic theology.”

	“I will, Your Holiness, as soon as the dark one is gone.” Teok wasn’t going to budge on this, not when the dark one and his toy were dressed for battle. He didn’t trust them, no matter what the Ylion claimed about their peaceful intentions.

	“Very well,” Forael sighed. “Take your usual position outside my door.” He placed a hand on said door and pushed it.

	“Inside your door,” countered Teok in a flat tone of voice. He wasn’t about to let the dark one out of his sight.

	“Let him do what he must to assure himself of your safety, Ylion.”

	Teok was surprised when the dark one took his side, but his resolve hardened again when Forael turned a friendly, warm gaze on his opposite.

	“Ah yes, so it shall ever be,” said Forael, yielding the discussion in Teok’s favor. When the Ylion entered his office, Rak and Jisten followed him, and Teok followed them after motioning for the two guards to take position outside the door. He stationed himself just inside the door and settled a firm, wary glare on the dark one.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak set his cloak on an empty side table and untied it, exposing the amulets. All of the Unmaker amulets flared to life and dozens of naked, impossibly huge breasted Katzrevia’s encircled Forael, licking their lips and gyrating before him.

	Bright red, Jisten made strangled noises.

	“Does she truly look like that?” Forael asked with clinical interest.

	Rak used a dagger to separate one of the fly repellant amulets from the mass. “Look at this, cousin. This so-called fly-repellant amulet will actually attract flies.” He blinked and looked up at the apparitions. “It is said that when she wishes to tempt a man, she will appear thus.”

	“This type of bodily distortion is considered attractive?” Forael sounded mildly astonished. He waved a hand and the ciphers disappeared in the wake of golden power.

	“I do not find it so.” Rak shrugged and handed Jisten a goblet of Forael’s finest honey wine. Jisten downed it in a single gulp and panted when he finished it.

	Forael passed his hand over the fly amulets before he picked one up. He held it up to the light and the gryphon appeared.

	“Can you tell who made these?” asked Rak.

	“This seal is Dullat’s,” Forael said, his face settling into mournful lines. “Has he gone to the side of chaos? He has become more fanatical in his old age, but I didn’t think he would turn. And...Avontos? That young pup craves power. Easily I can believe him turned. Still, they must be tested.”

	“Ylion, what about S’Rak’s warning that the Unmaker’s servants can even fool the god they pretend to serve?” Jisten regained enough composure to ask.

	“We will have to determine the truth the hard way,” said Rak with a sigh.

	“Bring in Senior Dullat,” Forael told the guard.

	Teok looked very subdued as he passed the message to the guards on the other side of the door.

	The elderly priest came in after a short wait, dressed in the cream and gold robes of the penitent. “Surely, I have kept my fast,” he announced. “Only the purest sun honey wine has passed my lips.”

	Forael looked at Rak with long suffering. “Senior Dullat, what have I told you about those fasts?”

	Rak snorted. “A full three-night ritual of fasting and purification?” Fasts in his service were no light matter, but something undertaken from true religious need and with the utmost of humility.

	“Our fasting allows for the consumption of honey wine,” Forael explained. “A bit too much in Senior Dullat’s case.”

	“Ours allows for only the herbal cleansing tea.” And oh, did it ever cleanse. A priest was clean both inside and out by the end of the three-night ritual.

	“Our fasts are popular,” Forael said with a grimace. “Senior Dullat, did you make these amulets?”

	Dullat blinked at them stupidly then brightened. “No, Senior. My novices made them under acolyte supervision as a class project. I only added the sanction before allowing them to be sold.”

	“Did you inspect them?” Forael asked patiently. “Or rather, had you already begun your fast when the class finished their project?”

	“I was fasting,” said Dullat with a superior sniff. “I had to, after that demon horse...” he glanced at Rak and fell silent.

	Forael rubbed his temples.

	“My avtappi sneezed,” said Rak mildly. “And that drove you to fast?”

	“Demon sneeze! Foul power polluted me!” Dullat raised his hands in agitation.

	“If my avtappi had pissed on you, would you have killed yourself?”

	“It doesn’t take much to drive Senior Dullat to a fast,” Forael explained.

	“Perhaps you should require the cleansing tea rather than permitting the sun wine.”

	“Yes, had I the power to change centuries-old tradition, I would. Do remember that we are not allowed to marry, hence the sun honey wine fasts.”

	Rak could only shake his head in amazement. Dark servants didn’t use fasting as an excuse to get blasted, they just got blasted, usually after a battle. The very idea of calling a drinking binge a fast was laughable to him.

	“Call your power, Senior Dullat,” Forael asked.

	Dullat did so. The warm golden glow came easily, richly. Auranz approved of his senior’s fasting, evidently.

	Rak squinted while Forael passed his hands over the glow and nodded.

	Rak held out his hand once Forael was done with his exam. “I do not think her mimicry can extend to the day-night conflict. Chaos priests are difficult for us to detect in Okyro, perhaps because there are no sun priests around to test us.”

	“Chaos priest?” squawked Dullat. “How dare you accuse me, demon!”

	“Just touch his hand,” Forael said wearily.

	Rak grabbed Dullat’s hand. Black fire and golden light exploded. Dullat was knocked senseless while Jisten caught Rak.

	He enfolded Jisten in his wings and said, “I really did not think that through, did I.”

	Forael motioned to Teok to open the door. When the two guards entered, the Ylion told them, “Please, take Senior Dullat to the infirmary and inform the seniors that he is not allowed to fast for a full month, on my orders.”

	The larger guard hoisted Dullat over a shoulder and stomped out.

	Teok motioned to the other guard to remain as he growled, “The dark one tried to kill Senior Dullat. I should arrest him.”

	“He assisted me,” Forael said, his voice losing its weariness and gaining sharpness.

	“Then, you tried to kill Senior Dullat,” said Teok. He stopped in obvious confusion. The sun guard looked from his commander to his Ylion and prudently waited.

	“It was a test, Commander Teok,” Forael said. “I see you also need classes by Sterso. Report to him after you finish with Photas.”

	“Yes, Ylion.” said Teok, but his expression was quietly mutinous.

	Rak recovered with a glass of honey wine. Once he could think again, he asked, “Now what? Dullat is a moron, but he’s not chaos-touched.”

	“Bring in Avontos,” Forael said.

	Avontos entered, sniveling and looking pathetic.

	Forael called his power. The golden glow surrounded him and intensified until his grey hair lifted away from his head and he seemed to swell in size.

	Avontos gaped and straightened up. “Archpriest? You asked to see me?”

	Rak stepped forward and held out a hand. “Take my hand.”

	“S’Rak,” Jisten warned, worried that his Loftoni would hurt himself.

	“I don’t want to be contaminated!” Avontos protested.

	“The night does not contaminate the day, youngling. They are cousins to each other.”

	“It isn’t that, Ylion,” Avontos cast a dirty look at Rak. “He’s a pervert. I don’t want him to infect me with his unholy desires.”

	Jisten sprang to his feet. “Don’t you dare call S’Rak a pervert! You’re the one who touches the pages!”

	Rak’s eyebrows shot up at Jisten’s vigorous defense, and a sly smile crossed his lips. “I assure you, young sun priest, not only are my tastes not contagious, I would not consent to lie with you if you were the last man alive. Now, take my hand.”

	“Do it,” barked Forael.

	Teok advanced, sword still in hand.

	Jisten drew his own blade and casually stepped between him and Rak. “I’ve beaten you at every game in the royal tourneys,” Jisten told Teok. “And I wasn’t angry like I am now.”

	Avontos sniveled but reached out to touch Rak with a single finger. Rak grabbed the hand. Golden light flared along with black fire, but only over half of Avontos. The other side was peculiarly blank.

	“Cousin?” Forael asked. “Seen you this before?”

	Rak let Avontos go before the boy passed out. “I felt a day-night conflict, but...he is also chaos-touched. Perhaps it is contamination from serving under Murson.”

	“I have never dealt with such,” Forael said after studying the youth for several minutes. “He must go to the mother temple in Klyma.”

	“Ai, I think sending him would be best. Otherwise, I would have no choice but to slay him.”

	Teok’s scowl deepened, and he fingered the hilt of his sword. “I’ll not let you kill here, demon.”

	“Cease the demon talk, sun guard,” Jisten snarled.

	“What, exactly, is a demon?” wondered Rak, and not for the first time.

	“Dear Captain,” Forael said. “Emotions are far too high here.” The golden glow emanated off him into the room, slowly fading away. He deflated and his hair lay back on his head. “Sorry, cousin. A demon is a monster of the night who serves evil.”

	“Interesting. I am almost insulted.”

	“Commander, place Avontos in protective custody until transport can be arranged,” ordered Forael. “I trust you are capable of that?”

	“Yes, Ylion,” said Teok. He had no choice but to clamp the golden manacles on Avontos and take him away. He marched the unhappy sun priest to the sun prison. The remaining sun guard posted himself back in his spot on the other side of Forael’s door.

	Jisten sheathed his sword. “Teok has never acted so toward me. I had heard he was Kion’s man.”

	“Unfortunately, that was so,” agreed Forael. “He was Kion’s gift to the temple many years ago. But he’s so competent at his duties that I haven’t been able to replace him.”

	“I’ll find out which guards are his men and which are loyal to you, Archpriest,” Jisten said.

	Forael waved that off. “He’s loyal to me, Captain. He’s usually not this bad. Kion’s recent death, and the manner of it, has shaken him deeply. I’ll speak to him.”

	Jisten inclined his head. “As always, you allow for second chances.”

	Rak leaned against Jisten’s solid support, and the captain put his arm around him. “Can you destroy these amulets or must I?”

	“Oh yes, I think I’ll show them to the senior novice class first. Do feel free to use my couch,” Forael said, sweeping up the amulets.

	“Thank you for your kind offer, cousin. But if you do not mind, my bed beckons.” Rak smiled tiredly, and he and Forael said their goodbyes. He and Jisten rode back to the palace side by side, their avtappi matching paces but not showing off.

	“You’re going straight to bed?” Jisten half-asked, half-commanded.

	“Ai, I admit it, I am tired.”

	“I have a meeting with Jethain,” said Jisten. “Budget.”

	Rak made a face. “If I have insomnia, I will stop by and listen in.” Once at the palace, they groomed their avtappi, snuck in a kiss or two and went their separate ways. Rak curled up in bed and for once, fell asleep quickly.

	 

	



	
Chapter Ten: Punishment Continues

	 

	 

	It seemed no sooner had he closed his eyes than the tug of the summoning whistle woke him up. Rak sat up in bed, groggy from insufficient sleep; it had only been an hour since he’d lain down, according to his internal clock. He was too tired to resist. He slid out of bed and donned the slave tunic under his sleeping robe. Then he padded, barefoot, through the suite.

	Scorth looked up and frowned. “You should be sleeping.”

	“I have been summoned.”

	“I’ll tell Jisten.”

	“Ix, do not. There is nothing he can do.” Rak studied Scorth, realizing that the dragon was likely to tattle on him as soon as he was out of the room. “Please, Scorth. It hurts him to be unable to help me, and I fear what they will do to him if they get a chance.”

	“He’s your Valer. He’s supposed to protect you.”

	“Scorth, I must go. Please, leave Jisten out of this, please? He is the father of my baby.”

	Scorth sighed at that reminder and nodded agreement.

	Rak fled the suite and dashed into the relative safety of the servant’s corridors. The closer he got to Hasaviz’s office, the more clearly he felt the implacable demands of the control spell. Hasaviz was taking no chances, Rak realized. He pulled off his sleeping robe and tucked it away, approaching the training room door in only the slave tunic. By the time he stood before the door, he was erect. The door was opened before he could knock, and Hasaviz stood blocking his path.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Enter, slave.” Hasaviz concentrated on what he wanted Rak to do. With the control spell fully triggered, and recently reinforced by Neren, it wasn’t hard. Rak dropped to all fours and crawled between his legs. Hasaviz clamped down on the slave’s waist, trapping Rak beneath him. He reached down and pulled the tunic up, exposing Rak’s nether regions to the empty hallway. He rubbed Rak’s opening with a finger until Rak squirmed in desire. His point made, Hasaviz relaxed his legs and allowed the slave to finish crawling into the room. He followed close behind Rak, shutting and locking the door.

	Rak crawled to the center of the room and knelt with his knees spread.

	“Stand,” Hasaviz commanded, and Rak stood, feet shoulder width apart, arms raised with his wrists crossed behind his neck. Hasaviz pulled the slave tunic off him and studied the new tattoo. “Very nice artistry.” He traced the outline of the black dragon. “But this changes nothing.” He turned to the room’s other occupant. “Does it?”

	Neren surveyed Rak with a cool expression. “He still thinks he’s free, the poor fool.” The young mage stood and paced a circle around Rak.

	Hasaviz forced the slave to hold position, surprised at the necessity of it. Rak shouldn’t require assistance to hold a simple position, but nevertheless, he was trying to break, and Hasaviz suspected that Neren was the cause of the fear he sensed.

	Placing a hand on Rak’s belly, Neren hummed a strange melody. The points of the control spell blazed forth with light as they burned through the masking tattoo. Rak cried out in pain, his whole body trembling in reaction.

	Hasaviz focused his attention on keeping Rak in position yet again, and the slave froze in place.

	Neren reached down and tugged Rak’s balls. “Thought just covering it would make it go away, slave? Your owner is smarter than that. All you’ve accomplished is to obscure the spell from other mages. The spell remains locked in your delectable flesh, but it’s hidden now. Safer. Unbreakable, because it can’t be visualized.”

	Hasaviz laughed at Rak’s expression of dismay. He stepped close to Rak and rubbed a finger against Rak’s opening until he felt the relaxation there. He inserted the finger to the first knuckle. “Nice and tight. Do you want us to use you, slave?”

	“Yes, please, Master,” Rak replied, subdued.

	Hasaviz was pleased. There was no trace of rebellion in the slave’s posture or tone. Hasaviz plucked a collar from the shelf and held it out to Rak, open. “Put it on, slave.”

	Rak took the collar and put it on his neck. It clicked shut, locking into place.

	Hasaviz sat down on a comfortable leather chair and nodded to Neren. It was time to put Neren’s plan into action. He was looking forward to what was sure to be an interesting session, with Rak magically convinced that Hasaviz was Jisten.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Kneel before Hasaviz,” Neren commanded.

	Rak trembled with need as he complied. The slave fires surged through him in time to the beating of his heart. He didn’t even try to fight them. He knew he’d lost. He was sure the permanent collar was only a formality now.

	Neren stroked his hair, exactly as one would stroke the head of dog.

	The room whirled, spinning about and Rak swayed. Only the control spell kept him from falling. But he still felt like he was falling. His mind slid down a steep slope at an ever-increasing rate, until the stars were whipping by in colorful streaks of light.

	 

	Rak was in his own chambers, in the parlor, kneeling naked on the hard wooden floor before Jisten, who was lounging, fully dressed, in a comfortable chair. His Valer smiled down at him, so Rak spread his knees even further apart in a brazen display of submission. Jisten lifted one of his booted feet off the floor.

	Filled with delight at the thought of rendering this service to his lover, Rak pulled the boots off Jisten’s feet, followed quickly by the soft cotton socks. Rak turned his attention to Jisten’s bare, sweaty feet. No longer did Jisten protest that this was improper. Instead, he firmly put one foot, but only one foot, down, leaving Rak to hold the other in his hands. The foot he put down, he put down atop Rak’s ringed penis, pressing the erect member against the wooden floor.

	A moan of pleasure escaped Rak’s lips. He responded to Jisten by kissing and licking the foot he still held, even massaging it with his hands. The happy sounds Jisten made encouraged Rak to continue, and he did his best to soothe the ache from Jisten’s tired foot once he’d licked it clean. Using his saliva to revitalize and freshen the appendage, he sucked on Jisten’s toes while his hands continued to massage the foot muscles into limp submission.

	Jisten rewarded him with his pleased noises and with his other foot playing on his cock.

	“Switch feet,” Jisten commanded, looking down at Rak with an unreadable expression.

	Rak shifted to a one-handed grip on Jisten’s now-clean foot. With his other hand, he lifted the foot off his penis. He lowered the clean foot to his thigh.

	“No. Put it on your cock.”

	“But your foot is clean, and my cock is dirty.” Rak glanced up and saw anger in Jisten’s eyes now. Quickly, he complied, shifting the cleaned foot to rest on his erection. “Forgive me,” he murmured.

	“Better,” said Jisten. He twitched the foot still in Rak’s hand. “Resume.”

	Rak went to work on the second foot, just as slowly, sensually and thoroughly as he’d performed on the first foot.

	Jisten rewarded him by mashing his cock against the floor with varying levels of pressure.

	Rak’s hips twitched with the urge to pump, each slight backward motion sending spasms of pleasure-pain through him as his anchored cock protested the tugging. Rak flicked his gaze to Jisten’s face when he heard his mate’s soft chuckle.

	Jisten ruffled his hair. “You love this, don’t you?”

	His mouth full of toes, all Rak could do was make an affirmative noise and continue. His hips rocked more regularly now, and Rak could tell that Jisten was sharing his pleasure. That was proper, as it should be. He wished Jisten would unbend even further and give him the full measure of pain he craved. He wanted to feel Jisten’s firm hand smacking his flesh as the man took his rights and his pleasure from Rak’s pliant body. Rak even pictured himself lying at Jisten’s feet, naked and collared, and he found that he liked that image.

	Once Jisten’s second foot was as clean and relaxed as his other, Jisten set it down. Right beside his first foot. One foot slid under Rak’s package, the toes hooking and pulling on Rak’s sac. The other foot pressed down atop the genitals, squeezing Rak’s sex between the two hard, callused feet. Rak cried out in pleasure and his hips pumped wildly, increasing his pain and pleasure both.

	Jisten grabbed Rak’s head and pulled him forward to his crotch, which Rak hadn’t even noticed was bare.

	With soft moans of lust, Rak kissed, licked and mouthed Jisten’s enormous shaft, his body stilling as he focused on pleasing Jisten rather than himself. The play of Jisten’s feet on his sex changed. One foot focused on his balls, rolling them, tugging them and pressing them up against Rak to give them a good squeeze. The other foot played with his cock, mashing it to the floor or fondling it or flipping it in various directions. Jisten’s hands rested on Rak’s head, holding him in position over the cock he was worshipping.

	And worship it Rak did. He lavished his attention on it, bringing all of his skills into play, honoring the cock as fully as if it were the cock of his master, and he a sex slave whose very life depended on his performance.

	“Oh, Gods, that feels incredible,” Jisten panted. “And I thought your blowjobs were awesome before.” Jisten’s hips rocked, pistoning his cock in Rak’s throat. “What’s the difference? Why is this time so much better?”

	In order to answer, Rak eased the cock from his mouth and spent time kissing and licking Jisten’s delectable balls. He loved honoring his mate’s balls; they were large and well formed, filling his mouth completely. But he resisted sucking on them so he could say, between the licks and kisses, “This is as it should be. You have taken charge. I am yours, Jisten. That is why it is better.”

	“Suck them, Rak. I love it when you suck on my balls.” Jisten stroked his hair now, the same way he would stroke the head of a dog he was fond of. Rak loved him for that. He stretched his mouth wide and used his facile tongue to lap the heavy scrotum into his mouth. Once he had the extreme honor of having both nuts resting on his tongue, he sealed his lips around the oversized mouthful and suckled.

	Jisten’s feet mashed Rak’s cock to the floor so hard that Rak climaxed from the pain, but this went unnoticed by Jisten due to his own sudden, intense orgasm. Rak, with his mouth full of nuts, was unable to contain Jisten’s seed, which sprayed across Rak’s face and Jisten’s lower abdomen. Rak let the sac slip from his mouth and immediately set his tongue to lapping up Jisten’s seed from Jisten’s body. Rak ignored the seed decorating his own forehead and cheeks, feeling it no more than proper to be so marked by his lover.

	“Thank you, S’Rak, that was wonderful.” Jisten smiled down at him, causing his heart to give a funny little leap in his chest.

	“Thank you, Jisten. It was my pleasure and honor.” Rak rested his hands on Jisten’s knees as he met the storm grey gaze with as much dignity as he could muster, under the circumstances. Jisten’s feet pressed his cock to the floor once more, and Rak moaned in appreciation.

	Abruptly, Jisten withdrew his feet. He gently pushed Rak back and stood up. Rak shuffled back, remaining on his knees, and he tilted his head back to look up Jisten’s length. Impishly, Rak gave Jisten’s dangling jewels a quick lick with his long, agile tongue.

	Jisten rested a hand on his head. “Undress me,” Jisten commanded.

	Rak quickly undid Jisten’s belt, pulling the already loosened pants down the long, lean runner’s legs.

	Jisten stepped out of them adroitly then kicked them aside.

	Rak kissed his way up Jisten’s legs until he reached the groin, whereupon he planted more kisses on Jisten’s cock and balls. Rak stood and, using only his teeth, undid the buttons of Jisten’s yellow shirt. The jacket, already unfastened, joined the pants in a heap while Rak slowly bared Jisten’s torso, pausing to kiss and lick Jisten’s newly bared skin between each button.

	By the time the shirt was off him, Jisten was rock hard again. He pushed Rak to his knees. “Prepare me.”

	Rak addressed Jisten’s package like they were just beginning for the night, by kissing each of the two balls, the base of the massive member, then its head, before swirling his tongue around the piss-slit. His tongue slowly spiraled down the long, thick shaft, coating the entire weapon in his special, lubricating spit. When he was done, Jisten reached down and turned him, pushing him down onto his hands and knees and facing away from Jisten.

	Clearly not bothered by the hardness of the polished wooden floor, Jisten knelt behind him, and Rak shuddered in anticipation as Jisten’s cock pressed against his opening. Rak relaxed himself, and as Jisten thrust in, Rak pushed back, crying out as he felt Jisten’s head pop past his anal ring and push deeper into his tunnel. Jisten’s initial thrust was much stronger than his norm, and Rak trembled in reaction as the cock speared him, rearranging his guts as almost the entire length entered him on the first pass. Jisten took a firm hold of Rak’s hips and backed out.

	Rak clenched, using his internal muscles to keep that cock in him, but Jisten’s steady outward pull couldn’t be denied, and Rak moaned, bereft, when it left him. “Please, do not stop,” Rak gasped, but Jisten murmured a reassurance and plunged back in. Rak shrieked in surprise and pleasure as the cock drove back into him with even more power than before. He pushed himself back, grunting at the impact of Jisten’s body against his, reveling in the smack Jisten’s swinging balls delivered to him.

	There was nothing languid about Jisten’s use of him tonight. The Valer barely paused at full penetration before he set a rhythm of rapid, deep strokes.

	Rak’s legs spread further apart, inviting the invading spear even deeper. He worked himself in counterpoint, deepening each of Jisten’s strokes to the point that there was almost a full withdrawal each time and a satisfying smack of flesh on flesh on the return thrust. Rak’s wings flapped in time with their efforts when he wasn’t consciously using them to stroke Jisten’s sides.

	Jisten shifted his grip from Rak’s hips to his shoulders, balancing over Rak almost like a jockey. He used the greater leverage to pull Rak’s body more firmly against his with each thrust so that the meeting of their flesh was brutally hard.

	Rak moaned in enjoyment as Jisten’s body slammed into him over and over, his balls beating against him in time to their owner’s extremely powerful thrusts.

	Jisten roared as he came, his seed spurting deeply into Rak. It was a roar of triumph, of mastery, and Rak’s cry of ecstasy echoed Jisten’s as submissively as his orgasm followed that of his lover’s.

	For a time, Rak relaxed, riding the cresting waves of their combined pleasure. He maintained his position out of habit, enjoying having Jisten atop him and in him. Jisten’s head was bowed, his forehead resting against Rak’s back, high up near the base of his neck. His hands continued to grip Rak’s shoulders, holding him on Jisten’s cock. Rak waited, giving Jisten time to recover, but before long, his internal muscles rolled down the length of the impaling spear, urging it to resume action.

	Rak rocked his hips, sliding Jisten’s firming cock back and forth in his tunnel. Jisten’s knees forced Rak’s legs further apart as he pushed Rak to the floor. The polished wood was cold against Rak’s heated form, and he enjoyed the leaching effects. But he had far more important things on his mind than the temperature of the flooring. He turned his head and looked back at Jisten as he rocked himself on Jisten’s cock.

	“I’m not sure I like this position,” Jisten said, stroking Rak’s wings to his back. “Not a very good angle.”

	Rak drew his knees up toward his chest, which raised his nether regions off the ground while coincidentally, allowing Jisten to achieve even deeper penetration.

	Jisten took the extra depth and exclaimed his pleasure. “Now that’s more like it!” He rewarded Rak with several exquisitely deep thrusts. “Can you hold this position? It doesn’t look very comfortable.”

	“I can hold it for as long as you need me to.” Rak rolled his internal muscles against Jisten’s spear. Shifting to Zafirin, he added, “Please, do not stop. Make me yours, Jisten. Fuck me so hard I scream for permission to come.” He froze, waiting for Jisten’s inevitable reaction. Although he hadn’t said the word master, he had spoken in the slave-to-master tense of Zafirin, so the label of master was implied.

	Jisten’s hands pressed Rak’s upper body more firmly to the floor. “I don’t have to make you mine,” he replied in the same language, but in the master-to-slave tense. “You’re already mine.”

	“Yes, I am yours. Completely. I just love it when you remind me of that fact.” Rak masked his surprise at Jisten’s acceptance of his use of the submissive form of Zafirin. All thoughts of languages flew out of head when Jisten resumed pounding him. Rak ground himself against Jisten’s masterful thrusts, reveling in his submission as he held the incredibly uncomfortable position made even worse by the hard, unyielding wooden floor. Frog, this position was called in Zafirin, for the slave’s legs were placed just like a frog’s, giving the master full, easy access to the slave’s play areas. Due to the stress it placed on the slave’s body, the frog position was not an easy one to maintain unbound.

	Jisten was blissfully unaware of the nuances of slave-sex positions, so it pleased Rak to offer them to him as a gift, subtle proof of his total submission. As Jisten hammered his thick nail into him, Rak once again entertained the fantasy of wearing this man’s collar. Why not? He wore a collar for Hasaviz and Neren. Jisten was far worthier of being his master than any of his other users, excepting the one he refused to think about.

	“Collar me,” Rak begged without thinking.

	“What?” Jisten’s total shock and dismay ricocheted through the bond. He pulled out with a gasp. “S’Rak! No! Never! How could you ask that? Have you lost your mind?”

	Rak shook his head, choking back his surging need. “Jisten, please! Do not stop. Please?” He shuddered in fear as the strength of the fires grew. “Finish me, please! I beg of you…”

	With a sound of anguish, Jisten came back, stroked his wings. “Don’t beg. Never beg. Please?”

	“Then use me, relieve my fires. Night, it hurts.”

	Jisten thrust back in, and Rak groaned in relief. “This isn’t use. It’s love,” Jisten told him then resumed his powerful action, relaxing as Rak’s body responded, the internal muscles working to please while the rest of his body pushed back in perfect synchronized counterpoint. The scare had set Jisten back, though, so Rak’s ability to hold position, no matter how excruciating, was put to a severe test.

	Rak lost himself in the pain of his position and the pleasure of Jisten’s use, the two combining in an exquisite manner to deepen his submission. His body strove to maximize Jisten’s pleasure and enjoyment, even as he orgasmed from the pain, fouling the wooden floor yet again. Yet again, Jisten didn’t appear to notice Rak’s false climax, for which Rak was obscurely grateful. He didn’t think his lover would appreciate knowing that he’d had several false climaxes over the course of their lovemaking. Jisten was so dead-set against giving him pain, even though he gave it, if in ignorance.

	Jisten’s orgasm and Rak’s real climax crashed into them like a breaking tsunami, casting them adrift from reality like so much flotsam. When Rak managed to find himself back in the real world as opposed to the dream-realm of dancing stars and twirling galaxies, he broke position, pulling off Jisten. He stretched his cramped legs, then turned and snuggled against Jisten with a sigh of contentment.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hasaviz contemplated the slave sleeping in his arms. He’d actually asked to be collared. He looked at Neren. “Did you hear that?”

	“I did.” Neren looked troubled. “If Jisten collars him, there might be trouble. Send him back to his rooms for now; I need to think on this development.”

	“How much of that was us, and how much was Jisten?” Hasaviz delayed letting the slave wake, amusing himself by stroking the limp body. He particularly enjoyed playing with the slave’s ringed package.

	“It’s hard to be certain.” Neren grinned boyishly as he watched Hasaviz stimulate the slave to an erection. “The captain has taken the spell I set on him well. He grows more dominant daily. He’ll make a superb handler for the slave once his collar is public.” He reached out and tugged on the slave’s dangling balls. “You’ve made him hard again. I suppose we have time to enjoy him again before we have to send him back.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jisten woke with a gasp. His head was pounding fiercely and Jethain was staring down at him with a nearly panicked expression. “What happened?” Jisten groaned.

	“I was hoping you could tell me,” retorted Jethain. “You passed out and I couldn’t wake you. I can’t find Araken anywhere, either. I sent for Forael, he should be here any minute.”

	Jisten sat up, causing the horses in his head to gallop faster, circling the inside of skull like it was a racetrack. He suddenly recalled the most peculiar dream, of enjoying Rak, and of Rak begging him for a collar. He shuddered and prayed it was just a dream. “I think I need to lie down.”

	“I’ll say. You shouldn’t have sat up!” Jethain tried to push him back down onto the couch.

	“I meant in my bed, my prince.” Jisten pushed Jethain’s hands away and tried to sit up again. He failed. “Gods, my head hurts,” he groaned, clutching his skull in an attempt to still the horses in there.

	Forael walked in and made a beeline for the captain. “Your head? What happened?”

	“He passed out, Ylion, and I couldn’t wake him up. Heal him!” Jethain demanded.

	Forael put his hands on Jisten, who felt the golden warmth flood his frame. “This tastes of blood magic,” the Ylion exclaimed, dismayed. “I’ll try to root it out.” Now, the golden warmth turned hot, and Jisten choked back a scream as it burned through his veins. “Someone has cast a spell on you, Captain. I am trying to destroy it, but it’s a subtle spell, very subtle, and well set. It’s been working in you for a while now.”

	“Hurts,” Jisten hissed between clenched teeth.

	“I’m sure it does.” Forael sounded apologetic. “Ah! I think I’ve got it!” The fire abruptly intensified then faded away. “That should do it.” Forael rested a hand on Jisten’s head and the pain flowed away. “There, better now, Captain?”

	Jisten sat up. “Thank you, Ylion.”

	“What kind of spell was it?” Jethain demanded. “What did it do?”

	“I couldn’t tell. It seemed to be strengthening Jisten somehow, at a deep level. That really doesn’t make sense, but it was definitely blood magic, imposed from without, although it did nothing inimical to Jisten, not anything that wasn’t inherent to his nature in the first place. Most strange.”

	Jisten nodded agreement, even as his heart clenched. Nothing that wasn’t inherent to his own nature. He clearly remembered, now that the headache was gone, the details of his strange dream. He knew what the spell had strengthened. He really was a monster in the making. But the worst part was that Rak had really, truly enjoyed it.

	“Take the rest of the day off, Jisten. Tomorrow’s Sunday, nothing ever happens on Sunday.”

	



	
Chapter Eleven: Disembarking

	 

	Sunday, the 17th of Xrehnmon

	 

	Nymis and Ioli were conferring as the riverboat docked at the Karpos pier. “Yes, we should ride forth with both banners,” signed Ioli. “We are here officially, after all.”

	“I suppose since our Thezomeh has been here for a while now, they will receive us well with our banners,” Nymis said with some reservation.

	Ioli nodded. “S’Rak might even come welcome us himself, but, it is daytime.”

	“He might be awake for official business,” Nymis agreed. “This is a sun land.”

	Eyes widening, Ioli signed, “Should I send my mastigi?”

	“You can always send a mastigi,” Nymis said. “Just order it to not wake him up if he’s asleep.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“They’re gonna love us!” Kryt crowed, staring at the city with longing. “I want off this boat so I can meet all these new, interesting, exotic sun landers!”

	Tyll winced at the naked excitement in Kryt’s voice. Was there anything that didn’t make that man happy? Kryt’s optimism was a source of many jokes amongst Rak’s guard. Tyll had never really understood why the other guards were so hard on Kryt until he’d been stuck in confined quarters with the man for a few days.

	“I’m gonna kiiiilll me a sunny,” Pikara hummed to herself. “Storm grey eyes and night black hair. Screwin’ the Thez no more.”

	“Don’t forget the hung like a horse part,” said Dolron.

	Pikara guffawed then added another verse to her ditty.

	“You’re not allowed to kill him until I say you can,” reminded Tyll. “You promised. But that doesn’t mean you can’t express your love and admiration in other ways.”

	“Technically, I promised to listen to you before killing him,” Pikara replied.

	Tyll knew that she was a champion at hair splitting, but he wasn’t going to let her weasel out of this one. “Pikara, you may express our appreciation for all he’s done, short of killing him. I have first dibs when it’s time to garrote him. Replace me? We’ll see about that!”

	“Aw, S’Tyll, you don’t want that burden,” Pikara never batted her eyelashes, and her attempt now was laughable. “Thez might bear you some grudge. Let me do it!”

	Tyll stroked his short, trimmed beard. “Well, I suppose I can allow that, but only after I give the okay.”

	“I’ll listen to you first,” Pikara demurred, clearly not about to fall for Tyll’s expert verbal traps.

	Tyll put his fists on his hips. “Promise me, Pikara. Swear that you won’t kill him without my okay. Beating him is fine, but no killing.”

	Pikara started humming her tune again, eyes dancing. Alga snorted smoke at Tyll.

	Tyll glowered at them. “Pikara...”

	Ioli pulled his mastigi out of the hood of his cloak and stroked the lizard’s little body. The mastigi clicked once or twice then took wing. It buzzed Pikara’s hair, and she batted at it with a disgusted noise. The mastigi dodged with practiced ease, and Tyll suspected he would have tormented her further, but the lizard had a mission. He flitted off into the city.

	Tyll successfully controlled his urge to laugh at the expression on Pikara’s face.

	 

	 

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak was eating when the purple mastigi whirred in through the open window. It landed on his forearm and gazed longingly at the fruit on his fork. Rak offered it a grape. “Where did you come from, little one?”

	It ate the grape before clicking.

	“S’Ioli?” Rak blinked. “He is here?”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	At last, the riverboat was docked, her crew expertly tying her off to one of the many long piers that lined what looked to be a natural knuckle in the river’s course. As the gangplanks were lowered, Nymis took the leather covers off the banners and handed them to Kryt and Ikayone, who had special pockets in their saddles designed to hold the pole-butts. With a whoop, Kryt shook out the first banner, the one bearing the symbol of the Lord of Night. Ikayone was quieter about it, but he made sure that the Thezi symbol was just as prominently displayed.

	Tyll eyed the banners with reservation. “I will see you tonight.”

	“Tonight? Where are you going?” Pikara asked with deep suspicion.

	“I am still Kephi, and I need to enter the city as a minstrel, not as a dark servant.”

	Pikara pursed her lips but said nothing. Alga snorted smoke.

	“That gives you several hours to not kill the man.”

	Her expression changed to definitely grumpy.

	“Anything short of killing is fine,” added Tyll cheerfully.

	Pikara shrugged and mounted Alga. The rest of the dark guard mounted their avtappi and called the spare beasts to order.

	Tyll waved at the procession. “Have fun storming the palace!”

	The guards and Ioli rode down the gangplank onto the solid stone pier in good order.

	The two avtappi, ridden by Kryt and Ikyaone, lockstepped as their banners spread open in the breeze. Kryt whooped again and urged the beasts to a gallop.

	“No gallop!” signed Ioli but nobody saw it.

	Tyll led his faithful gelding down the gangplank once Rak’s guards were halfway down the pier, and shortly thereafter, he vanished into the crowd, heading the other direction.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Two men from the City Watch were at the end of the pier, guards to the tax assessors. This duty was punishment enough, for many of the boat masters had no interest in paying full tariffs and sometimes weapons came out along with the tempers. But they had no reason to expect that they would be at the receiving end of a cavalry charge consisting of crimson-eyed, fanged demon horses.

	They exchanged a glance and ran for their mounts, narrowly avoiding being bitten by the ugliest, scarred beast from the depths of the abyss that they’d ever laid eyes on. Once the demons were past, they spurred their sweating horses toward headquarters.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The dockside watchtower usually only rang the fire-alarm sequence. The tower guard had to check his book for the correct sequence, but this delayed the alarm by less than a minute. He rang out the invasion sequence as hard as he could, added the sequences for demon horse charge and dark servants, waited ten seconds then repeated it. He did this even after other towers picked up the alarm and repeated it themselves.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Ioli continued to sign for the dark guard to stop galloping even as his Wiggle kept up with the rest.

	Across the city, alarm bells were ringing.

	People on the street screamed and ran as the avtappi appeared.

	Alga knocked over a fruit stand, just because she could.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nothing in the man’s dress or manner gave away that he was a chaos priest instead of an average working man of Karpos City. He blended with ease, disguise and misdirection his tools in trade. He dropped a copper penny into the offering bowl and entered the nave like a normal worshipper desiring to bask in the glory of Auranz.

	The chaos priest slipped out of the nave of the sun temple, taking one of the narrow passages to the left, the ones that led to the small rooms of the numerous novices, acolytes and sun priests. By the time he turned into a more well-traveled corridor, he looked like a monk.

	When the chaos priest walked into the library, Dullat’s lined face lit up. “Stolsok! You’ve returned!”

	His monk disguise had served him well over the years. “Yes, but only for a short time,” he murmured. “I will be heading to the Abbey of Vranka next.” That was so far away as to be nearly out-kingdom.

	“You must tell me more of the dark disguises and enchantments,” Dullat said. “We are infested. Infested, I say!”

	“Where is Senior Murson? I greatly desired to speak with him this day.” He knew Murson was dead, but the monk he purported to be wouldn’t. And it was an opening to inquire into Avontos.

	Dullat’s lined face became as mournful as a large hound’s. “Dead.”

	“Your sorrow makes me think his end was not natural,” said Stolsok, trying to lead Dullat into telling him all about it.

	“He was used as a puppet by the dark ones. They made him appear a chaos priest and murdered him.”

	Stolsok hissed in sympathy. “Who did this? The dark priest I heard rumor of? What of Murson’s promising young acolyte? Did he survive?”

	“Imprisoned. The dark priest did it all. He’s corrupted the prince and his Valer, and they do his foul bidding. He murdered the prince and resurrected him as his tool.”

	“This is horrible! And the Ylion? Is he blinded?” Stolsok stroked his long, silky beard.

	“Past blinding and into collusion with the dark,” Dullat said. “Although, those who love him believe him only tainted.”

	Stolsok shook his head. “Get out, Senior Dullat. Come with me to the Abbey. We can take that young sun priest with us and warn the Abbot that the Ylion has fallen into darkness.”

	“The acolyte has promise. He is our future,” Dullat agreed. He extracted a fat, golden key from his sleeve. “I was going to free him when I had the chance. But you are younger. You open the door and lead him out. I’ll follow.”

	Stolsok took the key and murmured his thanks. “I am honored by your trust, Senior.”

	A moment later, they both heard the tolling of the alarm bells. “An invasion?” exclaimed Dullat. “Who would dare?”

	“It’s the dark servants!” Solstok shouted in rare excitement. “They must sense that we mean to resist them. We must hurry. I will free the apprentice. You must call for the militia to defend our holy temple!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jisten and Jethain both heard the alarm as it tolled out. “An invasion of demon horses and dark servants? Is this a joke?” asked the prince. “Are our avtappi playing a trick on us?”

	“No, my prince, no trickery, at least, not from our avtappi. Concentrate so you can hear Varn. Zala is in the stall with Vrema; they were dozing. As for an invasion, I won’t count it a joke until I have reconnaissance,” Jisten said. “The dark servants may be here in retribution for what has happened to their Thezomeh. I will muster the guard.” He strode out to perform the duties that the invasion alarm called for.

	“I’ll wait for your report,” Jethain told the closed door. He concentrated.

	Varn was sharpening his hooves on a rock, dreaming of battle. Varn sensed Jethain’s contact and sent a query, asking if the prince wanted to ride out to meet the enemy.

	“They may not be the enemy,” Jethain sighed, talking to thin air as he sent to his avtappi, “but your brethren.”

	Varn tore up the turf with his freshly sharpened hooves. His answer to Jethain was an expression of loyalty to the prince. No matter what.

	Jethain walked to the stable. To all the hells with waiting inside for a sun-scorched report, even if his brother would have a fit and a half.

	Varn leaped in the air for the joy of it and trotted off smartly to meet his rider.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak walked to the stable, still feeding the mastigi. He watched the guards run past with an admiring eye. Fit men in uniform, running, never failed to stir his lust. He heard the city alarm bells ringing and wondered if that were the cause of the palace commotion as well. “I have no doubt,” he told the mastigi, “that Pikara is somehow behind all this.”

	The lizard clicked agreement.

	By the time Rak had retrieved Vyld and ridden to the gates, they were shut, barred and the walls were fully manned. A pair of cannons had been rolled into position on either side of the massive gateposts, angled to catch an approaching enemy in a deadly crossfire. Rak admired them as he rode right up to the guards at the gate itself. “Excuse me, but I need to go out.”

	“Not safe, envoy. That’s the invasion alarm,” Fentri said politely but firmly. “We’re not allowed to let anyone in or out.”

	“My very young, inexperienced assistant has just arrived,” said Rak. “I need to meet him. I will take my chances out there, and you need not open the main gate, the sally port will do.” He politely didn’t mention that if he really had to, he could take his avtappi right over the walls.

	“It’s your forces invading?” Fentri asked, and Ishur looked fierce.

	“Invading? Ix. Why would we do that?”

	“All part of the plan,” Ishur growled, and Fentri shook his head at him.

	“Let me go out and see what the fuss is about. If it is my assistant causing this ruckus, I can settle things down; if not, I will call my dragon to help repel the invasion.”

	“High Priest, please, talk to Captain Jisten,” Fentri said. “He’s the only one who can authorize us to let you out. Him or the prince, that is.”

	



	
Chapter Twelve: Battle of the Sun Plaza

	 

	 

	The citizens’ militia was assembling in the huge plaza before the sun temple. Dullat armed the young priests with sun staffs and holy water while Teok organized the secular forces. Staffs, cudgels and truncheons abounded. The sun temple guard and men of the City Watch gave the militia needed stiffening, and Teok arranged them with due care so that no unit lacked for experienced men.

	“So, we throw the water on each other and become real strong?” Nithios asked, struggling to uncap the vial of holy water.

	“No, you throw it on the dark ones,” said Chard.

	“Then they’ll become strong!” Nithios wailed.

	“No, the holy water will burn the evil ones like fire,” said Chard in excellent mimicry of Dullat.

	“We’re gonna catch on fire?” Nithios nearly wept. “But we have water!”

	“But they’re not evil,” muttered Berly.

	“What did you say?” Dullat whirled on him.

	“I said, they’re very evil, sir!” said Berly, eyes white rimmed.

	“Oooh, you’re gonna get it,” Nithios said. Even his thick skull could comprehend that. He finally uncorked his vial and dumped the contents on Berly.

	Berly shoved Nithios because Dullat’s suspicious eye was still on him. “Don’t waste it on me! Use it on the dark ones!”

	“But it’s all gone and no one will give me a staff!” Nithios sniffed.

	Teok thrust a gilded staff at him as he walked by.

	When Nithios took it, it overbalanced and hit him in the head.

	In sudden inspiration, Dullat brought the sun banner out. “Here, turn around.” He took the staff from Nithios’ ham hands, attached the sun-in-glory banner to it, and strapped the pole to the back of Nithios’ robes. The standard bearer was always a target in battle.

	“Oh, that looks pretty,” Nithios twisted and turned to look at the banner, but it turned with him, well secured and not about to come loose no matter how wild his gyrations. Nithios puffed up with pride. “I get to carry the sun banner!” Nithios again turned round and round, trying to catch a better look at the banner until he became dizzy.

	Dullat pushed Nithios to the front.

	“Stand ready!” Teok commanded the militia of shopkeepers and laborers. “We must defend the temple from evil!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The captain’s clear baritone, organizing the royal guard, carried to Rak’s ears. Rak turned Vyld toward his mate’s voice and found him in the guard courtyard. “Captain, I need you to order Fentri to open the sally port so I can leave.”

	“Why do you want to leave, S’Rak? What do you know? Are there truly avtappi invading? Can you hear them?” Jisten’s questioning lacked any harshness; instead, his tone was full of concern.

	Rak gestured to the purple mastigi on his shoulder. “This belongs to my very young assistant, S’Ioli. He has just arrived in the city and alarm bells are going off? I think that someone mistook him, and my guard, for more than they are.”

	“Let me go with you then,” Jisten said. “That will stay the hand of the City Watch.”

	“You can’t leave the palace when we’re under invasion alarm!” Kordri burst out.

	Rak glared at Kordri. “You want bloodshed?”

	“I don’t want Captain Jisten’s blood shed either on purpose or accidentally in a fight with some overeager dark servants and the City Watch!”

	“I agree,” said Rak. “Let me go out instead. They are my people, and no one will care if my blood is shed.”

	“I care! And I’m not a fainting virgin maiden to be protected, Kordri!” Jisten snapped.

	“No, you’re the Captain of the Guard who is supposed to captain the guard of the palace while the invasion alarms are sounding!”

	Just come up to the roof, and I’ll fly you out, said Scorth, thinking this argument was a ridiculous waste of time. Alternatively, I could burn the gate down for you. Ironwood clad in iron will still burn if I blast it.

	Jisten heard that and glanced to the roof.

	“Captain, do your duty. Kordri, you come with me.” The exasperation in Rak’s voice caused Jisten’s gaze to return to him.

	Kordri looked rebellious. “I follow the captain’s orders.”

	“Go with the envoy, Lieutenant,” Jisten ordered. “Keep him safe. Open the gate!”

	Rak turned Vyld back to the gate, not looking to see if Kordri followed or not.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nymis signaled a halt when they reached the sun temple plaza, and the large force of militia filling the plaza and the road, denying them a clear path. “Uhm, Pikara...”

	“Kill ‘em all!” she shouted.

	“Kill them?” Kryt wondered. “But we’re here for an alliance! It’s a welcoming party!”

	“S’Ioli?” Nymis pleaded.

	Ioli shook his head. “No killing!” He rode forward, “Nymis, come with me to translate?”

	“Of course! It’s not like Pikara will do it,” Nymis said. His avtappi narrowly avoided a nasty bite from Alga. Ioli and Nymis rode toward what looked like an officer standing next to a sun priest.

	“Kill them all!” Dullat shouted.

	Nymis translated that and Ioli sighed. “If I am killed, Pikara has my permission to raze the city to the ground.”

	Nithios threw an unopened vial of holy water at Nymis, almost hitting him.

	“They’re chucking closed tubes of liquid at us,” Nymis said to Ioli. “Know anything about that custom?” He watched the vial innocuously roll down the street.

	Ioli shook his head. They reached the officer.

	“Halt, demons!” commanded Teok. “You have terrorized our fair city long enough! Stand down and dismount!”

	Ioli squared himself before the man, and his fingers began to flash and wiggle.

	“Magic! He’s cursing us!” Dullat shrieked.

	“He’s using finger talk,” Nymis said in Koilathan. Nymis then translated, “We are the assistant and personal guard to the Thezomeh, High Priest S’Rak. Let us pass.”

	Pikara took out her sling and a black ball flew out and hit the sun banner. The black ink magically formed the sigil of Lord Zotien right over the golden sun-in-glory on the banner.

	Nithios shrieked and ran in circles.

	Ikayone and Dolron laughed at the sight, but the citizen militia muttered in outrage at the defacement of their banner.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak had Vyld at a gallop, but he was held to the pace of Kordri’s horse, and as a result, he was cursing a blue streak.

	At Rak’s command, Scorth launched off the palace roof and found Ioli very quickly. He told Rak where his assistant was heading and loitered in the sky, looking obvious and threatening.

	Rak considered the roadblock caused by the mass of watch and militia and detoured to enter the plaza by a different route.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Ioli looked up at Scorth, pointed then signed some more.

	Nymis translated, “That is S’Rak’s dragon, and he knows we’re here. Let us pass if you want to live. We don’t want to kill you.”

	“If you are attached to the high priest, then you are on diplomatic mission. Dismount and disarm,” Teok said.

	Ioli looked at Nymis and nodded. He dismounted and offered his sword, hilt first. He was young and trusting, and the officer did have a point.

	“Iiiiiiiiix!” wailed Pikara.

	Nymis followed suit. He shouted back, “Stand down, dismount and disarm!” Everyone but Pikara obeyed. Scorth roared overhead, circling lower.

	Dullat cast a sparkling blast up at Scorth. It arrowed up and exploded into a blinding cloud around the dragon’s head. Scorth shook his head, as if temporarily blinded, and roared in pain. He dropped two stories in height and nearly crashed into the sun temple. At the last second, he saved himself by turning the crash into a hard landing, digging his claws into the golden dome as he impacted it.

	“I’m killin’ me a sun priest!” Pikara shouted, and Alga charged.

	Dullat cast everything he had at the avtappi, a powerful bolt of gold.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak and Vyld burst into the plaza from a side street. He saw Alga go down, but his attention was on the slender, young sun priest running out of the temple with a monk in tow. He charged.

	Scorth’s claws created a horrid scree-ing noise as he slid down the golden dome. It sounded like nails on slate but a hundred times louder.

	Almost everyone was covering their ears and wincing. One of the acolytes, Nithios, was running in circles with his hands clapped over his ears.

	“Stop!” Dullat commanded Rak. “You’ll not have him, demon!”

	Rak howled in anger and denial and did not stop. “Chaos priest! Die!”

	“Chaos priest!” Kryt shouted.

	“Chaos priest!” the rest of Rak’s guard took up the cry.

	Pikara struggled to her feet, blood streaming from her broken nose.

	“Chaos priest!” thundered Forael from the steps of the temple, pointing at the monk. He glowed with golden sun power and appeared twice as large as normal. No sun priest would doubt the word of an Ylion when the sun god spoke through him so blatantly.

	The sun priests gasped to a man and turned, golden power flaring and flashing, but Dullat ran in front of the monk and Avontos. The sun priests’ attack sheeted around the senior priest and missed the others.

	Defiant, Dullat screamed at the other sun priests, “You are the evil here! You have allowed the darkness into your hearts! You do not deserve to call yourselves sun priests!”

	Stolsok leveled a bolt of purest golden power at Rak, but the dark priest was able to absorb most of it and deflect the rest. Brilliant golden light and a disorienting wave of multihued power flared, and where three opponents had stood, now there were only two. Avontos cowered behind the chaos-radiating apparition that Dullat had become as Vyld’s charge carried the dark priest to within mere feet of them.

	“Night take the sun’s balls! I didn’t get to blood him!” Pikara snarled from behind her cupped hands.

	Vyld’s head snaked sideways as he pulled up to attack. His fanged mouth grabbed Dullat’s arm and tore through the flesh.

	Rak’s paired short swords flashed in the sunlight as the downward chop began. Vyld gave a mighty jerk as he ripped a huge chunk of flesh out of the arm. The man’s head fell to the ground, completely severed by Rak’s attack. It bounced twice and rolled to Pikara’s feet. She gave it a practiced kick and sent it sailing toward the sun temple.

	Blood sprayed everywhere from the severed arteries in the arm and the neck as the body fell forward. The moment it stopped falling, there was a huge explosion of blood, tissue and sickly yellow power.

	Vyld went down, screaming in pain. With no saddle to hold him to Vyld’s back, Rak was flung backward by the blast into Pikara, knocking her onto her butt.

	Golden light filled the space as Auranz took up the remnants of his servant.

	“Sun shittin’ light!” Pikara cursed. She flung her arm over her eyes. “Auranz stupid enough to take a chaos priest?”

	“He was not a chaos priest!” Rak shook himself and hissed. “I killed an innocent.”

	“Glowin’ with all that chaos? Suuuure, Thez.”

	“He was not himself a chaos priest but was set up to look like one. He was a puppet, without will of his own remaining,” insisted Rak, grieving. “He was an idiot and a bigot but a servant of the light to the end. Auranz is aloof, not stupid.”

	Forael chanted the funeral hymn to the light.

	Rak listened with respect. When Forael finished, Rak sang his own hymn, asking Zotien to treat Dullat’s soul with favor.

	Pikara put her arm back over her eyes. “Just kill me now. Thez is singin’ for sun priests tryin’ to kill us.”

	There was a deafening buzzing as thousands of katrami flies hurled themselves at the plaza. They hit the sun temple shield and kept going like it wasn’t there.

	Rak surged to his feet woozily, and his chant changed, deepening with added urgency. A black shield, low to the ground, sprang up, covering the plaza just above the height of a mounted man.

	“Prick o’ Auranz!” Pikara shouted. “What in all the depths of the abyss are those?”

	Rak was too busy chanting to answer, and Ioli hastily centered himself, concentrated and chanted along in his head. It was enough to reinforce the shield. The flies swarmed and buzzed and formed a variety of rude, arcane and evil symbols in the air, but they couldn’t break the dark shield.

	“Amazing!” Kryt stared at the insects inches away. “Bugs that can write runes!”

	The sun priests set pots of sacred herbs burning and the smoke helped drive away the flies. Others came forward with water, towels, clean robes and blood amulets for anyone who’d been sprayed with blood or gore. Those that were clean of blood trickled out of the plaza, away from the flies. Unnoticed in the chaos, Avontos made good his escape.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Forael asked Teok, “Do you still think our dark cousins are evil?”

	“Is that a trick question?” he asked back.

	“Not at all,” said Forael. He glanced up at the shield and the flies.

	The commander followed his gaze. The sun guard said nothing, but his sour expression melted into one of thoughtfulness.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Chard offered Pikara water and a towel. She glared at the man and went to her knees next to Alga. “Hurry up, Thez! Alga needs you!”

	Rak, still chanting, finger signed to Pikara, “Get the blood off you. The flies are attracted to blood.”

	Chard was still hovering, wanting to offer his help but afraid to.

	Pikara snatched the water from the sun priest and dumped it over her head. Then, she wiped off the remaining blood.

	Chard dropped a blood amulet on her and moved on with a smile.

	Pikara sat down and pulled Alga’s ruined head in her lap. The avtappi looked up at her and whuffled in agony.

	Rak signed to Nymis, “Tell the Ylion to clear the plaza, Scorth is going to blast these flies. They are here in vengeance and will not leave even if all the blood is removed.”

	Nymis relayed the message to Forael.

	Kryt bounced next to him. “Wow! A real high priest of the House of Day! You’ll want to watch Scorth blast these flies!”

	To Ikayone, Rak signed, “Get Vyld and Alga on slings and out of the plaza.”

	Forael smiled at Kryt. “I look forward to it.”

	Kryt smiled back at the Ylion but turned when Ikayone called him to help. “Slings! We do slings real well!” Kryt bounced over and strung up the slings with professionalism.

	Pikara helped them slide the sling under Alga. Once that was done, it was easy to hitch the ends up to two of their spare avtappi.

	They had lost five guards en route to this hellish land, but their avtappi, far tougher than humans, hadn’t joined their riders in Pehroz’s embrace.

	Ikayone and Dolron worked with equal efficiency, slinging Vyld while Kryt and Pikara took care of Alga. The remaining rider-less avtappi shook herself and stood guard over Rak with a proud, fierce eye.

	Once the plaza was cleared, Rak and Ioli backed to the edges, still concentrating on the shield. As the dragon circled, preparing to strike, Rak curled the shield up around the edges, forcing the flies into a tighter and tighter ball.

	Scorth dove on the plaza and blasted the flies thoroughly in a single pass. Little, charred bodies fell to the stones like an odd rain as Scorth lined up a second pass, sharp eyes searching for any flies that he’d missed the first time. He dove again, and more charred bodies joined the first lot. When he circled back a third time, he didn’t see a single fly moving in the air.

	The two dark priests were finally able to drop their shield, and Rak dashed to Alga.

	Pikara looked up at Rak, cheeks stained with tears.

	Rak stroked the mare’s ruined face and then called his power. A lot of power, which he patiently directed into the mare, healing her utterly. It occurred to him that it was getting easier and easier to call and direct his power in the light of day. He wondered why that was. Was he growing stronger? Or just used to countering the effects of the sun? It didn’t matter, really, except that it meant he could heal the avtappi, when not all that long ago, healing a simple broken leg had left him devastated. But then, things hadn’t changed that much, and the last bit of his energy faded away, and he with it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Pikara caught the collapsing priest. “When in all the depths will you learn to not call so much power that it drops you, Thez?”

	Alga was released from the sling, fully healed. She whuffled both Rak and Pikara then knelt for Pikara to mount with her burden.

	“We’re going to the palace now,” Ioli signed.

	Pikara took point, her murderous glare leveled at any sunny in her path.

	Ikayone and Kryt rode by Alga’s flanks with their banners still displayed, while Nymis and Zeleri flanked Ioli, keeping their charge tucked in behind Pikara in the position of maximum safety.

	Phonasa was directly behind them, guiding the rider-less avtappi bearing Vyld’s sling. The other three beasts stayed with their pack, forming an effective rear guard.

	 

	



	
Chapter Thirteen: The Walking Diplomatic Incident

	 

	 

	“Open the gates!” A clear baritone rang out the second the dark guard was in sight.

	Ioli straightened his impeccably straight robes and wished that Rak would wake up. He didn’t know any of these people. The dark guard crossed into the palace grounds.

	Dolron sniffed. “I was hoping we’d get to fight our way in.”

	“S’Rak! What happened?” A strange man, dressed in a green uniform with much gold braid, crowded his mount, a silver-dappled avtappi, next to Alga.

	With a start, Ioli recognized Zala, one of the Thezomeh’s remounts.

	Pikara’s mailed fist slammed into the guard’s head. “Back, barbarian!” she screamed in Okyran.

	A cry went up as the guard hit the ground. More palace guards, all with less gold braid than the downed man, swiftly surrounded Pikara with their weapons out and their expressions angered.

	Rak’s guard circled to defend their leader and Ioli moaned silently, wringing his hands.

	Zala stood over the fallen guard, red eyes blazing and lips curled back to display her fangs.

	“Fighting it is!” Kryt warbled.

	In careful Koilathan, Nymis said, “Forgive our impetuous leader. She was defending our Thezomeh, S’Rak.”

	“Our forgiveness comes with chains.” Another guard with almost as much braid as the first one picked up a set of manacles and shook them.

	“Nobody touches a high priest without permission,” said Ikayone. He swung his mace in a short arc. “Just try to chain me, little man.”

	Ioli’s fingers wiggled desperately as he tried to prevent a war from breaking out between the two guard forces. “Everybody stand down. Stop this at once. Desist. S’Rak will not be pleased with us when he wakes up. We can’t start a war; we can’t. Stop it, all of you.” Unfortunately, nobody was listening to him.

	“Put your fingers away and take out your sword,” advised Phonasa.

	Another man, this one dressed in blue and gold, rode up on another avtappi Ioli recognized. “That’s Varn,” he signed. “What’s he doing here?”

	The stallion knew Alga and the two avtappi laid back ears and snarled at each other.

	Zala still stood over her fallen rider, refusing to let anyone near him. Bonded, Ioli decided. Most peculiar, he’s not one of ours.

	While Pikara cursed lustily in Okyran, Nymis said, “We are quite surprised to see you riding that avtappi, sir. Can you tell us how this came to be?” Ioli realized that he was pretending to translate Pikara, and wondered if anyone would believe that.

	“His name is Varn, and we were bonded by my brother, Araken,” Jethain said. Then, he caught sight of the fallen guard and Zala. “You attacked us? What kind of monsters are you?”

	Ioli noticed that two of guards had convinced Zala to let them rescue her rider. They moved him out of danger, to one of the benches behind the rest of the guards. Zala stayed close to him, nuzzling him with concern.

	“We don’t let anyone, much less unclean sunny rabble like you, touch our high priest without his express permission,” Ikayone explained in perfect Koilathan. Ioli knew that he was on Pikara’s side in that he’d prefer to fight and teach these guards a lesson they’d never forget. If they survived, that is. Ioli was sorely tempted himself.

	“What he meant to say was that we mistakenly believed that man was an enemy,” Nymis said in perfect Koilathan as well. He shot Ikayone a warning look.

	Ikayone sighed and played with his mace. “But today is a good day to die and take as many of the idiots with me as I can.”

	“Forgive my rather bloodthirsty compatriots,” Nymis said.

	Knowing that he had to intervene before an actual battle broke out, Ioli placed Wiggle in between Pikara and man in blue and gold and began to sign again. Nymis introduced the young priest with, “Please listen to S’Ioli. He is a Thezi and the ranking priest here after S’Rak. I will translate the finger talk for you.” Nymis then translated: “I am S’Ioli, assistant to S’Rak. He is power-drained. I must take him to wherever he normally sleeps so I can tend to him.”

	“You may enter the palace with my brother Araken, but soldiers who have bloodied my own are decidedly not welcome. They can wait in the sun temple plaza, under guard.”

	Ioli shook his head. “They are S’Rak’s personal guard, and they answer only to him. They don’t even listen to me unless they want to.”

	Ikayone and Dolron put on near-identical expressions of total innocence. They listened. Sometimes. Ioli wasn’t fooled for a moment, and nor, did he suspect, was this man who called S’Rak by a strange name and called him brother as well.

	Zeleri muttered about how they would all be thrown into sunny dungeons and left to rot.

	Nymis added, “Allow Pikara, the angry and bitter old battle axe, to carry S’Rak into the palace along with S’Ioli, Kryt and Zeleri. The rest of us will stay out here, under your guard. You easily outnumber us. Is that acceptable?”

	“What did he call me?” Pikara asked Ikayone, who shook his head. He wasn’t translating that!

	“That bitch’s the one who slugged the capt’n,” said the rude guard with almost as much braid. “She belongs in gaol, and the only way she’s going in the palace is over my dead body.”

	“We can arrange that,” suggested Ikayone. He told Pikara what was said that time.

	“Surely you would have done the same had an unknown soldier dashed up to you while you held your unconscious captain,” Nymis quickly said before Pikara could act on the insult.

	Ioli clapped his hands together to get attention. “Power-drain can be lethal if it isn’t treated, and if S’Rak dies while you argue about this, I will personally beg Zotien to destroy this city.” Nymis translated quickly.

	“Half the arguing is coming from your side,” the rude guard said. “And even aloof Auranz will not let this city be destroyed.”

	Ioli took Rak from Pikara very carefully. He signed, “Kill them all if you must,” and sent Wiggle toward the palace doors.

	Pikara let Rak go because Ioli was trained to take care of him and now her sword arm was completely free.

	The fallen guard staggered to his feet and held a hand to his bloody head. “Help S’Rak,” he half-ordered, half-moaned.

	“Let them pass,” blue-and-gold ordered. Varn paced over to the injured guard, and his rider placed what looked like a golden sun amulet around his neck.

	Wiggle walked right through the ring of palace guards. Ioli dared anyone to stop him. He had a certain odd courage that came from working with vranyxia. Death was of the least concern when working with predatory beasts that could eat souls. They reached the palace doors without further incident. Ioli dismounted and carried his boss inside.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Varn imaged Jethain dismounting and following Rak. He would stand firm against Alga. Zeleri’s male had no love of Alga either and would take his side against the vicious mare.

	Zeleri’s avtappi took the opportunity to stand beside Varn, opposing Alga.

	“What are you doing?” Zeleri complained to his avtappi. “You want Alga to kill you?”

	Ikayone said to the others, “Ioli said we could fight.” He beckoned to Kordri. “Let’s go.”

	Scorth was coming in for a landing, and he was clearly aiming for the courtyard they were all clustered in, and the courtyard wasn’t much bigger than he was.

	Dolron shouted a warning and everyone scattered out of the open center of the courtyard. Even Alga was forced to give ground to the approaching dragon.

	Scorth landed, one yellow eye glaring at Pikara. He snapped his jaws a foot over her head in obvious threat.

	“Stop that, you flying mule!” Pikara shook her mailed fist at him.

	Scorth’s claws left interesting furrows in the flagstones. He transformed, picked up Jisten and walked into the palace.

	“Did you see that?” asked Phonasa. “Scorth approves of this fellow?”

	“You stupid flying donkey!” Pikara shouted after Scorth’s back. “You messed up and bonded with that Valite, too? Your brain is the size of a tree nut!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Scorth ignored her, or appeared to. To Jisten, he muttered, “I wish Rak would let me chomp her.”

	“Burn your mouth,” Jisten murmured, eyes still closed. “Where’s S’Rak?”

	“S’Ioli is tending him. I am taking you to him, but if you’d rather I find you a healer...”

	“No! Take me to S’Rak!” Jisten’s eyes flew open and he struggled slightly.

	“Easy, Jisten,” Jethain said, catching up with Scorth.

	“Sa’sa, we are going to S’Rak.” Scorth eyed Jethain.

	“Tell me about these guards, please, Scorth,” Jethain said. “Looks like trouble and a lot of it.”

	“Rak’s assigned the misfits,” said Scorth. “The ones who can fight well but don’t fit in, don’t work well with others. You know, the troublemakers. He does an admirable job keeping them in line…when he’s conscious.”

	“Perfect.” Jethain snapped his fingers at several slaves. “Juice, honey and sweet bread to the envoy’s quarters. Now!” He didn’t bother to order wine.

	“Already done, sire.” The slaves bowed. “The new dark priest insisted.”

	Jethain didn’t wonder how the mute man had communicated with the servants.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The palace guard doubled its numbers around the dark guard. Sedrael insisted that servants fetch food and drink for the dark guard. “Fed soldiers are more reasonable,” Sed told a disgruntled Kordri and sent a page for both. He wisely changed the wine for ale, based on what Rak had said.

	Nymis checked Vyld. The stallion wasn’t looking good.

	Kal saw the problem and ran for Bharis.

	A few moments later, nervous servants handed over the food to the palace guards, who passed it along to the dark guards.

	Zeleri viewed the food with suspicion.

	Nymis said, “Feed a little to a mastigi first.”

	“Looks good!” Kryt said and bit into a meat-filled pastry. “Hmmm?” he mumbled at Nymis. Everyone else was prudent and fed samples to the little lizards to see if there was poison or drugs.

	Pikara refused to eat at all. “Blasted sunnies can shove their food up their bung holes,” she grumbled.

	Kennit burst into the courtyard and made a beeline for Vyld. “Oh, no, no, no,” he moaned like he were the one who’d been injured. He patted Vyld and danced with impatience until Bharis arrived with the rest of stable boys. The dark guard let them in, though Pikara viewed them with suspicion even though they were clearly here to help the injured avtappi.

	“Get Vyld in his stall and comfortable,” said Bharis. He glared at Kordri when the man would have blocked him. “You do your duty, an’ I’ll do mine. I’ll send the new beasts back here if that’s what you really want, but it’s a senseless waste of effort to transfer Vyld’s sling to our horses, assuming we can convince any to get that close.”

	Kordri scowled, but the stable boys had already introduced themselves to the new avtappi. The boys led off the two who were carrying Vyld while Bharis and Kordri were still discussing the matter. By the time the stable master gave the lieutenant a chance to respond, Vyld’s sling-bearers were all the way across the courtyard.

	So Kordri scowled and said, “I want those demon beasts back here as soon as the dark one’s steed is locked in his stall.”

	Several of the dark guard frowned at that, and they weren’t reassured by Bharis’s headshake and sigh. The stable master stomped off in the wake of his boys.

	“Can one of us be escorted to the Thezomeh’s quarters so that we can guard him?” asked Nymis with a pleasant tone and winning smile.

	“Let ‘em have a rep,” Sed told Kordri. “Kal ‘n me’ll watch ‘im.”

	“Take the polite one, then,” Kordri said. “And bring him back here every hour to report to this rabble.”

	Nymis flashed a victory sign to the others and nodded politely to the pair of men. “Let’s go.”

	Phonasa pulled her helm off and fanned herself. “Scorching sun!”

	“They don’t need dungeons, they’ll let the hammer pound us instead,” agreed Ikayone.

	“Shade,” said Zeleri, and he pointed to the darker area out of the sun. The dark guard all moved there, except for Pikara, who sat on Alga like a statue, the better to glare down at Kordri.

	



	
Chapter Fourteen: Aftermath

	 

	 

	Scorth carried Jisten into the bedroom and laid him on the bed beside Rak.

	Ioli stared, hands speechless.

	Jisten stroked Rak’s wings and murmured to him.

	Scorth crossed his arms over his chest and stared back impassively.

	Jethain lounged in the doorway, but his blue eyes were hawk-like on Jisten.

	Rak’s hand found Jisten’s face. “You are hurt?” Rak was tired but awake, thanks to Ioli’s expert tending.

	“Nothing, love. Here.” Jisten dipped his fingers in the honey jar and held them to Rak’s lips.

	Rak sucked the honey off very thoroughly.

	Ioli’s fingers flashed at Scorth, who nodded and replied in Koilathan, as a courtesy to the prince. “They are bonded, as the gods intended.”

	Jethain looked at Scorth in surprise. “More than one god?”

	“Yes, Zotien and Si’Yeni both blessed their bond. Valers are meant to bond to Loftoni,” Scorth told them both. “This is the way it was meant to be. He is my Valer now as much as he is Rak’s, and I will defend him as such.”

	“Your help is greatly appreciated,” Jethain said. “Lives would have been lost.”

	Scorth grinned fangily. “That’s another one you owe me. And I always keep track.”

	“Words fail me.” Framed in the doorway, Nymis stared at Rak and Jisten in bed. “I suppose your ten-page letter did not exaggerate.”

	“What ten-page letter?” Jisten asked with suspicion. He sat up straighter and winced.

	Rak gasped, “You read it?”

	“Read it? S’Tyll read it out loud to all of us!” Nymis said. He looked directly at Jisten. “And you speak Okyran like a native. That might save your skin from our sergeant.”

	Rak pulled a pillow over his head and moaned in despair. “Where is he?” asked his muffled voice. “I am going to strangle him.”

	“Your sergeant?”

	“You met her already. She laid you out with a single blow. I suggest you either hire a bodyguard or work on your reflexes.” Nymis shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “Anyways, Pikara and Kryt are ready to crawl into a group bed with you two and S’Tyll.” Nymis grinned at the dismay of the two men.

	“Group bed?” Jisten said in a strangled voice. “What’s that?”

	“Pikara?” Rak laughed shortly. “I doubt that.” He sat up carefully and then put a hand on Jisten to steady himself. “The room is spinning, please tell it to stop.”

	Jisten held Rak against him. “Better?” Rak leaned back and made an agreeing noise.

	“She would never admit to that desire,” Nymis said. “Let me report to the guard before Pikara starts another international incident.”

	“Yes, report to them. Have Vyld taken to his stall, I will be there shortly.”

	“Vyld’s already been taken by the palace stable folk. They seemed most concerned for his welfare. You’ve trained them well, sir. I will report to Pikara.” Nymis saluted, turned and marched out.

	Sed and Kal trailed him.

	Rak looked at Jethain and smoothly switched to Koilathan. “Brother? What did I miss?”

	“Your female battle axe punched Jisten senseless and a full-blown melee is still in danger of occurring between our forces.”

	“Business as usual,” muttered Rak. “Please forgive Pikara. I was unconscious, and their primary duty is to protect me. Mine is to avoid them if I can.”

	“I can see why,” Jethain said.

	Rak offered a lopsided grin. “I can take them fearlessly into battle. Unfortunately, that is the only place I can fearlessly take them. Between Pikara’s temper, Dolron’s mouth and Ikayone’s death wish, they cause an incident wherever they go.”

	“I was stupid to rush her.” Jisten gingerly touched the scabbed areas from Pikara’s mailed fist. “I thought she was your captain, though. She seemed to be in charge.”

	Rak touched the scabs himself and winced in shared pain and sympathy. “She packs a mean punch even when she is not wearing full armor. But ix, she not my captain, he died not long before I was assigned here. Pikara is a good woman, but she’s not really officer material.”

	“And when did you learn to speak Okyran, Jisten?” Jethain looked at his captain with an inscrutable expression. 

	“Scorth taught me Okyran in a single night by dumping the entire language directly into my head, which then felt like it was going to explode.” Jisten shook his head ruefully. “It really is a great way to learn a new tongue if you can stand the headache you’ll get from it.”

	Jethain looked at Scorth. “Would you teach Okyran to me that way? I don’t like not understanding what’s being said around me.”

	“I would be delighted,” Scorth replied. “Just make sure you’ll have plenty of time to rest afterwards. And have headache medicine at hand. You’ll need it.”

	“Tonight then, after dinner?”

	“Daxi. That means very well or okay, depending on context.”

	Jisten dumped honey on a piece of bread and offered it to Rak. “A little more substance if we must visit the stable. Vyld’s wounds are serious.”

	Rak accepted it gracefully. “Thank you.” He made it vanish and surreptitiously looked for more.

	“Cheese for longer-lasting strength,” Jisten offered it next.

	Rak ate that right out of Jisten’s fingers and then blinked in surprise at himself.

	“What surprised you? You don’t like the flavor of this cheese?” Jisten asked.

	“Ix, I, ah, I will explain later.”

	Jethain said, “Can we bed your guard in stable barn fifteen?”

	“Is that even on the palace grounds?” asked Rak.

	Jethain grinned. “Fine, barn twelve.”

	“Daxi. That might be for the best. In any event, Pikara will not be separated from Alga. But I want them to guard Valer Square tonight and the new chapel there.”

	“Thank you, S’Rak,” said Jisten in surprise. “The Valers would be honored to host your guard. Just make sure you tell Pikara and company the difference between Valers and Koilathans, please?”

	“I will be very, very clear in my instructions,” said Rak wolfishly. “And place them under the command of the dhelion.”

	Jisten’s fingers moved away from the cheese and toward the tidbits of meat on crackers. “Here. Once these are gone, do you want more or go to the stable?”

	Rak again ate from Jisten’s hand and enjoyed it. “Mm. Tasty. More of that, please?” He was eating for two, and he had to heal Vyld. He didn’t want to think what would happen if he passed out a second time and Pikara took issue with the palace guards or Jisten again.

	Jisten fed Rak at a steady rate, clearly enjoying himself.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jethain wandered out, bored with watching Jisten feeding Rak. He would issue the necessary orders to have Rak’s guard moved to barn twelve. The barn was already barracks of sorts in that the back half had been modified to host visiting troops. Since it was currently unused, all it needed was a quick cleaning, some supplies and bedding.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak looked at Ioli. “Thank you for your assistance. I am glad to see you. Was it a rough journey?”

	“It was interesting,” Ioli signed. “We saw a lot of action.”

	“I noticed that we are short five guards—good men, all of them. They will be missed here in the mortal realm but useful, I do not doubt, in the Spirit Legion.”

	Ioli nodded in grave agreement. Then he asked, “Where will I be sleeping? Barn twelve?”

	“No, you will be here in the suite. There is a room, the mirror image of this one, on the other side of the parlor. It is yours. My servant, Tebber, will assist you in the unpacking and see that your gear is mended and cleaned.”

	“Then, by your leave?”

	“Yes, you are dismissed. Go settle in. I will call on you later today.”

	Ioli smiled and nodded before slipping out of the room.

	Leaning against Jisten and eating from his hand was surprisingly pleasant, almost peaceful. Now that they had privacy, Rak told Jisten why he had always hated being hand fed and how it surprised him that it didn’t bother him when Jisten’s hand was doing the feeding.

	“Food is love,” Jisten said. “When fed by me.”

	Rak smiled up at him. 

	“You must feel it through our bond,” Jisten continued. His hand felt around the now-empty plate. “More?”

	“It is time to go to the stable and heal Vyld, and just think, if I exhaust myself, you can show me your love all over again.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll strolled into The Full Pint like he owned the place, glancing around with bright eyes. He and his lute case were eyed up. He winked saucily at Kal. What a cutie, he thought, and the handsome hunk he’s with is drool worthy. If Rak really has traded me in for a younger stud, I might look this pair up. But Tyll refrained from both drool and seduction. He settled himself by the hearth in the traditional spot for a minstrel and tuned his lute.

	“Play a love song!” someone shouted. His choice of song would tell the tale. Maiden and knight, he was one type of man. Something bawdy, another. But the minstrel’s first selection surprised them all. It was a bawdy tune, all right, but about a pair of male shieldmates who had a lot of fun beneath that shield. It was an Okyran drinking song that Tyll had translated, and it had a lovely, bouncy melody.

	The tension in the room ratcheted down tremendously. Couples returned together. Cutie and hunk were downright devoted. Tyll played several more songs, and while all were technically military, they were also risqué. At length, Tyll took a break and an ale was passed over.

	Tyll grinned his thanks and sampled the brew. “Ah, that’s good. So tell me, soldiers of Koilatha, what is the news?”

	“When didja come? See or hear th’ big battle at th’ sun temple?” Sedrael was always friendliest with newcomers. He pushed the big loaf of bread closer to Tyll.

	“I saw the crowd and the cudgels, and avoided it,” said Tyll cheerfully. “What happened?”

	“Buncha dark soldiers blasted in ta town,” Sed continued. “Banners n’ everythin’.”

	“They had another dark priest with them,” said Kal. “But he’s very young, so I think he’s just an assistant to the envoy. Took him long enough to get here.”

	Sed took a pull off his tankard. “Dark high priest visitin’. He’s okay, saved th’ prince n’ all, but these!” He shook his head and took another drink.

	“And the City Watch took exception to their procession?” asked Tyll. “What’s wrong with the new ones?” He sawed off a chunk of bread and used the knife to slather butter on it.

	“Dark bitch punched th’ cap’n! He wanted ta help! Woulda been their best ally!” Sed shook his head again. “With cap’n down, things got outta hand.”

	Tyll scratched his nose to hide his smile. “I see. Was she arrested?”

	“Shoulda been,” Sed muttered and Kal nodded. “Cap’n said no, once he came to.”

	“You’re fond of this captain?” A murmur of agreement rippled through the tavern. “Seems to me most officers are as good for nothing as the noble class they came from,” continued Tyll.

	“Ain’t no noble,” Sed said. “Good man, worked up th’ ranks.”

	“Protects us,” Kal said. “And we protect him.”

	“Must be a rare one,” said Tyll. He ate half the bread before adding, “But still, he probably deserved it if that guard punched him. The dark guard isn’t known for random aggression.”

	Sed slammed the tankard down. “No! Wanted ta help! Woulda never let no one raise a sword to them dark ones!”

	Tyll made a placating gesture. “Meant no offense.”

	Kal said, “He saw the dark high priest passed out and lost his caution, I think.”

	“Passed out?” Tyll’s eyes widened slightly as he heard this. What had Rak done?

	“I dunno why,” said Kal. “Saw him in the bitch’s arms, all limp. And capt’n’s got a sacred bond to him, racial thing, so he couldn’t help himself. Bitch had no call slugging him like that.”

	Sed put his arm around Kal and stroked the slender man’s upper arm.

	“Racial?” Tyll’s eyebrows shot up. “Like dryad and tree? Dragon and Loftoni? Gryphon and Tre’arki?”

	“Like that,” Kal said. “It explains a lot and the high priest benefits.” He looked up at his lover.

	“Aww, stop worry’n,” Sed said fondly, gazing into the man’s eyes.

	“Hmm. I saw a dragon. Is the high priest Loftoni?”

	“Tha’s it,” Sed said. “Cap’n’s plain crazy over both.”

	“Aha, so it is S’Rak, the Thezomeh,” said Tyll. “And, uhm, I hate to be indelicate, but what does the high priest’s spouse think of this?”

	“Spouse?” Sed roared.

	Tension spiked in the room.

	Kal looked ready to spit arrows.

	Tyll put his most innocent expression on. “Yes, didn’t you know? What? Did S’Rak leave the poor man behind again?”

	“Male spouse?” Sed roared louder and angry murmurs filled the room.

	“Cuckolding his husband with the capt’n?”

	“Cheatin’ on the man with the capt’n?”

	“Poor capt’n.”

	“Poor spouse and poor capt’n!” Kal shouted, both hands fisted and arms rigid.

	“Never cheat on ya,” Sed told Kal, stroking his arm faster. “Now, we’re married ‘n all.”

	“I can understand the high priest’s desire for a younger lover,” mused Tyll as if thinking aloud, “but what of the captain? Didn’t he know?”

	“Jisten the Pure would never do a married man!” Kal spat.

	“Jisten the Pure? Is...Was he under vows?”

	“Naw,” Sed said. “Not sure why, jus’ like that. No men, no women. But protect us, see?”

	“I see. He sounds like a good man,” said Tyll leadingly. “I’ll bet you have lots of good stories.”

	Distracted, the men jockeyed to tell their story about how Jisten helped them. Tyll drank it all in. And despite his intentions to hate the man, the more he heard, the more he liked the guy. He wondered if Rak had told this Jisten the Pure about him. The guard was convinced that he hadn’t. And a celibate sort didn’t seem a likely type to cuckold him.

	When the men ran down, Tyll played a few more songs for them, and just to tweak Rak’s nose, he finished with the real story of how Rak was rescued. The one he had written himself, not the Zothian version, and both Rak and Scorth were mentioned by name. More than one man blinked in surprise but all listened intently. It was an engaging, singable song, the kind that stuck in your head.

	During the song, Sed calmed Kal, rubbing his arm, whispering in his ear, kissing his hand.

	Tyll drank another ale once his second set was over. “Thank you for your hospitality. I’m off to the palace, I think. Close enough to dinnertime now, hmm?”

	One of the guards offered to escort him through the gates. They’d heard enough to know he was a real minstrel.

	“Palace’ll like ya,” Sed advised. “Been awhile since th’ last minstrel. Try th’ veal.”

	“I will,” said Tyll.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak checked on barn twelve with Ioli at his side. The avtappi were lounging in stalls heaped high with fragrant bedding and every stall door was latched in the open position. The guards were in the back half and appeared to have settled in with minimal fuss. Ioli went directly to Wiggle’s stall and started tacking up his beast.

	Pikara said, “Thez! There you are! We were just about to assign the shifts for guarding you and mute-boy.”

	“Mute-boy? Are you referring to my assistant, S’Ioli?” Rak’s eyes glittered in anger. “The schedule will have to wait. I have an assignment for all of you.”

	“Getting us outta the way again?” snapped Pikara. “Can we stay with you for, oh, I dunno, five minutes?”

	“Ix, this is a real assignment, with real danger.” The guards clustered around Rak, and he quickly told them about the missing children, the burning of the slavers’ nest and the new chapel. “I not only fear reprisals, I have foreseen them,” said Rak flatly. “I need you to guard the Valer district, particularly the new chapel and our young Movai associates. The chapel will be supremely vulnerable until the ground is sanctified. One of the Movai is undergoing purification to perform the ceremony, but he will not be ready for another two nights. Take S’Ioli with you, he needs to meet the dhelion, the high priestess of Si’Yeni. Anyone not immediately and directly guarding the chapel will be under her command, Pikara. Offer her more respect than you offer me.”

	“Nymis’s stayin’ with you,” Pikara said stubbornly. “And I ain’t respectin’ no sunny deeeleeeon!”

	“All of you will be needed,” said Rak, “The high priestess of Si’Yeni has done me many favors, and I will not permit her people to be harmed.”

	“That sit on her butt and weave, good for nothing Goddess?” Pikara sneered.

	“I respect her and her people. They are worthy of our aid. They have welcomed us, welcomed our altar and our rites. You will not permit slavers to burn our chapel!”

	“Yeah, we’ll do the heavy lifting, as always. Guard sunny butt, guard Valerite butt, what’s the difference. Fall out, dark servants. And I do mean servants!” Pikara cast Rak a doleful look.

	“You are complaining? You complain when I do not trust you with anything and leave you at home. And now, you complain when I trust you with something this important? I must guard the prince. You know that. I cannot guard the chapel at the same time, and it needs guards. There is a chaos temple across the river!”

	“Guard the sunny prince, servant,” Pikara said. The trip had soured her more, as impossible as it seemed. But at the same time, Rak sensed that she was mollified by having a real, and important, task. She would do her duty, they all would. Rak trusted her.

	Rak offered her a formal bow. “Indeed, I shall. And you shall guard the chapel of the Lord of Night and the Valers who worship there.”

	“What? Those vegemites are worshipping at that altar?”

	Rak refused to let her get under his skin. Sometimes, he succeeded. “The Valers are Si’Yeni’s people, they worship both Houses. They were delighted to have an altar of Zotien in their midst.”

	“Yeah, instant protection for their cowardly asses. They gonna bond us all now?” Pikara grumped.

	“They are good people,” said Rak. “And their food is wonderful.”

	“They gonna feed us?” Pikara perked up. “More’n the sunnies do.”

	“Indeed. I envy you. You will eat the best food on Ydron, and I will have to suffer through dinner with the sunny court. Count your blessings.”

	Pikara held up a single finger. The rude one. “One, I ain’t no sunny. There, happy now?”

	Rak paused, his expression thoughtful. “On second thought, you stay here and guard the prince and suffer through the high feast and I will guard Valer Square and eat fantastic food.”

	Pikara barked a laugh. “He’s as good as dead. I don’t set no store by prophecy.”

	Rak rolled his eyes. “I was joking.” He swatted Alga’s rump. “Get moving, it is almost sunset and you need to be in place before the Movai start their rites.”

	Alga snorted smoke in protest, but she didn’t bare her teeth at Rak. He was Thezomeh and had healed her, after all. She did raise her tail and let gas pass, though.

	Rak sidestepped out of the scent zone and blessed each of his guards and Ioli as they rode out.

	Alga shook her mane in amusement and moved out with a surprisingly beautiful gait, a shadowy reminder of what she had once been.

	Rak trudged back to the suite to prepare for dinner. His non-Valer dinner.

	



	
Chapter Fifteen: Court Dinner

	 

	 

	Єvmεra Atεlio, Dykaea Fεngari

	7th day, 2nd week, Dykaea’s moon

	 

	Rak stifled a sigh as the server set a plate full of multicolored noodles before him. It was barely recognizable as pasta at all, and the garnish of a carved vegetable did nothing to add to the attractiveness. He thought it was supposed to resemble a flower. Unfortunately, it looked rather penile.

	He looked over and saw Jethain give his pasta a rather desultory push with his fork. There was no grated cheese on it to improve the flavor and Rak thought longingly of Despina and her precious wedge of hard, aged cheese and of pasta made with honest flour and love, rather than whatever this was. It certainly didn’t taste like pasta. Jethain lifted up a forkful of the stuff and saluted Rak with it before putting it in his mouth.

	Jisten’s amusement radiated from his post behind Rak and Jethain. The high priest could sense it. Rak picked up the garnish, turned and offered it to Jisten like a gift. “Do you have any idea what this purports to be?”

	“Art,” Jisten said. He didn’t touch it.

	“Is it edible?” asked Rak, tone dubious.

	“Is lichen edible?”

	“Ai,” replied Rak. “The green variety that grows on the red rocks. It is survival food.”

	“Then, technically, yes.” For once, Jisten was clearly having trouble keeping a straight face. “Are you dying of starvation?”

	“Ah, ix.”

	“You have your answer, High Priest,” Jisten said cryptically.

	Jethain coughed to cover his laughter.

	“Thank you for your sage advice, Captain,” said Rak with exquisite politeness. He turned back to his plate and slipped the penile art under the table. A soft tongue snatched it, then Bello yelped and dashed out from under the table, shaking his head. Ostea appeared, chastised her pup and then they both vanished.

	The opening of the double doors next distracted Rak. Someone was late to dinner, and he felt a moment’s pity for them. Owain delighted in taking apart the tardy. But this was no courtier being ushered in, but a man dressed in the gaudy colors of a minstrel.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Through the bond, Jisten sensed Rak’s sudden joy. Far more happiness than could be accounted for by the simple arrival of entertainment at this dull, dull feast. Rak’s joy was counterpoint to Jisten’s dismay. It had to be S’Tyll. For Rak’s sake, he throttled down on his emotions. He assessed the gaudy minstrel with a military eye.

	Yes, Valer, that is Tyll, murmured Scorth into his mind. I am told he’s handsome, is he? Scorth wondered at the chill of fear he felt from his Valer.

	I suppose. Fighting fit, too, under that atrocious garb, Jisten sent back. Hard muscles lay under bright silks. There was silver in the dark gold hair, but the man moved with an easy grace.

	He’s an assassin, replied Scorth. But also a very talented musician. Ask him to sing you a love song. Again, he sensed fear and reluctance from his Valer, which was quickly squashed.

	The king and Jethain and upper nobles will request songs.

	Don’t worry, Jisten. Rak won’t replace you. You’re our Valer. At the very least, you’ll outlive his bard from natural age. Or he’ll be killed in the field. Scorth sounded cheerful.

	Jisten choked. When eyes turned on him, he pounded his chest, cleared his throat and stared straight ahead.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll offered a bow to the king. “I have not been in this lovely kingdom in many years.” He looked over the dinner court, and his eyes lingered on Rak. The king’s words drew him back.

	“A minstrel is always appreciated here, Tafflynn,” Owain said. “It has been far too long since you last graced us with your presence.”

	“I appreciate the welcome that has always been extended me, Your Majesty. Any requests?

	Owain asked for his favorite song, an old chestnut that no one else could stand. Tyll played it with exquisite skill and made it almost interesting.

	“Thank you for making that less tortuous, Minstrel Tafflynn,” Jethain said.

	Owain shot Jethain a dirty look for insulting his favorite song.

	“I do my humble best, Prince...Jethain, is it not?” Tyll asked politely.

	“It is. I am surprised that you remember.”

	“I am embarrassed that I had to ask for confirmation. You are the heir, after all.” Tyll played another song, a popular Riverlands song about the master’s various amusements with a new female slave. Tyll noted the reactions of the nobles present, who enjoyed it and who didn’t, finding it most instructive.

	Jethain’s fixed expression told Tyll one story, while the king’s humming told him another.

	Tyll sang his rendition of that song next, in which the slave got revenge in the end. It was rewritten for comedic effect, to go over better on noble ears.

	Tyll saw the slight relaxation in Jisten’s and Jethain’s posture. The prince and captain of the guard were in accord with each other, but not with the king, and the majority of the nobles favored the king. Tyll raised an eyebrow at Rak, inquiringly.

	Rak nodded, ever so slightly.

	Tyll’s gaze lingered on the handsome captain standing behind the prince. His heart contracted at the similarity between Varkaris and Jisten. He had the same midnight black hair, the same grey eyes, and even the same facial shape. The captain was a younger, more muscular and more handsome version of the dance master that Rak adored. The captain ignored him until he looked at Rak but then that grey hawk-like gaze fixated on him.

	Tyll chose his music carefully. Most pieces appeared to support slavery, but even those had a mild anti-slavery tone to them, a subtext that said, “this is wrong, you know.” Anyone who listened carefully would get the hint.

	Rak did a much better job of ignoring the minstrel than Tyll managed in return. He would start to sing to Rak, catch himself and address the courtiers again.

	Jethain slid Jisten an enquiring look, but neither commented upon the songs. Nor was Jethain happy with the minstrel’s attention on Rak. Distrust moved him to ask, “Tell us where you have traveled, Minstrel Tafflynn.”

	“Many places, Your Highness. I make my home in Rython and travel widely.”

	“There is a great call for minstrels in Zoth, I’m told. Been there?” Jethain watched this minstrel steadily.

	“Not in many years. I was asked not to return, a minor matter over a slave and a dragon. The crown prince refused to believe that I wasn’t involved. Like I can call a dragon at will?” Tyll scoffed.

	“Let’s hear that song,” Jethain asked. After Tyll sang the Zothian version he knew the prince was expecting, Jethain said, “That is the best rendition of it I have ever heard.”

	Tyll bowed. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

	Jethain steepled his fingers and watched Tyll closely. “We don’t have the same kind of entertainments here in Koilatha like they have in Zoth. Do you miss it?”

	“I do miss the dancing. That is the one good thing to ever come out of Zoth.” Tyll’s face showed utter honesty.

	Jethain nodded, reassured, but still not completely trusting this minstrel who had been to Zoth and kept eyeing his brother.

	Tyll played more songs and managed to keep his eyes off Rak, for the most part.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jisten finally worked up the courage to ask for Rak’s anti-slavery song. He wanted to hear it from someone other than drunken men.

	Jethain put his hand over his mouth to cover his amusement at the choice of song.

	Tyll’s eyes widened before he smiled, offered Jisten a small bow and sang it in its entirety and perfectly.

	Jethain kept his mouth covered and leaned on his elbow. Periodically, he looked at the ceiling to keep from laughing.

	Jisten noticed King Owain stirring, but before he could object to an anti-slavery hymn to Zotien, Rak joined in, his light tenor singing a descant to the minstrel’s deeper voice.

	Jisten realized that anyone with musical training could tell that the two men had sung together before. They were in perfect harmony and that sort of thing required practice.

	Jisten glanced at Forael, who appeared to be listening intently, with an innocent expression on his face that said that he had never heard such a song before and needed to understand the words.

	Forael’s expression almost broke through Jethain’s wall of restraint. In fact, Jisten would have sworn that a small guffaw escaped through his hand.

	Outmaneuvered, Owain ignored the song and talked loudly with some other nobles.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rak left the great hall a little later than he usually would but not so late as to draw attention to himself.

	Jisten remained with Jethain, like usual.

	Tyll was still playing the minstrel for the court, but Rak had a plan. As he settled at his desk in the parlor, he gave Tebber explicit instructions. He passed the time by updating his journal. Although he’d permitted Jisten to take over most of his correspondence, there were some things he still did himself.

	Every dark priest was required to keep a keep a journal, a place to record events, thoughts and feelings. The journals were added to the library when a priest died, and only then did they become public. Rak had found reading the journals of his predecessors to be enlightening, if occasionally disturbing. In keeping his own journal, Rak had discovered that while writing remained difficult for him, drawing wasn’t. As a result, his journal was well illustrated with people, places, items and various things Rak had found to be interesting at the time.

	Once he’d finished updating the past few days, Rak sketched Tyll masquerading as the minstrel Tafflynn, playing before Owain’s court.

	“A good likeness,” said a distorted voice at his shoulder.

	Rak jumped in surprise, wings flaring open. A dagger fell into his hand from the quick release sheath on his forearm. He twisted in place to face his attacker but saw nothing. He was, to all appearances, alone. That told him everything he needed to know. Also, the speaker had spoken Okyran, not Koilathan. “I missed you, my love.”

	“Did you?” Tyll asked, dropping his invisibility, his voice returning to normal.

	Rak threw himself at Tyll. Startled, the man caught him, as Rak knew he would. Rak pulled Tyll’s head down and kissed him passionately.

	Tyll’s hands settled on Rak’s waist, and he took control of the kiss, probing his tongue into Rak’s mouth.

	Trembling with eagerness, Rak pressed against Tyll, stroking his sides and back with his hands, surrounding him with his wings.

	Tyll ended the kiss and looked down at Rak, expression inexplicably cool. “Are you trying to avoid talking about this?”

	“About what?” Rak met Tyll’s gaze, baffled. His hands were busy loosening Tyll’s clothing.

	Tyll captured his hands and held them. “About us. And this Valer.”

	“Jisten is no threat to you. He is my Valer. You are my husband.”

	“I am your husband,” Tyll agreed. His gaze bored into Rak. “And if I said I wanted to exercise my right to put you with child?”

	Rak could feel the flush spreading across his features, a dull heat compounded of fear, embarrassment and shame. “I am already with child.”

	“And I am not the father. He is.”

	“Jisten adopted the baby. He did not force me, nor did I lay with him that way. There was a chaos mage hiding as a sun priest. The palace slave trainer helped him. They bred me. The chaos mage is no longer a problem, thanks to Jisten.”

	Tyll’s expression softened. “And the slave trainer?”

	“He still vexes me. He is Zothian and has activated the control spell. Zotien cannot break it. Worse, there is now another—his son, a mage.” Rak stroked Tyll’s face, noting the deep lines and silvering hair. “Please, my love, I have missed you so much. I want you to remind me that I am yours.”

	Tyll relented enough that he started undressing Rak with a firm, practiced hand. Once the tunic was out of the way, he pinched Rak’s ringed nipples then fingered the connecting chain. “Who put this on you? Jisten?”

	“Ix. My Valer would never think of such a thing. He is still rather virginal, although lately, he has started to come into his own. He is a natural dominant and is finally starting to express that.”

	Tyll hmm’d and undid Rak’s pants. He finished undressing him, except for the wrap. Tyll stroked Rak’s muscled thighs once he’d bared them. At last, he pulled away the wrap and saw the golden rings. “A Zothian cock harness.” Tyll’s fingers expertly explored the metal contraption, finding all the places where it was permanently embedded in Rak’s flesh. “The mage you mentioned?”

	“Ai, in lieu of a collar.” Rak knelt at Tyll’s feet, knees spreading. He looked up at his spouse, noting the bulge in Tyll’s pants. “I would be honored, my love, if you would permit me to suck your cock now.”

	“In due time,” replied Tyll mildly. He turned away and took his clothes off. He placed his garments on top of the nearest chest, in plain sight, along with his considerable mobile armory. He was at least as well armed as Rak had been and perhaps carried even more surprises than his spouse. Once he was naked, he approached Rak once more. He stopped right in front of Rak, so close that his semi-erect cock pressed against Rak’s face. “Now honor me, my love.”

	Rak covered every bit of Tyll’s cock and balls with kisses before he permitted himself a single lick. The cock before him was that of his husband and that made all the difference in the world to Rak. He knew, keenly, that he’d wronged Tyll by allowing another into his bed, on a permanent basis, without first seeking his spouse’s permission. Rak had sworn the vows of the wife to Tyll, since he was able to give Tyll children, and by canon law, required to do so when Tyll desired it, or when his chit came up in the annual lottery. And while Tyll was understanding about Rak’s fires and need for relief, that did not mean he had to accept being cuckolded. Under canon law, Tyll had a free hand to punish both Rak and Jisten for their transgression.

	Tyll stroked his hair as Rak licked his cock and balls with the same thoroughness as he’d kissed them. His spouse was fully erect now, and although he wasn’t as large as Jisten, he was still large enough, pleasingly so, with a nice curvature to add to the thickness of it. Once he’d fully honored Tyll’s package, he settled back and looked up at his spouse for direction.

	“Stay on your knees.” Tyll reached down and hooked the nipple chain, drawing it up sharply.

	Rak moaned in pain and pleasure, arching his back to raise his nipples higher.

	Tyll brought the chain up over his cock. “Suck me.”

	When Rak leaned forward to comply, pain lanced through his nipples as the chain tautened further. He cried out, but the moment his mouth opened, Tyll gagged him with his thrusting cock. Rak opened his mouth wide and looked up at Tyll as his spouse used his mouth. The pain and pleasure merged into a glorious whole made even more poignant by the utter submission of his position. He had a false climax moments before Tyll came in his mouth.

	Tyll then drew Rak up into his arms and cuddled with him, stroking him and teasing him with his marvelously skilled musician’s fingers. “Just give me a little time to rest, love,” Tyll murmured, “then I’ll give you a ride you’ll never forget.”

	



	
Chapter Sixteen: Battle of the Bedroom

	 

	 

	Jethain used his master key to walk into Rak’s quarters. If he was wrong or questioned, he figured that he could use looking for Scorth as an excuse. The dragon had promised to teach him Okyran, after all. But the loyal Tebber was nowhere to be seen, nor Scorth. Jethain had sent the captain to the stable to check on the avtappi. Jethain hated that he didn’t trust the captain over what could be a sexual matter with his brother. A minstrel from Zoth? Singing the songs that he did? Missing the dancing from Zoth? Jethain was ready to cold cock the man, and he could just imagine what Jisten was ready to do. Jethain walked on silent feet to the bedroom door. The noises coming from behind it were alarming.

	Jethain drew his dagger and burst in. He saw the naked minstrel atop his equally naked brother, thrusting forcefully while holding Rak’s wrists pinned with one hand and slapping Rak’s flanks with a riding crop.

	Jethain leaped onto Tyll’s bare back, hauled the man off Rak and held the dagger to his throat. He ignored Rak’s anguished, fear-filled cry as his user was abruptly withdrawn. He’d apologize later. He snarled in Tyll’s ear, “You. Will. Never. Hurt. My. Brother. Again.”

	“I wasn’t hurting him.” Tyll’s hands gripped Jethain’s wrist with surprising strength, holding that knife at bay. The moment where cutting his throat would have been easy was past, and Tyll thanked Zotien that Jethain had proved incapable of doing it without feeling a need to justify himself to his victim.

	Jethain tightened his hold on Tyll. “Suuuure. Bastard.”

	“Rak was willing, he still is. Look at him.” Tyll forced Jethain’s hand back ever so slightly, his nails digging into the prince’s skin, leaving bloody crescents. Rak was writhing on the bed, clearly in distress.

	“Willing because of slave fires, scum.” Jethain sawed at Tyll’s throat, but the man had a good grip on his arm, and he wasn’t able to muscle past the blockage. He used his other arm to push Tyll’s head into the blade, and blood flowed, but the knife hadn’t bitten deeply.

	“Ix!” Rak screamed when Tyll cried out and he saw the blood. “Ix! Leave him be.”

	“Araken, I know of your condition, but you don’t have to put up with this. Not here. This is not Zoth.” Jethain assumed that the fires made Rak argue Tyll’s side. Pity filled his expression as he saw the golden rings encircling his brother’s manhood, cutting into it. Yet another perversion from Zoth, he guessed. He solidified his hold on Tyll and said, “I wish I could kill every one of you bastards who used my brother.” He tried again to cut Tyll’s throat, but the man grabbed his knife hand and a battle over possession of the blade ensued.

	Tyll’s grip slipped, just for a moment, and the dagger plunged down into his shoulder, grating against bone. Blood spurted as Jethain jerked the knife back up.

	Rak screamed and launched off the bed, wings thrashing in a parody of takeoff. The blood made Tyll’s body slick and hard to grip.

	Jethain dodged the minstrel’s elbow, but then, Tyll twisted the other way and out of his hands.

	Jethain lunged, trying to catch him, the knife in his hand scoring another long slice down Tyll’s chest, but then, Rak slammed into the prince. His attack was so unexpected and so ferocious that Rak wrested the knife away from Jethain in an instant.

	“Araken! Don’t! Remember the prophecy!” Jethain cried out. He wasn’t sure if Rak would kill him or strip his pants off.

	Rak pinned Jethain and proceeded to kiss him while using the knife to cut away those pesky, in the way, pants.

	Tyll reached down and bodily hauled Rak off Jethain.

	“Thanks, user,” Jethain scrambled away, holding his sliced trousers in one hand. He reconsidered attacking Tyll. Maybe after the minstrel was done with his brother. He could just make sure that he didn’t hurt him anymore.

	Tyll gave Jethain a dirty look before he turned Rak to him and kissed the man even more deeply than Rak had kissed Jethain.

	“Get that disgusting thing off my brother,” commanded Jethain as he contemplated his attack. The minstrel was fast, with extremely strong fingers. At what point could he safely eliminate the man? Jethain decided it was better to let this user satisfy his brother than the awful prospect of his brother raping him. He looked up when his captain entered and hope was suddenly renewed.

	Jisten saw Tyll doing Rak right there on the floor in front of Jethain. “Jethain?” Jisten asked in a strangled voice. “You’re watching this?”

	“Kill him!” signed Jethain in their own hand signals. He didn’t want to alert the minstrel, but now that Jisten was here to relieve Rak, they could safely do away with the abusive interloper.

	Jisten shook his head and pulled Jethain to the door. “My prince, I’m not killing S’Rak’s spouse.”

	“He was hurting Araken! On purpose!”

	Tyll pinned Rak’s wrists again and before their disbelieving eyes, slapped the Loftoni’s thigh with the riding crop.

	Jisten flew across the room and clamped a wrestling chokehold on Tyll. “You. Will. Not. Punish. S’Rak!”

	Tyll jabbed his elbow backward, aiming for Jisten’s chest. Beneath him, Rak begged for more, more pain, more sex, more and more.

	Jisten was far too canny a wrestler to fall for Tyll’s moves. He jerked to the side and pulled Tyll off Rak. In a second, Jisten had Tyll pinned on the floor, slowly choking the man into unconsciousness.

	“Jisten, stop!” Rak was at a total loss. He couldn’t attack Jisten, yet he had to, because Jisten was hurting Tyll. He clutched his head and moaned. “Please stop.”

	“Valers don’t tolerate spouse abuse,” Jisten told him. “And neither do I.” He punctuated each word by slamming Tyll’s head against the stone floor.

	Rak tried to push Jisten off. “Stop, please!”

	The physical contact told Jisten how bad the fires were, how confused Rak was, how panicked and enraged and terrified, all at the same time. Jisten gave Tyll a firm, final choke and head slam to put the man out and embraced Rak, kissing him with passion fueled through the bond. He opened his pants, instead of disrobing, due to the fierce need pounding through him.

	Jethain politely stepped outside and right into Pikara. Pikara had been bored in Valer Square, and as the hours stretched on with nothing happening, she had decided to check in on the high priest. She had been most of the way back to the palace when Alga had told her there was trouble. She grabbed the front of Jethain’s shirt, punched him in the nose to disable him and said, “What in the abyss did you do to Tafflynn? All the avtappi are in a froth!”

	Jethain staggered back, clapping hands over his now broken and bleeding nose, his sliced pants now around his ankles. “You bitch! You broke my nose!”

	“Give the stupid sunny a prize! Now, answer my question!” She kicked him in the crotch.

	Jethain screamed. Like a girl. Or a man who’d just been kicked in the balls.

	Rak gasped, “The prince is in danger! The prophecy!” He pulled himself away from Jisten.

	The palace guards could be heard thundering down the hall.

	Rak burst out of the bedroom before Pikara could open the door. He leaped onto her, pummeling her with his fists. Naked. Furious. Wings thrashing, trying to clobber.

	“Whoa, Thez! Thought ya liked the men!” She made no move to defend herself but ducked her head and covered her face. “Where’s Tafflynn? What happened?”

	“Defend the prophecy!” shouted Rak. “Protect the prince!”

	Jisten charged out, refastening his pants. “Jethain!”

	“It was her!” Jethain pointed at Pikara, who was under siege by a crazed Loftoni.

	“Arrest her!” Jisten roared to the approaching guards.

	The palace guard flooded Pikara, restraining anything that Rak wasn’t punching.

	Sedrael brushed up against Rak.

	With the prince out of danger, the fires were ascendant once more. Rak transferred to Sedrael and clung to him, kissing and stroking and unfastening clothing.

	Jisten wrapped Rak in his arms and pulled him, like a kitten clinging to a couch, off Sedrael. He carried the squirming Loftoni back into the bedroom.

	The prince removed his hands from his nose long enough to shout, “Remove the minstrel in there, clap him in irons and put him in gaol, along with Pikara. I want a full unit of archers on the avtappi mare Alga and make her a pincushion if she misbehaves. Kal can kill her should that not dissuade her. Now!”

	Sedrael darted into the bedroom and dragged out a moaning, semi-conscious Tyll as Jisten tossed Rak on the bed, pounced and resumed relieving his fires.

	Rak writhed in desperation, calming only when Jisten set a very strong, dominant rhythm. Then, he moaned and begged for pain.

	Jisten ignored the begging stubbornly, he knew it was the fires and what Tyll had been doing and not really what Rak wanted.

	The climax only took the edge off Rak’s need, but it was enough. Rak was finally coherent and calm enough to ask, “Where is Tyll?”

	“Gaol, where spouse abusers belong,” Jisten stated as he stroked Rak’s wings. He reached the base and massaged the tense muscles there. “Along with Pikara, who broke the prince’s nose and bruised his, ah, ego.”

	“Gaol! Ix! We must get him out! Now!” Rak shot to his feet. “Jisten, he did nothing wrong.”

	Jisten replaced his pants and shirt. As he concentrated on buttoning, he said, “Many spouses believe that they deserve the abuse. They defend them quite vigorously.”

	Rak ran his fingers through his short, mussy hair. “Jisten, I asked him to. You know I like pain. He would never really hurt me.”

	Jisten finished buttoning his shirt. He took out a vial of antiseptic-smelling oil. He tipped it onto his fingers and traced every red welt on Rak. There were surprisingly few marks.

	“Very well, we can’t hold him without your testimony,” Jisten said at length. “I’ll go with you.”

	Rak kissed him. “Thank you. Ah, any chance of releasing Pikara as well?”

	“What do you think, with her assaulting the crown prince of Koilatha? Best give it some time. And I have a full unit of archers on Alga, so you might wish to speak with her as well.”

	Rak made a face. “She always pushes the limits of the acceptable.” He fished out a tunic and pair of pants to wear.

	



	
Chapter Seventeen: Recovery

	 

	 

	They walked side by side to the guard offices.

	Pikara was in one holding cell, manacled and gagged.

	Rak scowled at the sight and almost said something, but then he saw the next cell, where Tyll lay chained, and Pikara was forgotten for the moment.

	Sedrael had summoned the herbalist to see to Tyll’s wounds since prisoners didn’t rate gods’ gifts. Unfortunately, the herbalist had been waiting on the queen, who was complaining of a sour stomach, when the message arrived. Jezaia had immediately come to the holding cells with her servants and the herbalist in tow, intent on rescuing her minstrel.

	When Rak arrived, the queen was pitching a royal fit, wailing, hitting her slave girls, periodically throwing herself on Tyll’s prone form. Three slave girls nursed their red cheeks.

	Sedrael looked pained. “Cap’n, I called th’ herbalist t’see ‘im. Didn’t know she was with th’ queen. Sorry.”

	“The herbalist!” Jezaia finally remembered how she’d learned of Tyll’s imprisonment. She turned to Jisten in a rage. “The artiste must have Forael! Summon him now!” She flung her ruffled, night-robed arms skyward.

	“It’s almost mid-watch!” said Fentri, scandalized. “The Ylion’s asleep! This man isn’t worth the Ylion’s time!”

	“Good Queen, the Ylion is asleep,” said Jisten, more diplomatically, hoping to stave off an eruption. “Let the herbalist triage the minstrel, and she can decide if he must be summoned.”

	Jezaia slapped him and Jisten’s face locked down into stony-guard mode.

	Rak summoned a ball of black fire and stepped so close to Jezaia, they were almost touching. “Go to bed, sunny queen. This is not your hour but mine, and I am in danger of losing my temper.”

	She stepped back, jerking her ruffled sleeves away from the fire.

	“I can heal him,” the herbalist called out.

	Rak stepped forward and raised his handful of flames to the queen. She turned and fled with a squawk. Rak turned and asked, “Does anyone need night flames or shall I loan them all to the herbalist?”

	The guards shook their heads, but the serving girls boldly stepped forward. Rak healed their red cheeks, blessed them and sent them on their way. He asked that Pikara be ungagged, calling it cruel.

	At Jisten’s nod, the guards obeyed.

	Rak settled down beside the herbalist and watched her work. He explained the night flames to her and kept them dancing on his hands, ready to aid her as she chose.

	Jisten lounged against the wall, faking disinterest, a red handprint on his left cheek.

	Rak tossed a small flamelet to him to use on the cheek, but otherwise, he remained absorbed in Tyll.

	“Thez, heal your spouse,” Pikara’s voice was subdued.

	“We are,” Rak assured her absently. He helped the herbalist clean the deepest wound. “Too deep for night flames, Pika.”

	The prison cart clattered to a stop outside.

	“Get movin’,” Sed told Pikara.

	“Ix,” said Rak, looking up from Tyll. “Do not gaol her.”

	“S’Rak,” Jisten warned. “This is not the place or time.”

	Rak scowled. “She is being punished for doing her duty.”

	“Breaking the prince’s nose and bruising his manhood is not her duty.” Jisten pushed off from the wall and stood straight.

	“Sure it is,” Pikara said.

	“It is when the prince tries to kill a man she is sworn to protect,” replied Rak.

	“Yeah, what Thez said!” Pikara crossed her arms on her chest. Sed picked up the gag and tossed it hand to hand and Pikara desisted.

	“And you are sworn to protect the prince,” Jisten said. “Letting his assailant go is hardly in that category.”

	“She is sworn to me,” said Rak at length. “I will vouch for her continued good behavior.”

	“Thez! No!” Pikara started toward him, but Rak made the hand gesture for “Desist.”

	“If you send her to gaol tonight, she will be dead before sunrise. If you want her punished, then allow me to handle it, since she is my guard, not yours.”

	Jisten looked away, giving Rak the victory. “Since you vouch for her and will discipline her, and if you will make sure she is never around Jethain without your presence, then I agree.”

	“I can manage that,” said Rak. “Thank you.”

	The herbalist stroked Tyll’s bearded face. “Welcome back,” she said graciously as those blue eyes blinked.

	Rak crowded close, anxious and hopeful.

	“S’Rak!” Tyll gripped his arms. “Careful!” His gaze swept over all the armed men around them.

	“Sa’sa, it is all right. Pika, help me get him to bed,” said Rak.

	Jisten felt a pang as Rak and Pikara bustled Tyll out of there without so much as a backward glance.

	Once the guards were reassigned and the servants sent back to their beds, Jisten strode to Rak’s suite, his boots echoing in the dark, empty halls. A second set of boots joined him.

	“My prince, you should be in bed, recuperating from your healing.” Jisten evaluated the straight nose, the lack of limping in Jethain’s stride.

	“Photas was most accommodating,” Jethain replied. “And Varn made sure that I arrived back in time for midnight mass.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tyll scowled when the two Koilathans entered the chapel.

	Rak glanced up from the massive tome whose pages he was flipping through, searching for the proper page for the night.

	Jethain put on his most princely air and said, “Leave your riding crop in the bedroom, minstrel?”

	“Did you leave your dagger in some other guest?” retorted Tyll.

	“Only the Zothian users,” Jethain replied smoothly.

	“Tyll is not Zothian,” said Rak quietly.

	“You have those? And let them live? In Rython and A’filozenoi, we do things differently.”

	“Much, from what I’ve seen,” Jethain said.

	Jethain bumped shoulders with Jisten, but the captain didn’t return it. He had on his stony-guard face.

	Rak shook his head at Jethain. “He did nothing to me that I did not want.”

	“The victim always has to say that,” Jethain said. Again, he nudged his captain. Again, Jisten ignored him.

	“It is time to start the rite.” Rak turned to the altar and immediately started to chant, ignoring the three men arguing at his back.

	Tyll glared at Jethain. “Are you accusing a high priest of lying?”

	Jethain raised his hands. “Whoa there, crop-whipping minstrel!”

	“As you wish, guest-stabbing prince.”

	“Jisten, little help here,” Jethain hissed.

	“Leave it lay,” Jisten replied glumly. “What’s the point?”

	“Uncultured curs,” muttered Tyll in Okyran. “Barbarians.”

	“You call us uncultured for not inflicting pain on our partners? In that case, leave me a barbarian,” Jisten replied in Okyran.

	“Don’t leave me out of insults,” Jethain complained.

	“He wanted it. He liked it.” Tyll ignored Jethain’s plaint.

	“Alcoholics want and like liquor,” Jisten said back, still in Okyran.

	“Speak a language I know!”

	Rak’s chanting increased in volume as he attempted to drown out the chatter.

	“Your dog needs to learn manners,” Tyll told Jethain coolly.

	“I’ve listened to the Valer dog shit for fifteen years!” Jethain shouted and his fist flew. Tyll ducked with practiced ease.

	Rak turned around and lightning bolts shot out every which way as he thundered, “Silence!” Then, he turned back around and resumed the rite as if nothing had happened.

	Jisten placed himself between Jethain and Tyll.

	Tyll whispered, “Bar, bar, bar.”

	“Nice, dark servant,” Jisten said in Koilathan. “Very honoring to your God.”

	Jethain snickered.

	Tyll inclined his head, yielding the argument. He picked up the harmony line of the chant and ignored the two men until the rite’s ending. Once Rak concluded the chant, Tyll kissed him on the lips, said, “Night’s blessing and good day,” and he walked out of the chapel after casting a last dirty look on Jethain and Jisten.

	“Well, S’Rak,” Jisten said and waited.

	Rak held up the bottle of wine. “Do I drink alone?”

	“Sun’s hells, no!” Jethain was quick to exit the chapel.

	In the parlor, Rak poured three goblets and handed one to Jethain and one to Jisten.

	The prince accepted his goblet with a smile, but the captain accepted it gravely.

	Scorth glanced up from the overstuffed chair he’d claimed, snorted, and returned to his book.

	Rak’s finger stroked Jisten’s hand, but he told Jethain, “S’Tyll is my spouse. I love him. He did nothing to me I did not want. He could be of great service to you if you can find it in you to give up this hatred of him.”

	Jethain downed the wine. “Seems like he’s pretty good at the hating himself.”

	“You stabbed him,” said Rak dryly. “Repeatedly.”

	“I was saving my brother. He doesn’t have any excuse.”

	“I did not need saving. If I did, that would be Jisten’s duty.” His right wing cupped around Jisten’s shoulders, drawing the man closer to him.

	“You are sun-scorched lucky that I came in on that scene and not Jisten! I was protecting him, too!”

	Jisten growled deep in his chest.

	“My Valer does not need protecting,” said Rak. “He is stronger than you give him credit for.”

	“Yeah, like letting the Valer dog insult pass. Do you know how degrading that really is, Araken?”

	“Jethain, I’ve heard it a million times, what’s once more?”

	“A dog, in Riverlands parlance, is any prince’s man. I doubt S’Tyll knew that Koilathans call the Valers that. S’Tyll is a Riverlands specialist; he has spent most of his career in the various courts there.”

	Jethain blew out a breath in frustration. He turned on Jisten. “And why didn’t you tell me that was Araken’s spouse? You could have prevented this whole thing!”

	“I didn’t think you would invade S’Rak’s bedroom!” Jisten spluttered. “And especially during...that!”

	Rak rubbed Jisten’s shoulder. “What is done is done. All I ask is that we stop trying to kill each other. We are supposed to be allies.”

	Jethain rubbed the back of his neck. “I suppose. Chaos loves infighting.”

	“Indeed it does,” rumbled Scorth. When the men glanced over at him, they could clearly see that his nose was still in his book.

	“S’Tyll cannot be seen in here often,” murmured Rak into Jisten’s ear. “He has a cover to maintain. Right now, he is sleeping off morphea.”

	“He needed morphea?” Jisten asked. “Didn’t the herbalist heal him?”

	“The herbalist used herbs and stitches,” said Rak. “Of course he needed morphea.”

	Jethain straightened his shirt then his belt and avoided Rak’s gaze.

	Rak stared at Jethain levelly. But his wing was stroking Jisten now.

	“Prince Jethain, you should go to bed. You have duties in the morning.”

	“Is that minstrel in his assigned quarters?” He checked his goblet for any stray drops.

	“He is,” said Rak.

	“Fine,” grumbled Jethain. 

	Scorth stood up. “Do you still want to learn Okyran?” 

	“More than ever,” Jethain assured him. “Come with me? I’d prefer to do this in my quarters, so I can take a dose of morphea and go straight to bed.”

	“Very wise of you,” said Scorth. “Lead the way.”

	Once they were alone, Jisten turned to Rak and cupped his face. “What do you want?”

	Rak wrapped his arms around the Valer. “I apologize for pretending to ignore you. There were unfriendly eyes watching.”

	“Not now. Let’s indulge in wants, not requirements, at least for a little while. Please?” Jisten wondered if this was his last night with Rak.

	Rak grinned. “I want you.”

	Jisten scooped Rak up. “And me you shall have, at least for a little while.” He carried Rak into the bedroom and laid him on the wide bed. Then, he proceeded to undress Rak as if he were opening a gift. He stroked and kissed the flesh as he bared it, until Rak was writhing with lust and need. Rak pulled at Jisten’s clothes, and he assisted Rak in undressing him with a happy smile. Finally, Rak was learning to undress him, too.

	Naked, Jisten climbed into bed beside Rak, his hands stroking Rak’s wings, corralling them to his back until he could reach the wingbases. He soothed that itch, taking pleasure in Rak’s sighs and squirming body. When at last he entered Rak, it was with great gentleness and love. His action was slow, languid but deep. Rak’s wings enfolded him, and they shared their pleasure in each other fully.

	Afterwards, Rak slept in his arms, and Jisten knew a fleeting but satisfying peace.

	 

	 

	To Be Continued…
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