
        
            
                
            
        

    Honor, duty, lust.
 
 
Captain Jisten is a man divided. Honor, on the one hand, and love, on the other. It’s difficult to balance the needs of his partner, S’Rak, and the needs of the prince he serves. It doesn’t help that the prince is acting oddly and growing increasingly jealous of the time his captain spends with the high priest. But then Jisten is drawn into the dark world of S’Rak’s past, where he is forced to confront his deepest fears. Racial pride and heritage war with his need for sanity and decency.
Will Jisten learn to accept S’Rak for who he is and face his internal demons, or will he withdraw behind the shield of duty and abandon the man he loves?
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Chapter One: Day Terrors
 
Jezaia leafed through the papers in the drawer. Her husband was sleeping like he usually did after sex, so she had plenty of time. Arrest warrants, gaol orders, limited powers of the crown, orders of knighthood, but no manumissions. She had assumed that Owain would have a few pre-signed manumission forms, gods knew he had enough of all the other forms that the palace used.
It dawned on her that she had wasted her time seducing her husband. Owain wouldn’t free a slave no matter how much it had pleased him. Therefore, it stood to reason that he wouldn’t keep pre-signed copies of that form. Jethain, on the other hand…Jezaia closed the drawer and flounced out of the king’s suite.
Half an hour later, Jezaia held up the manumission form with triumph. Her son had four pre-signed copies of it in his desk. It was the work of moments to fill in Essina’s name and slave number. Virien would not profit from going behind her back. She folded the form, dripped wax on it, and sealed it with Jethain’s personal seal that she’d found in his desk drawer.
Jezaia slipped into the Library, which wasn’t a single room, but an interconnected series of rooms that seemed to grow with every passing year. Bookcases lined the walls while tables, desks, and a large assortment of chairs cluttered the floor space. Towards the back there were smaller rooms set up for the scribes that industriously copied manuscripts before the originals faded to illegibility.
Each scribe had an assigned working area with their name neatly engraved on a small brass plate that was nailed to the left hand corner of the desk’s edge. The Librarian claimed this practice reduced territorial squabbles among her workers. Jezaia thought that chaining the slaves to their chairs would work as well, but at the moment, the name plates were very useful to her. It took less than five minutes to find Essina’s desk. She set the sealed manumission scroll on the empty workspace.
 
* * * *
 
Scorth sat on the couch in the parlor. Rak was in his lap, and he stroked his rider’s back and wings, offering what comfort he could. The pain made sleep difficult for Rak, and every time he did fall asleep, the dreams would wake him up again, screaming about Xaethien, chaos priests, Narvain, the Unmaker…it was enough to unnerve even Scorth.
The dragon had given up on sleep, or on Rak sleeping, and had brought his rider out here, and here they stayed. Inspiration dawned, and with a quick mental effort, Scorth summoned Jisten. It didn’t matter to him that it was late watch, an hour before dawn. Scorth soothed Rak again, for the priest had caught the edge of his sending to Jisten. Scorth wasn’t able to totally shield his soul-bonded rider from his broadcast thoughts.
“Jisten is coming,” said Scorth, soothingly. He could sense Rak’s acceptance of that. He could also sense the Valer Captain’s rapid approach. It wouldn’t be long before the man came, and then he would work his magic on Rak, and Rak would be content and happy again. Scorth totally approved of the Valer’s effect on his Loftoni.
“What’s wrong?” Jisten asked as he strode in, not even breathing hard, though Scorth knew he’d run the whole way. He pushed back stray hair that had escaped from his careless ponytail and straightened his untucked shirt.
Scorth studied the Valer and then gestured to Rak. “He’s not having a good night.”
Jisten slid into a sitting position next to them and stroked Rak’s near wing. “Night terrors? Or day terrors that haunt your nights?”
“Do not let Xaethien have me,” Rak pleaded, only half in the real world. He turned his head towards Jisten.
“He shall not,” Jisten declared. “Remember him ablaze. Remember the light from the sky.”
Scorth slid the unresisting Rak onto Jisten’s lap now that the Valer had the Loftoni’s attention.
“Do you remember? The column of burning fire up to one of the heavens?” Jisten stroked both wings once he could reach them, and settled the smaller man against himself. 
“I ‘member,” said Rak, his speech slurred from the morphea Scorth had given him. “But he was there. Yes’erday. Hurt me ‘gain.”
“That was his lesser child,” Jisten said. “Soon to be as dead as his elder.”
“He is dead?” Rak blinked up at Jisten trustingly.
“Xaethien is dead,” Jisten said as he stroked the wings more. “Remember the fire?”
“Pretty fire,” murmured Rak. “A col’mn of gold’n flames up to the sun.”
“Yes, yes. Scorth and I are here now. You should always call us when you need help. Promise?” Jisten soothed. “Promise your dragon? Promise your Valer?” Jisten propped up his legs. Scorth could tell that Rak was comfortable, with his head on Jisten’s shoulder, pressed torso to torso, wings easily accessible to the man.
“Don’ let him hurt me again?”
“No, no, but you must remember to call us, yes? Call your dragon? Call your Valer? You can do that, yes?” Jisten stroked Rak’s wings against his back.
“Ai, I can call my Valer. If I am blocked, Scorth can call you for me. He can talk to you. You must have Loftoni blood. Tyll cannot hear him no matter how loud Scorth shouts.”
“You are so clever,” Jisten said. “Why don’t you sleep? Your dragon and your Valer are right here.”
Rak murmured something inaudible and fell asleep, despite what Scorth knew were his intentions to stay awake and avoid further dreams. Jisten leaned his head back on the back of the couch and also drifted off. 
Scorth was very pleased. Jisten’s presence would keep the bad dreams away. That meant his hunch was right and they were bonded. Scorth approved—it was no more than the Gods expected. Dragon, Loftoni, and Valer are a triad meant to be together. Scorth stretched, coiled himself on his end of the couch, and fell asleep.
 
* * * *
 
Musday, the 39th of Evphormon
 
It was just after dawn when Rak awoke. Despite the pain, he felt comforted, and knew Tyll was there. He could feel his spouse’s empathy soothing him, and he was delighted that Tyll had come. He’d missed his gentle bard so very much. Rak smiled and opened his eyes to see not Tyll, but Jisten. They were on the couch, and now Rak vaguely recalled Scorth summoning the poor captain. Rak shifted position and hissed as even that slight motion set off a wave of pain.
Jisten winced. “What hurts? Do you want morphea this early?”
“Ix. I want breakfast,” Rak said to deflect the captain, although the thought of food further churned his stomach.
“How are you? You were suffering a waking dream when Scorth called me. And you’re hurting now.”
“I am fine.” Rak turned his head to look up at Jisten more easily. The man’s body made a warm, firm pillow that he was loathe to relinquish. “How long have you known about your empathy? Who trained you?”
“I’m no empath!” Jisten exclaimed. “You’re the only one I have ever felt. And the only one that I wish to.” He smoothed a rustling wing and smiled down at Rak.
Rak studied Jisten’s face, so unlike that of Tyll’s, yet the feelings that soaked into him were so alike. He was reminded of Varkaris, who also had known how he felt, although the feelings from his dance instructor and adoptive father hadn’t been nearly as strong as from Jisten.
Rak swung off the couch. The pain nearly doubled him over. He took deep breaths as he brought his training to bear and shunted the pain away. It still hurt, but it was a distant thing, not attached to him. But when Jisten offered him morphea in wine, he accepted it.
“I am hungry and wish to eat before the morphea nauseates me,” Rak said.
 
* * * *
 
Essina touched the papers again. Her freedom. She had trouble believing it, but the form was filled out correctly. The prince had freed her. That much surprised her, since it was the dark priest who had promised it. Perhaps the prince had signed so there’d be less question of legitimacy.
She tucked the scroll into her document case, then stuffed it into her pack. The dark priest had given her enough money to get to Okyro, and she wasn’t about to wait. If she was pregnant, she would become a pawn, for her baby could well stand in line to inherit. It was better to slip away, to vanish, before her status became certain. She regretted that she hadn’t told Tebber. He had been out of the palace with duties and she dared not leave a note.
She knew Rak, like herself, would prefer her to raise their child, if there was a child, in the freedom of Okyro, where slavery was illegal. She picked up her pack and walked out. She would purchase passage on the large riverboat currently in port, a Riverlands trader out of Chloi. In Chloi, she would buy passage on another boat that would take her to the border of A’filozenoi. After that, she would join one of the pilgrim convoys that guided travelers safely into Okyro. Scorth’s instructions on how to travel to Okyro had been meticulous and detailed.
If only she could take Tebber with her, if only they could wed and be a family. But that was a fool’s dream, and she was practical. Her freedom, money and a life without whips was more than she had dreamed. Tebber was free and served the dark one now, so he would return to Okyro with the high priest. She hoped he wouldn’t hate her by then.
She slipped out of the palace and headed for the delivery gate off the kitchen yard. Essina hoped the kitchen guards wouldn’t take an interest in her, but a servant walking out with a laden pack still drew attention.
“Halt!” commanded the guard. She sighed as she complied. Then she smiled when she saw who had stopped her. Fentri used to bounce her on his knee when she was a small child. “Essina?” he asked, voice incredulous. “What are you doing?”
“Fentri,” she said, “please, I want to do this quietly. I’ve been freed, and I want to leave before Lord Virien finds out.”
Fentri glanced at the palace, then said, “Let me see the paper.” Essina had left it on top for this very reason. She presented it quickly. Fentri looked it over, then handed it back with a nod. “Godspeed, little one.”
Essina couldn’t resist hugging him before she continued out of the gate. She emerged from between the gateposts as Hasaviz rode into sight, approaching the palace. Hoping that he hadn’t seen her, Essina merged into the flow of foot traffic heading down towards the docks.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Two: Dragon Mythology
 
 
“Raw eggs?” asked Scorth, peering at a shallow bowl filled with speckled brown chicken eggs. “That’s a bit much, even for me.”
“I think they are boiled,” said Rak. He cracked one on the edge of the bowl. When egg innards didn’t splatter, Rak turned the egg over and showed Scorth the white inside. “See? It is cooked.” Rak put the egg on his plate, and took another.
Scorth added a few extra slices of bacon to his already generous serving. Tebber finished pouring the café into his mug, looked at Scorth’s plate, and said, “Ham, chicken, two different kinds of sausage, and a slab of bacon. And you wonder why I think you like meat?”
“I assure you, I haven’t the slightest idea what has given you that impression,” replied Scorth.
Tebber rolled his eyes at Scorth, but addressed Rak, “If you don’t mind, sir, I promised Dacil I’d eat with him.”
“Of course I do not mind.” Rak waved the young man off to join his friend and Tebber left.
The two men and the dragon pretending to be a man addressed their food. Rak peeled the boiled chicken eggs and set the shells aside. Scorth chomped through his meats. Jisten kept the pancake syrup away from his bacon, a process Rak watched with amusement. After the men had made inroads on their food, removing the first edge of hunger, they began to talk.
“The Valers teach that at the birth of a Loftoni, the dragon egg hatches and the two newborns are cradled together,” said Jisten. “The baby dragon keeps the infant warm.”
Rak choked on his café. “I assure you, I was born, not hatched.”
“What?” asked Jisten, perplexed. “I said the Loftoni was born and the dragon hatches.”
“Uhm. The hatchling dragon requires a lot of care and attention.” Rak mopped up the snorted café.
“Are you saying that’s wrong?” Jisten looked interested. “What does happen then?”
“The baby is born in the usual human style,” said Rak dryly. “It is fussed over by far too many relatives, shown off to half the temple, and then everyone settles back down.”
“And the dragon baby?” Jisten pressed. “Isn’t everyone fussing over it as well?”
“A clutch of dragon eggs is tended to by the dragon parents, and their riders, and any other hapless souls they can commandeer. When the eggs hatch, every Loftoni in the area arrives, the hatchlings are fed, and cleaned, and fed, and oiled, and fed. Did I mention that they are fed? Eventually we get them to curl up under their mother’s wings with only hourly snacks.”
“Then how are the infant and the baby dragon put together then? When is the hatchling given to the baby?”
“They are not put together,” Rak said in a mystified tone. “How can that be? How much free will can an infant display?”
“Free will? The Loftoni and dragon are bonded,” Jisten said. “They love and cherish each other for life. I’m not sure how free will plays into it.”
“We have no way of knowing which dragonling the gods have intended for which baby,” Rak said, glad for a topic that took his mind away from the pain. “The dragon and the Loftoni do not normally bond until after the Loftoni’s wings have emerged. And they do not have to bond. It is a choice they must make together, at puberty, or thereabouts.”
“If they don’t bond,” Jisten asked, “is that what makes some dragons go wild and eat virgins?”
Rak snorted more café. “Have you been speaking to Scorth?” he accused once he could breathe again.
“There are tales, among non-Valers of course, of dragons ravaging villages until they are given a virgin to eat. Valers think it’s nonsense, but it sounds like we have our own misconceptions.”
“I haven’t eaten a virgin in at least a month,” Scorth said. “And I am partial to green ones.”
“Green virgins?” Jisten asked in confusion.
“No, not green virgins. That would not only be disgusting, they would taste horrible. Green dragons,” Scorth replied. “Since you brought the subject up.”
Rak gave Scorth a look which the black man ignored. Jisten grinned at the dragon.
Rak wondered if it was safe to finish his café. He’d already snorted it twice in a remarkably short period of time. “There are wild dragons. Those that have yet to find their rider, those that lost their rider before they ever bonded, and those that chose not to bond. Dragons, as sarcastic as they are, do not require virgin sacrifices. They might take the virgin, just to tweak the villagers, and let her go in some other place.” Rak eyed Jisten with great caution as he sipped the café again.
“So I suppose the tale of the Loftoni and dragon losing their virginity with their respective mates at the same time is untrue as well,” Jisten said with his usual shyness about anything sexual.
Rak swallowed very hastily, and although he did not snort it this time, he did choke. He spent several minutes coughing and trying to recover his breath, a process made much more difficult by the gales of laughter trying to escape him. 
Scorth helpfully pounded on Rak’s back in time to his snickers. “Lose,” snicker, “virginity,” snicker, “at the,” snicker, “same time.”
Jisten appeared mortified, as if he wanted to sink into the ground and disappear. Rak waved a hand about in an attempt to console the man.
“Sorry, Jisten,” he managed at length. “I just was not expecting that.”
“It’s okay,” Jisten mumbled, his face still so scarlet that he was drawing amused looks from others in the hall.
Scorth finished his breakfast and abruptly said, “I wish to see Essina. She hasn’t been at rites for two nights.” He left without further comment, in the manner of one who wishes to avoid further conversation.
Once Scorth was gone, Jisten almost pounced. “Where was Scorth while you were enslaved? Why didn’t he come earlier? How does a dragon find a rider, anyway? How do they know, if they aren’t put together at birth?”
“Scorth was wild, of course.” Rak waded through the flood of questions. “Why would a dragon think to look for his rider in Zoth? Loftoni don’t belong in Zoth, they belong in Loftos, or in Okyro.”
“Then how did you find each other?”
Rak refilled his café before he replied, “Dragons claim that when they are ready to bond, they feel drawn towards where their rider is. If the pair is too far apart, this doesn’t work. Some dragons search, some do not. My dragon was pointed to me by Zotien. He was told exactly where to look. This is not done.”
“Usually,” Jisten said. “Sounds like Zotien had you in his sights for high priest all along.”
“That may well be,” Rak agreed. “But I prefer to think that the God I serve is not so calculating that He purposefully left me in Zoth for so long. It was highly unusual for Him to point Scorth to me. He does not intervene in dragon-Loftoni bonding, for dragons, and Loftoni, are creations of Ahzevo, and they bond of their own free will.”
“You would know better than I,” Jisten said. “But I hope not as well.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter Three: Eyes of Blue
 
 
Rak checked Jethain’s lunch for poison as he always did. Hounds were on guard to keep the Queen away. Jisten had gone to oversee the traditional changing of the guard ceremony, and would be back soon. But lunch from Despina did not wait.
Jethain had watched Jisten leave with an unusual intensity that made Rak’s hackles bristle. But he said nothing about it as he set the tray before the prince and stepped back.
“Did you tell him?” Jethain asked.
“Ix,” said Rak quietly. He didn’t need to ask what Jethain meant.
“I don’t blame you,” Jethain said. “I’ll never breathe a word. I wish I could unsee it.”
“I am sorry.” Rak tucked his hands into his sleeves.
Jethain looked at the tray. “I’m sorry, too.”
“Do you remember anything else?” asked Rak, then thought that was a stupid thing to ask when he didn’t really know what Jethain had seen.
“I remember too much as it is.” Jethain picked up a fork and twiddled it. “And I feel…strange.” He still didn’t look at Rak.
“Strange, how?” Rak studied Jethain’s plate. “The pastina is getting cold.”
Jethain ate a few bites. “I want Jisten.”
“He will be back after the ceremony,” replied Rak. He stepped forward, refilled Jisten’s goblet, and stepped back again. Playing the servant meant he didn’t have to remain in Jethain’s line of sight. That made it much easier for the prince to avoid looking at him.
“No, I mean, I want Jisten.” Jethain pushed the pastina around the bowl.
“You want him sexually?” asked Rak bluntly.
Jethain nodded glumly.
“That will certainly put a new dimension on your relationship with him,” said Rak at length, throttling down his jealousy. Jisten was Jethain’s best friend, while he was married. If Jisten preferred the prince to him, what right, really, did he have to complain?
“You mean you two haven’t already?” Jethain put down his fork with a clank.
“You saw what I am. He is a pure man, virginal and innocent.”
“I have a chance!” Jethain crowed. “Oh, sorry.”
“How many people have said that, over the years, only to have their hopes dashed against the armor of his purity? I at least know that I am not worthy of him.”
“Scorch it.” Jethain slumped in his chair. “You are so right.” Then he sat upright. “Wait! I meant the part about hopes being dashed!”
“Do not fear to insult me. I know what I am,” retorted Rak, tone accepting. “I wish you luck in your hunt.”
“Araken,” Jethain said in a pained tone. “Stop it. Those bastards were using magic.”
“Brother… ai, they used magic to force me to act. But I am a trained sex slave, and have no delusions about my worth.”
“And that’s why Zotien picked you for high priest. Out of how many hundreds of candidates? Forael told me your God selects a new high priest from the sect as a whole, not just from those few of high rank.” Jethain shoved aside the tray with food. “When is Jisten coming back again?”
“When the Guard-changing ceremony is over.”
“How long has it been?” Jethain shifted and rubbed his rear.
Rak studied Jethain, shoving his own depression aside. At least the prince hadn’t commented on how he’d liked the pain. “Does it burn?”
“Not physically,” Jethain admitted. “More like a burning need.”
“A deep craving? Like hunger?”
“Exactly!” Jethain finally looked at him. “You know it?”
“I do.” Rak felt real pity as he considered his brother’s predicament. “It is slave fires.” He looked at Jethain carefully, then blinked and looked at the prince’s eyes more critically. He even went so far as to pull back Jethain’s eyelid with a gentle finger.
“What is it?” asked Jethain, anxiety overcoming the pain between them.
“The whites of your eyes are not white, they are pale blue.” Rak shook his head, releasing Jethain’s eyelid. “I do not know what would cause that. I need to do some research. Rest, brother.” He turned to the herbal compendium he had brought from Okyro, which he had left in here for convenience in whipping up tonics for his ill brother. He set a stool before the side table, set himself upon the stool, and opened the book.
 
* * * *
 
It was less than a quarter hour before Jisten walked in. Jisten looked at Rak, who was leafing through a large book, and then at Jethain, who appeared to be feigning sleep. “What happened here?”
“What makes you say that?” Jethain affected innocence now, eyes opening. He sat up and stretched, the muscles of his chest and arms rippling.
 “You let my mother’s pastina grow cold,” Jisten accused, suddenly worried. To leave pastina bordered on a crime.
“I know. I’m sorry. Come, sit by me.” Jethain patted the bed beside him.
Rak turned another page and glanced their way, but remained silent. 
Jisten sat down. “What’s wrong?” He felt the prince’s pulse. It felt normal, strong, and regular.
Jethain caught his hand and smiled. “We’ve been friends for a long time.”
“Since we were teens. S’Rak, did we ever tell you that story?” Jisten looked over at Rak, wanting to draw him in.
“Hmm? Ix, I do not think so.” Rak turned another page. “I am trying to find something, please, pay me no mind.”
“Oh.” Jisten deflated a bit, wondering if he’d somehow displeased Rak, but then he noticed the Loftoni’s wings lifting ever so slightly off his back. Rak was feeling cheerful, to carry his wings so.
Jisten grinned, his gaze glued to Rak’s lovely wings. The colors were so warm and rich in the sunlight, the membranes well-oiled and glowing with health.
Jethain followed his gaze. “I’ve lost you, haven’t I? Before I even started.”
“What? Lost me? Started what?” Jisten tried to extricate his hand.
“Jisten, do you love me?”
“I would die for you,” Jisten said. “In fact, that’s the plan. Don’t worry, you won’t face death alone. I swear to stand by your side.” Jisten looked over at Rak. “And who knows, we may not die at all.”
“That’s not what I asked,” Jethain said.
Jisten tugged gently to free himself, but the prince tightened his grasp. “Please, you’re not thinking straight. You’re sick, injured, had all sorts of powers poured into you,” Jisten begged.
Rak looked over. “If you want to use another man, pick someone other than your captain. Me, if you must. But do not force Jisten to lay beneath you, he does not want that.”
“I don’t want that either,” Jethain said.
“Then what do you want, brother?” asked Rak.
“You have taken him from me,” Jethain accused Rak. “I want Jisten. I want all of him.”
“I have not. He is still here. And now you have me, as well. We are both here for you.”
Jethain released the captain and turned his face to the wall. “I want Jisten. I want him to love me. To have him in me. What’s wrong with me?”
“I am trying to find out,” replied Rak and turned back to his book.
“Try harder! Are there other books I can look in?” Jisten backed away from the prince, joining Rak at the table.
“You’re in love with my brother!” Jethain accused.
“Scorch it, it’s that obvious? I’m such a rank amateur.”
“Can’t say I blame you! He gives excellent head!”
“What?” Jisten spun about and his hand went to his sword hilt. “You have ten seconds to retract that!” With a great effort, he calmed himself. 
Jethain glared at him. “Or what? You’ll kill me and destroy your lover’s precious prophecy?”
“Exactly, I can’t. You’re important to me, as my friend, and to S’Rak, as his brother, as well as being important to the prophecy. But that doesn’t give you the right to insult those trying to help you.” Jisten pointedly turned back to Rak. “Did you find what you wanted in that book yet?”
“Not yet.” Rak turned another page. “The sun priests gave Jethain something. I am trying to find it.”
“Something that turned him into an asshole?”
“I heard that!”
“You were meant to hear that!”
“He is acting like he has slave fires, but I do not think that he has been dosed. I pray that there is another answer to be found here. In the meantime, he craves male company, and you are the one his eye has fixed on, proving that he has impeccable taste. If you wish to help him, I will not stand in your way, or hold it against you.”
“No, I do not wish to help him that way!” Jisten was agast that Rak would even suggest that. Didn’t Rak understand how he felt? His heart belonged to Rak, and only to Rak. He didn’t want anyone else. Not ever.
Rak’s lips curved into a smile and he glanced up. “Are you sure? He is your best friend.”
“Friend, not lover. There is a huge difference. For the love of the sunset, keep looking!” Jisten tapped the book.
Rak turned another page. “I need more books. This one is mostly recipes for various remedies.” Jisten refrained from nodding when he heard Rak send a mental plea to Scorth. A while later, Tebber came trotting in with several tomes.
Rak said, “Thank you, Tebber. Please talk to the prince while I look for an answer.”
Tebber sat down next to Jethain. “Hello, your highness. How are you feeling today?”
Jisten stayed by Rak’s side, though he kept an eye on the pair by the bed. “What are you looking for? What are you thinking?”
Rak started leafing through pages. “The whites of his eyes are blue, Jisten. I am trying to determine which plant does that, and then find the antidote.”
“I’m as sunny as can be, Tebber. Just full of light,” Jethain said to the wall.
“I’ll say,” said Tebber. “Your skin is glowing.”
“I was joking, Tebber,” Jethain said.
“I wasn’t, your highness.”
Rak turned his head and stared at Tebber. “What? Jisten, draw the shades. Make the room as dark as you can.”
Jisten first shuttered, then pulled heavy curtains over the windows. Then he turned off the gas-lights, leaving a single candle burning. 
Jethain pulled back the sleeve of his satin bed shirt. Jethain’s arm was in fact glowing with a very faint light, much more apparent in the darkened room. He turned his arm back and forth, examining it.
“Blue corneas and glowing?!” Rak growled and went back to his books as Jisten opened the windows once more. “And a strange desire for anal…oh.”
“Say you can fix him,” Jisten pleaded, coming back to Rak’s side.
Rak turned to the last half of the book. “This root. Pithima.” He began to read.
Jethain turned to watch them, much to the captain’s discomfort. It seemed Jethain was mostly watching him, and the desire was plain to see now.
“It is one of the ingredients of the slave fire potion, but it does have an antidote in the raw form they must have used to cause the blue eyes and glowing skin.”
“Thank Si’Yeni,” Jisten breathed.
“It is a cruel thing to do to someone who does not like other men that way,” mused Rak, “although some men do enjoy the effects.”
“Not me!” Jethain said, casting a look at Jisten that said otherwise.
Rak mixed several herbs together in vinegar, sweetened it with molasses, and handed it to Jethain. “This will taste awful, but it will help.”
“It’s better than the way I’m feeling now,” Jethain said and grabbed the cup. He downed it in one gulp, and then gasped. “I hope it cures me quickly.”
“Depending on how many doses of pithima you received, you will have to take the antidote several times, twice a day, until the symptoms are relieved. Be grateful it was not the potions, those are permanent.”
“Talk about hell on Ydron.”
Jisten leaned against the table, arms crossed on his chest, expression stony.
Rak took the empty goblet back without comment. He returned to the side table and prepared a mint tonic. He made enough for three and added spirits. Once they were done, he passed one to Jisten and another to Jethain, keeping the third for himself.
Jethain took his. “This will help me eat my words better. And Jisten, I’m truly sorry.”
“Do not apologize to me.” Jisten didn’t budge.
Rak shook his head, gaze resting on Jisten.
“Araken, I’m really sorry,” Jethain said. “What I said was truly uncalled for. You’ve suffered far and above anything I can imagine. I have no way to make it up to you. I’m so sorry.”
Jisten watched Rak, ignoring the prince.
“There was no need to apologize,” replied Rak. “Truly, there was not.”
“If S’Rak forgives you, then so do I,” Jisten said.
“Drink your tonic,” Rak suggested to Jisten. Taking his own advice, he chugged half of his.
Jisten tasted the alcohol and was more sedate drinking his, being on duty. Jethain finished his and curled up for a nap.
Once the prince’s breathing evened out in sleep, Jisten walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Get better quickly, my prince,” he said quietly.
Rak motioned to Jisten to follow and walked into the spare room. Rak took a last look at the bedroom before he closed the door to give them some privacy.
Jisten waited.
“The drug has him confused,” said Rak quietly. “He only thinks he wants you. And I did not tell you everything that happened that night. But since Jethain brought it up, I owe you an explanation.”
“If it makes you feel better to tell me, then go ahead,” Jisten said, allowing his concern to color his voice. He reached out to a rustling wing, soothing it with his hand. He could literally feel the wing relaxing under his touch.
Rak took a deep breath and told Jisten exactly what had happened.
By the end, Jisten was stroking Rak’s wings with long, soothing strokes. “And Jethain saw it all?”
“Ai, he did.” Rak sighed, then said, “I thought I saw Murson insert something into Jethain’s rear. I wish I had paid closer attention.”
Jisten winced. “No one faults you.”
“Jethain remembers more than I thought, and more than I hoped.” 
Jisten felt his anger stirring. “And he shouldn’t have thrown it at you like that.”
“He complimented me,” replied Rak. He almost smirked. “And you can have excellent head whenever you want it, and he cannot.”
Jisten pulled Rak hard against him and looked down at him, letting his Loftoni sense his roiling emotions.
Rak’s fingers tangled in the base of Jisten’s braids. He pulled the captain’s head down for a kiss.
Jisten permitted the kiss, but dominated it, full of tongue and strong emotion. Rak’s wings spread and slowly cupped around them as the kiss lengthened.
“Let’s make a lot of noise,” Jisten whispered, lips still brushing Rak’s. “He deserves to hear it.”
“He does not yet know that we are lovers,” said Rak. “And although he seems to want male sex, I am not confident that he would not retaliate…”
Jisten kissed Rak again, yielding the argument.
“I could give you head,” said Rak when their lips parted again. “That is quiet.”
Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. “No, that isn’t fair. We’ll wait until we can both be satisfied. Besides, I’m on duty. We need to go back out there.”
Rak inclined his head. “Very well.”
Jisten could see that Rak was disappointed. Strangely, that cheered him.
Rak settled down beside Jethain’s bed. “I will stay with him, Captain.”
“Thank you, S’Rak,” said Jisten with gratitude for his partner’s understanding of the demands of duty. He walked out with a light step and a lighter heart.
 
* * * *
 
The quiet conversation had been enough to wake him, and Jethain fiddled with his bed coverings, wondering what the two men had spoken of in the spare room. They hadn’t been in there long enough for anything other than a brief talk, relieving his mind once more as to their relationship.
“Since you are awake now,” said Rak, “I think it is past time for you to get up.”
Jethain was instantly cheered. With Rak’s help, he got up, got dressed, and after walking around for a while, retired to his study to get some work done. Once he’d been working his way through the backlog of reports for close to an hour, he even managed to get the mother hen to depart. Rak promised he’d return closer to dinner-time, and that he’d let Jisten know that Jethain was up and about.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Four: Missing
 
 
Jethain was speaking to a servant about the quarterly inventory report for the palace laundry when Scorth barged into his study. The horned demon stomped around the desk and put his face inches from Jethain’s. “A moment of your time, prince.”
Jethain leaned away ever so slightly. “Lord Scorth, how nice to see you.”
“May I go, Prince Jethain?” The servant’s voice quavered. Jethain dismissed the servant with a nod and small gesture. The servant darted out.
“One of your slaves is missing,” Scorth growled. “Find her.”
“What do you mean, missing?” asked Jethain, hoping it was nothing more than a servant hiding from the black demon.
“Missing, adjective, not to be found,” Scorth said.
“Thank you, Lord Tutor, for that profound definition. Which servant is gone now?” Jethain felt not only resigned, but weary. Another slave, having attained freedom, had run. But now that he thought about it, he hadn’t freed any recently, except for Larin, a male slave who’d run afoul of Queen Jezaia.
“Now? This is a regular occurrence?” Scorth asked.
“Yes,” growled Jethain. “But usually they wait for me to free them first.”
“Have you any luck in finding any of them?”
“No, they’ve all vanished.”
“Vanishing freed slaves and now a vanished not freed slave. Looks like your reconnaissance is as efficient as your defenses.”
Jethain ground his teeth. “Perhaps if I knew her name, I could do some checking.”
“Essina. She is a scribe. But if you haven’t found any others, what makes you think that this time will be any different? Humans! Useless, the lot of you,” Scorth growled.
Jethain said, in a deceptively calm voice that didn’t hide an iota of his anger, “In this case, things are different. The palace will not spend resources on tracking a free person, but a slave? That, I can track.”
“I anxiously await your report,” Scorth sneered.
 
* * * *
 
Jethain’s first thought about the missing servant had been to speak to his captain of the guard. To that end, he went to the guard barracks, where Jisten’s office was. Tebber was just leaving the captain’s office, his eyes red-rimmed from weeping.
“Tebber! Whatever is wrong? My pledge to protect you still stands, even if you are free now.”
“It’s not me needing help, sir!” wailed the young man. “My girl’s gone missing! Please find her! I know you can!”
“Your girl? Who is your girl?” Jethain was astounded.
“Essina,” said Tebber. “She’s one of the scribes, and very sweet, and now she’s gone, and she never slept with you, so she wasn’t freed, so why did she vanish?”
“Your girl is Essina? Scorth just told me about her,” Jethain pursed his lips. “I’ve come to discuss it with Jisten. Is that why you are here?”
Tebber nodded, lower lip trembling over huge, whipped-puppy eyes. “Yessir, S’Rak asked me to report it while he speaks to the cats. And also to report that Larin’s gone, too, and he was freed, but his family’s still here, and they haven’t seen him since you freed him.”
“This plague is growing,” Jethain said and his normally sunny countenance darkened further. “The captain and I must talk.”
Tebber’s look at Jethain was one of total faith. “I know you’ll find her, sir.”
“Courage, Tebber. My brother and Captain and I will investigate,” Jethain said and patted his shoulder. “Talk to Despina. She’ll make you feel better.”
Tebber nodded. “Thank you, sir!” He dashed off with his usual speed.
Jethain continued into Jisten’s office, far more troubled now. Jisten stood, as always when the prince entered. Jethain had told him countless times that he didn’t have to, especially when no one was around, but the captain was stubborn.
“Jisten, please sit down,” said Jethain as he flopped onto a flop-proof chair. “Lord Scorth came to my office to report a missing slave, Essina. I ran into Tebber, too, he reports the same thing.”
“Essina and Larin, a recently freed slave,” Jisten said. “Fentri passed Essina through. She had valid papers, so she was freed as well.”
Jethain sat up. “Really? Who signed them? When was this? Which way did she go?”
“You signed the papers, although I don’t think that she visited your bed, did she?” Jisten asked. “She left two days ago through the kitchen gate, and Fentri thought she was heading for the docks.” Jisten studied his prince’s face, then added, “This casts an entirely different perspective on missing recently freed slaves. They did not run from you, my prince. As I’ve said all along.”
Jethain pursed his lips. “Essina was never in my bed, so I concede the point. That Riverlands steamer is still here, isn’t it? Essina might have booked passage with them.”
“I’ll send Fentri to investigate,” Jisten said.
“Thank you,” said Jethain. “I’ll speak to Father. It will be nice to tell him that I didn’t free a slave for once.”
 
* * * * 
 
Rak paused in frustration. Essina had vanished in broad daylight. The cats remembered her scent, and the lake-gulls had spied her from above. She had been near the river docks. But then she wasn’t. And the riverboat out of Chloi had no knowledge of her. She hadn’t purchased passage or even been aboard, and that was verified by the ship’s cats. Magic had to be involved.
He headed back towards the palace glumly, feeling like he had failed. A shop caught his eye halfway back. He paused, looking in the window at the display. A lute, a harp, and a drum. He recognized the man inside, bent over a lathe. It was Yonaph. Rak walked into the shop.
Yonaph’s store was small and neat. Each lute was properly hung. Rak ran an approving eye over the tidiness, the well-kept and oiled tools, the lack of stray sawdust or shavings.
“Hello!” Yonaph greeted him with a smile. He straightened up from where he was working on a lute.
“Xai’åtå, Yonaph,” said Rak politely. “A very nice shop. Your lutes look good, but they say the truth is in the playing.”
“You play?” Yonaph tilted his head at him.
“Not if you treasure your hearing,” laughed Rak. “I can play basic melodies on flutes, and I have a passable chanting voice. But my spouse and our son are both skilled at lute.”
“Ah, I have just received a shipment of the finest wood from Agerith. Sweet sounding and very light. Would make a fine student lute.”
Yonaph went behind the counter and lifted off a lute that was far above Rak’s head. “This is for a bard.” He offered it to Rak.
“Not your average bard,” replied Rak, admiring the vivid contrast of the black wood grain on amber. He strummed a string, closing his eyes in pleasure at the sweet, mellow tone, his hand around the neck as he studied the inlay of the face and the fretboard. “How much?” Tyll would love this lute. He knew it.
 “I used the finest ebony from Thassos and the amber from Agerith. She is a masterpiece, like you. I would let her go for a hundred gold royals.” He smiled. 
Rak handed him the equivalent weight in gold nomi, around seventy-five coins. “My husband is a bard,” he said calmly. 
Yonaph looked stupidly at the money. He picked it up and felt it. It was real. “And he’ll not kill me?”
“He is at home. He knows about my fires, and will not blame you. Now, about that student’s lute. The boy is not yet ten. But he needs something that will grow with him.”
A smile spread on Yonaph’s face. “I’ll get the wood. I can see you’ll appreciate it. And it gives me a new project now that you’ve bought my masterpiece.”
Yonaph went into the back, humming and talking to himself, just loud enough for Rak to hear. “And I’ll buy more amber and ebony, onyx and mahogany and…”
Rak admired the masterful lute some more. Tyll would be stunned, he knew. A perfect birthday present for his sweet bard. Then Rak tried to remember when that was. He noticed a velvet-lined case of reinforced brown leather. He tucked the lute into it. Perfect fit. “How much for this case?”
“I should give it to you for the amount of gold you gave me for the lute,” Yonaph said, “But the merchant in me is dying if I did that.” He showed Rak the gleaming wood with its pleasant aroma. “For your son. Can you see the lute in it? I can.”
Rak stroked the silky lumber. “Ai. I can see it. How much?
“Forty gold royals, no case,” Yonaph added impishly.
“And with a case?”
“Three silvers, just to placate that pesky merchant. And three silvers for that case there as well.”
Rak laughed and paid for the second lute and two cases. Yonaph wrote out the receipts and they both signed them. 
“I’ve missed you, masterpiece,” said Yonaph. “Tonight?”
Rak flushed. “I have a lover at the palace now,” he said quietly.
“Knew it couldn’t last. Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”
 
* * * *
 
At this time of day, Owain would be in the lesser audience hall, a space ideal for smaller gatherings and meetings. It was more intimate than the throne room, so only courtiers of sufficient rank were permitted when the king was present. The king’s schedule was so regimented and so full that most petitioners had to wait a week or more for their moment before him.
Jethain could skip that line. He walked into the audience chamber and nodded to a few nobles that he was on good terms with. He didn’t stop to exchange pleasantries today, but continued towards the king. When he got a clear view of his father, he sighed. The tabliv board was set up again. Virien sat across from Owain, fingering his chin as he studied the board.
Owain, who had just made his move, glanced over. “Ah, Jethain. How nice of you to join us.”
“I am not here for pleasure,” Jethain assured him. “We have a missing servant.”
“Missing?” drawled Virien. “Did another of your playmates run away?”
“Hardly,” Jethain snapped. On a whim, he decided to pretend that he didn’t know about Essina’s falsified manumission. “I have never met this girl, much less slept with her. I did not free her, but she is missing. No one has seen her in two days. The Librarian is upset. This servant was one of her most reliable scribes.”
“Scribe?!” Virien sat bolt upright, knocking his knee into the game board. Brown and yellow ivory disks flew everywhere. “What was her name?”
Jethain regarded Virien in astonishment. That was not the reaction he’d expected. “Essina,” he said, quickly, but Virien had already brought himself back under control. Too late, for even Owain had noticed Virien’s odd over-reaction.
“Brother?” he asked. Virien gave him a look, and then swept the room with his gaze. Owain pursed his lips and stood. “Let’s discuss this in my study.”
Jethain and Virien walked on either side of the king as Owain exited the audience chamber. Sedrael led the small procession and Dern fell in behind them. There was a select group of guards trusted to guard the life of the king, and at least two of them were always at his side. All were expert swordsmen.
It was a short walk from the audience chamber to the study. Owain sat in his favorite chair, the overstuffed emerald green one with the golden gryphon embroidered on the back. Jethain parked himself by the fireplace. Some witty servants had arranged pots of red, yellow, and orange flowering plants inside the fireplace, turning it into a giant planter for the summer. Virien also didn’t sit, choosing to pace instead.
“Well, Virien?” asked Owain.
“Essina is the slave we spoke of,” Virien said, swinging towards the king. “She’s the young lady who’s befriended the dem— Lord Scorth.”
Jethain watched Owain slide his own court mask face into place. 
“And she’s gone missing?” Owain said.
“What have you done?” Jethain demanded.
“Since you haven’t managed to produce an heir,” Virien replied, voice cold, “steps were taken to produce one for you. She was ordered to sleep with Araken.”
Jethain guffawed. “And you lost her?”
“A missing slave is no laughing matter. I will look into this. Personally.” Virien stomped out without another word.
Jethain waited for the door to close before he said, “According to the guard, Essina had papers, signed by myself. But I didn’t free her.”
Owain’s countenance darkened with fury. “Someone forged your royal signature to free slaves! Find this traitor, Jethain!”
“Yes, Father.” Jethain bowed slightly. “This means that I have full royal powers in this matter?”
“You have them,” said Owain. He found the proper form on his desk, signed it, stamped his seal on it, and handed it over. “I trust you not to abuse this.”
“Yes, Father, you can trust me,” Jethain said, successfully wiping any sarcasm from his voice.
“Yes,” agreed Owain, looking at his lesser son with some fondness. “You’ve always been trustworthy.”
Jethain pocketed the papers and left.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Five: Hasaviz’s Play
 
 
Rak knelt, naked, before the slave trainer. Hasaviz caressed him, stroking him in a way that might have been pleasant had it been a lover’s hand. Rak trembled with forced reaction, flushing with shame when the man laughed. The trainer roughly fondled him with one hand, and pushed on his lower back with the other.
Obedient and properly submissive, Rak curled over, resting his forearms on the ground, tensing as Hasaviz’s hand caressed his buttock. His injury gave him the courage to speak. “Please do not. I need time to heal.”
“Heal?” Hasaviz continued to stroke Rak. “From what, my little pet?” Word by reluctant word, the story was drawn out of Rak with the barest application of the control spell. When he had learned enough, Hasaviz chuckled. “Sutures, hmm? You’re lucky to have gotten away with just sutures after you angered Murson so greatly. Try to remember that, the next time it strikes your fancy to try to kill him.”
“Please,” whispered Rak, trying not to remember the anger of the sun priest who put him so in mind of Xaethien. “I did not try to kill him.”
“You’re the only one in Koilatha with a pet dragon, pet. Murson isn’t stupid and neither am I. But still, sutures. I must learn to be more careful with my pets. At least I can be sure that you enjoyed the suturing.” Hasaviz chuckled and fingered Rak’s opening. He ignored Rak’s shuddering reaction as he mused, “I wonder what the healer thought of your responsive slave body. Who was it?”
“Forael.” Rak grit his teeth as the finger continued to rub against him. It shamed him to realize he was hard from just this minimal stimulation, and he was grateful that his crouched position hid his reaction from the man’s merciless gaze.
“Ahh, the mighty archpriest himself.” Hasaviz let go of him and motioned for him to assume the resting position. “What did he say?”
Rak returned to his original kneeling position. He could see the smirk on Hasaviz’s face as the trainer glanced at his crotch. He choked out, “Nothing. He said nothing.”
“Perhaps he did not say anything, but I daresay he now has a different view of his cousin, as he called you.” Hasaviz’s smirk deepened as he fondled Rak’s erection. “I imagine the name is now much less flattering.”
Rak flushed and looked down. He found it impossible to meet the gaze of the man who was so casually humiliating him. How could he respond to a man who was playing with his erect manhood like it was nothing more than a toy? And doing so out of amusement for the reaction he had forced Rak to experience?
“Did I hurt your feelings?” asked Hasaviz in a honeyed voice. “I am so sorry.” His hand slid between Rak’s parted thighs and a finger probed upwards, exploring the sutures. He smiled in satisfaction at Rak’s soft whimper, and he said, “I’d better leave these in. I wouldn’t want my pet to die, after all. But that doesn’t mean I can’t test their strength.”
“Please do not,” begged Rak, despite the burning in his blood sparked by the man’s finger.
 
* * * *
 
“Why shouldn’t I? You are the slave here, pet. I can do with you as I please.” Hasaviz moved behind Rak and pushed him down again, and this time he didn’t probe with his finger. He grunted in enjoyment as he sheathed himself in the tight, warm velvet of the slave. He pumped his hips, setting a strong rhythm. Rak’s body accepted his dominance by working in counterpoint to heighten his efforts and increase his pleasure. Rak’s whimpers and moans as the slave was forced to endure him was sweet music to his ears. He was confident that before much longer, he would have the proud priest completely broken to his will, a true slave at last.
“Beg for it, pet,” he demanded as his climax loomed. This was a little tradition of his own devising, but it was well worth holding off on his own satisfaction to wring that extra bit of anguished humiliation from Rak.
“Please, master,” Rak begged, “I beg you to fill me with your seed. Honor my worthless body with your sacred fluid.”
Hasaviz laughed as he resumed pounding his toy’s body. “There’s a good slave,” he crowed as he ejaculated deep inside Rak. He pulled Rak up against his chest, laughing again as his toy’s seed hit the floor. He held Rak up against himself until his softening member slipped out. Then he pushed Rak down and pushed himself at Rak’s mouth. As Rak licked the sweat off his balls and the fluids of their pleasure off his cock, he said, “You are nothing but a sex slave, pet. You can pretend all you want, but that is what you are, and all you will ever be.”
Once Rak had cleaned him, he moved Rak’s compliant body into a convenient position for himself, and too bad that it was painful for the slave. His finger probed Rak again, and he said, “Ah, fine handiwork. Only the bottom-most suture gave way.” Hasaviz paused to savor Rak’s muffled sob. The slave was so transparent. Hasaviz could read him like a book no matter how hard Rak might try to hide his animal reactions. Cruelly, he added, “I should complement the Ylion on his handiwork.” His long finger plucked at the remaining sutures, eliciting tiny gasps out of Rak. “Hmm, there are four sutures left. I think you can lose another one and still live.”
“Not again,” Rak begged, “please…”
“Again? Well, since you beg so well.” Hasaviz flipped Rak over and threw the slave’s legs up into the air. He liked this position—it enabled him to stare Rak down and see the submission in the slave’s eyes as he was used. He sheathed himself and stopped, grunting in enjoyment as Rak’s internal muscles massaged his shaft. He continued to stand there, motionless, watching as Rak writhed in impatient lust. His cock, fully sheathed in the slave, kept Rak from any danger from the slave fires, but it also didn’t relieve those fires, and left the slave in a peculiar position of purest lust and desire for the rod impaling him.
In a short time, Rak’s hips rolled as the slave worked himself on Hasaviz. The slave trainer permitted it. “Good, pet. That’s right. Pleasure me with your body.”
Rak redoubled his efforts, grinding himself on Hasaviz’s cock. He kept his gaze properly averted from the trainer’s probing eyes, but his total submission was plain to see. Hasaviz reached down and stroked the slave’s erect cock, playing with it not to increase Rak’s pleasure, but to increase his shame. The pleasure he caused was incidental to reminding the slave that his body belonged wholly to his master, and that no part of it could be kept private.
“What are you?” asked Hasaviz as his hand worked Rak’s shaft.
“A slave, master,” replied Rak, eyes properly downcast. “Your slave.”
“What kind of slave are you?”
“A sex slave, master.”
“My sex slave,” added Hasaviz. He thrust at last, pounding Rak energetically. “Beg for it, sex slave.”
“Please, master, I beg you to give me your seed. My lowly sex slave body craves your essence.”
It was even sweeter to be able to see Rak’s face as he was forced to beg for Hasaviz’s orgasm to give him relief. The slave trainer gave a last thrust and orgasmed deep in the slave’s body.
Once Hasaviz was satisfied, he checked Rak again. “Three solid sutures. Feel free to call on the Ylion to replace the others.” He ignored the blood dripping out of Rak as thoroughly as he ignored his toy’s sobs. Once Rak had licked him clean a second time, Hasaviz observed, “Why didn’t Forael heal you? Didn’t want to waste his power on slave trash like you? Tell me!”
Rak’s attempt to avoid answering was pathetically obvious, and with a slight twist of the control spell, Hasaviz had the slave singing like bird. Rak talked his head off, explaining the dangers of a day-night conflict, and everything Forael had done to heal him. Hasaviz ran his finger up and down the three remaining sutures, playing with them like guitar strings, as he listened. “Hmm, logical, I suppose,” Hasaviz allowed. Then his gaze dropped to Rak’s crotch. “My, my, you are a virile one,” he said, as if surprised by Rak’s reaction to his finger. “Do you want me?”
“Master, your sex slave humbly begs you to honor his craven body with the magnificence of your cock,” Rak begged in the proper Zothian style. 
“Such sweet begging. No wonder Narvain prized you so much.” Hasaviz removed his finger and began to idly trace the whip scars. “Tell me about Jethain as you touch yourself. What does he know of the missing slaves?”
Rak choked back his moan of need as he stroked himself. Self-stimulation did nothing to his slave fires, so there was no point to it, other than to remind him of his master’s power, which was why Hasaviz had commanded it. He enjoyed watching Rak’s fingers playing on his large erection. “Nothing” said Rak. “He does not know where they are running to any more than I do. He did say that your paperwork was perfect.”
“True,” agreed Hasaviz with a smug smile. His hand moved closer to Rak’s crotch, still tracing the scars. “And Jisten? Does the erstwhile Captain know any more?”
“Ix, he knows nothing,” Rak replied with a hint of bitterness. Hasaviz casually moved one of Rak’s hands further down, so Rak fondled his own balls with one hand, and his penis with the other. “He is too busy watching the evil dark servant to notice anything else that is transpiring.” 
“Ah, so you have finally given over lusting after the unobtainable? Wisdom of that sort is becoming in a slave.” Pleased by Rak’s answer, Hasaviz let his’ fingers slide back in to play with the sutures some more. Then he sighed artfully and pouted down at Rak, saying, “Alas, I am too tired for more. I cannot help you.”
“Please, master, I need. Your sex slave burns with desire to know your dominance once more. Please master, fuck your slave hard.” Rak’s unhappy desperation was clear in his voice and posture. 
“Yes, I know you can beg prettily,” growled Hasaviz, “but it doesn’t change the fact that I am a man, and not some subhuman sex slave. I suppose I will just have to find someone to use you. Perhaps the good captain would like a turn. That would allow him to express his opinion of dark servants to you.” Hasaviz stood up and returned to his desk.
When Rak tried to get up, he found himself held down by Hasaviz’s will. The fires surged through him with every beat of his heart, implacable in their demands. He stopped resisting Hasaviz’s magic to focus all of his will on controlling the slave fires. He was only distantly aware of how his body shifted back into a full kneeling posture of submission. A page entered, took a message from Hasaviz, and walked back out.
Hasaviz jerked Rak’s head closer, using his hair as a handhold. Rak winced, but not as much as he should. Hasaviz draped the five tailed whip across his shoulders. “We’re about to have a guest. You will beg him, but not just for sex. Beg him to hurt you, to use this whip. Let him see how you crave pain as well as use. And play with yourself. I like to see your fingers dancing on your little cock.”
Already burning, Rak gasped his agreement. They both looked at the door when the polite knock sounded. Already Rak’s hands were playing with his penis.
“Enter,” Hasaviz called out. He sat down to watch the show.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Six: Jisten Humiliated
 
 
I wonder what the bastard wants now. Jisten pushed open the door to the slave-handler’s office. “You called, Hasaviz?” he asked as he stepped in. Then he saw who else was there. The sight of Rak made his heart clench. The Loftoni was in the nude, kneeling beside the desk, a whip around his neck, covered in bleeding stripes, and touching himself. At least there was a blood amulet dangling from the collar locked on his neck.
Rak’s gaze was locked on the floor. It took an effort, but Jisten controlled not only his shock, but his desire to leap over the desk and put his sword in Hasaviz’s heart. Hasaviz watched him like a hawk, his expression one of clear amusement. The bastard’s enjoying this. Jisten gripped the hilt of his sword and waited, trying not to give the bastard the satisfaction of knowing that he was upset.
“I have a present for you,” Hasaviz purred, gesturing towards Rak with a languid hand.
“Ah,” Jisten thought quickly. “You wish me to arrest him? You have evidence of a crime?”
“I know you like men, Captain Jisten.” Hasaviz smiled as if they were sharing a secret. “After all, you have refused all of my lovely ladies.”
“Actually, no. I’ve never been with a man.” Jisten offered a shrug. “My men would lynch me if they thought that.”
“Here’s your chance to try it out, then.” Hasaviz suggested, and then he addressed Rak. “Ask the Captain nicely, pet.”
For the briefest of moments, Rak’s gaze met his, and it was like staring into the depths of the abyss. Such pain, such longing, such misery, and yet, the faintest spark of desperate hope.
Jisten looked between Rak and Hasaviz. “Let him go.”
“Go? He doesn’t want to go. Tell him, pet.”
Rak stopped playing with himself and gathered the five tailed Zothian whip into his hands. He offered this, handle first, to Jisten. “Please use this on me.”
“S’Rak!” Jisten snatched the whip and flung it aside. “You don’t have to obey this man. We’ll leave together. Don’t fear him.”
Rak stared at the gashes on his hands, left by the barbs of the whip Jisten had snatched away. “I cannot. I must obey. And you must hurt me. Please, I beg you.”
“S’Rak!” Jisten suppressed his start of fear. “No, please. Come with me.” He held out a hand to the naked Loftoni.
“I told you that he doesn’t want to go,” Hasaviz said. “Tell him, pet.”
Rak touched Jisten’s hand with his bloody one. “Hurt me, please. Use me.”
“I can’t hurt you,” Jisten said, still trying to overcome his fear, which was approaching the level of a panic. Through the bond, he could feel Rak’s burning, Rak’s desire. Rak did want to be hurt? Did he want to hurt Rak? Jisten’s blood turned to ice.
“Please?” The dangerous desire increased the more Rak begged. “I want you to hurt me, blood me, use me, make me yours.”
Hasaviz picked up the whip and offered it handle first to the captain. Jisten’s panic increased in the same proportion to Rak’s desire. “I can’t. Just can’t.”
Rak moaned softly at the sight of the whip. It sounded like a moan of lust. “Please, master. I want you to.”
“He must be used and hurt,” Hasaviz said calmly. “Really, Captain, be a man.”
“No, no, no, no, no.” Jisten backed away from Hasaviz. “You are the bastard who hurts slaves. You, not me. I can’t, I won’t.” Jisten backed into the door. He felt the doorknob behind him, turned it and yanked the door open. He couldn’t bear to look at the bleeding Rak. Bleeding from the whip he had yanked from his hands. Overwhelmed by the panic that masked all the other dark emotions roiling through him, Jisten fled.
 
* * * *
 
Rak closed his eyes when Jisten fled, sunk in his own misery. Jisten had agreed with Hasaviz, had called him a slave and refused to use him.
Hasaviz rounded the desk and kicked Rak. “You failed, slave.” He uncoiled his whip and let fly.
Rak turned his back into the whip lashes, ducking his head and furling his wings tight. When Jisten had first walked into the office, Rak had been filled with a wild hope that maybe the captain could rescue him. A fool’s hope, he now knew. The disgust and horror he’d seen in Jisten’s eyes, had felt through the bond, was enough to make him weep. The whipping gave him a chance to vent his inner misery, particularly since Hasaviz enjoyed it when he made noise.
Once Rak had been punished for his failure, Hasaviz mused, “I can’t believe the captain was such a coward. No sense of adventure at all.”
“Please use me, master. Your slave begs you to fuck him hard and made him scream your name from the pleasure of submitting to your dominance and magnificent cock.” Rak begged Hasaviz shamelessly in the hopes that the whipping had sparked the man’s interest. He would rather suffer the slave trainer again than see who else Hasaviz would choose.
“His loss.” Hasaviz looked down at Rak and smiled. “You should be grateful as well, for this has given me time to recover.”
Knowing what the man wanted, Rak kissed and licked Hasaviz’s bare feet as he continued to beg. Rak was glad that that the collar blanked the bond at all but close range. Jisten’s revulsion was far more painful than the whip ever could be.
“I’m sure you would prefer your handsome captain,” Hasaviz said as he unfastened his pants. “Are you going to imagine him as I use you?”
Rak wondered if the slave handler had lost his mind. “No, master. When you use me, there is no room in my thoughts for anyone but you.” Besides, Jisten’s technique is nothing like Hasaviz’s.
Hasaviz was momentarily taken aback. Then he grinned, “I forget how well trained you are. Nothing but the best for Narvain. Do you still dream of him?”
Rak flinched and looked down. “Yes, master,” he whispered. Rak begged some more since Hasaviz was taking his time.
“Yes, you will dream of him as long as you live. Narvain is a talented mage as well as a sadistic bastard.” As Hasaviz entered Rak, he added, “I must remember to leave those last three stitches…”
Rak cried out in pain as Hasaviz entered and widened the tear he had made by rupturing the sutures. But the pain increased his pleasure, in that sick sort of way Narvain had trained him, and Hasaviz knew it.
Having climaxed twice in the recent past, it took Hasaviz a long time to reach orgasm. Rak closed his eyes, trying to cope with the crescendoing waves of pleasure and pain that were merging into an unbearable whole. Hasaviz toyed with him, too, drawing out the experience by varying his technique, until he hit on a combination that had Rak crying out with each thrust.
“You know you love it. You enjoy being the sheath for my sword.” Hasaviz reached down and roughly fondled Rak. “Tell me how much you like it, pet.”
“I love being used by you, master. I am your sex slave. I live for your pleasure,” Rak replied, trying to appease his user quickly with proper Zothian slave manners.
Hasaviz paused and Rak begged, “Please fill me with your seed, master.”
“Sex slave!” crowed Hasaviz as he pumped more of his seed into Rak. Rak’s dependent climax fouled his belly, joining the seed already dried there. The trainer pulled out and thrust himself into Rak’s mouth for cleaning. Once that was done, he kicked Rak away contemptuously. “You can go, slave.”
Rak knew better than to protest. Grateful for even a temporary escape, he grabbed his clothing and darted into the training room, which had its own exit into the servant’s hallway. Hasaviz let him be as he dressed, which wasn’t always the case. Rak exited from the training room into the semiprivate servant’s hallway. He took a deep breath and headed for the garden. He wasn’t up to facing anyone, and his friends were sure to ask questions.
Turning a corner, Rak came to a sudden stop. Jisten was sitting on the floor, shaking, with his back rammed against the wall. The captain was the very last person Rak wanted to see right now, but before he could turn away and make his escape, the captain looked at him and he froze.
Jisten blanched at the sight of him, but in a low voice said, “I hope you are better. You aren’t going to…” He started to tremble again, rubbing his own arms.
Rak looked down, flushed with shame, and studied the scratches on the floor. “I had no choice. Please, forgive me.” Some of the scratches were suggestive of pictures, and Rak concentrated to determine what that picture was. That was better than making eye contact with the man that he’d humiliated himself before.
“I know.” Jisten added in a morose tone, “I’m the one who needs forgiving.”
“You did nothing wrong,” Rak replied. Except leave me there, in pain, and in his control. None of which should surprise me. He took a deep breath, trying to bring his emotions to heel, but they were harder to control than the physical pain. The pain he ignored as totally as he ignored the blood trickling down his fingers and legs.
Jisten drew his knees up to his chest and clutched them. “I should have killed that bastard. I should have said, politics be cursed, and run him through.”
“Next time, remember that,” said Rak in a flat tone. He started to walk past Jisten, hoping to end the painful conversation. But Jisten shot to his feet and blocked his path.
“You’re bleeding. I’m taking you to Forael,” announced the captain.
“Sweet night,” muttered Rak. “Please, have you no mercy?”
“You want to bleed to death?” challenged Jisten.
Rak flinched and dropped his gaze again. “Is it possible to die of shame?” he whispered.
“Come with me,” said Jisten, his voice gentle. He put a hand on Rak’s shoulder, and Rak could feel it tremble. Despite the distress of both men, the contact was soothing. “I’ll have Forael give us both some wine,” Jisten said. “And then we’ll get roaring drunk in my quarters, or yours, if you’d rather. Does Scorth drink?”
Getting drunk sounded like an excellent idea to Rak. He shoved away the mystery of why Jisten was trembling to say, “Ix, he does not. Your quarters.”
“First Forael, then the drinking binge.” Jisten’s smile didn’t look forced and warmth flowed from the man. “Let’s get on with it.”
Rak nodded his acceptance, so Jisten led him to his office and ordered a carriage. While they waited, Jisten gave Rak some rags to soak up the blood and bandaged his hands. Jisten quietly checked Rak’s wings for injuries, smoothing a balm on the welts.
When the carriage was finally brought around, Jisten opened the door with a flourish. Rak glanced at the healthy horses hitched to it before he climbed in. Jisten followed him.
 
* * * *
 
Virien walked into Hasaviz’s office unannounced. The slave master wasn’t training anyone for once, so Virien barred the door. “I am missing a slave. Essina, a scribe.”
“She was captured at the docks,” Hasaviz replied, barely looking up from the papers on his desk. “She had one of the prince’s manumissions on her, and was taken to the usual place.”
“Jethain is the one who reported her missing, but he claims that he didn’t free her.”
“Sir, you know the procedures, and the risks. The paperwork stayed with the capture.” Hasaviz glanced up. “Why do you even care? She’s just a slave girl.”
“She was bred to S’Rak,” Virien said. “She might be pregnant with an heir to the throne.”
“Oh,” replied Hasaviz. “Uhm, she’s been marked for the temple. He was unhappy with the last lot.”
Virien cursed and turned towards the exit. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Seven: Forael’s Office
 
 
Rak shuddered as they crossed the temple boundary, but tolerated the discomfort. Jisten marveled aloud, but quietly enough that only Rak heard him, at how quickly they were escorted to Forael’s office. Rak eyed the junior sun priests, who looked away quickly, although all were clutching sun symbols in their hands.
“I trust that you were let right in?” asked Forael as he opened his office door. His tone was genial, but the glance he cast on his juniors was stern.
“We were,” stated Rak as he allowed Jisten to guide him inside.
“Excellent.” Forael dismissed the juniors and closed the door before returning to his desk. “How can I help you? I assume this is not a social visit?”
“S’Rak is hurt,” explained Jisten. Rak looked away, refusing to answer, and Forael raised an eyebrow. The captain added, “Yes, that type of hurt. He’s bleeding again.”
“What? Again?” Forael sighed. “Dare I ask how?”
“It’s worse than you know,” Jisten said. “Are you familiar with sacred kironi?”
“Not sacred,” muttered Rak stubbornly. “You have a very skewed idea of what is sacred.”
“I have a vested interest in all things sacred,” Forael said. “Perhaps if I knew what you were talking about, I could offer my opinion?”
Rak gave Jisten a look, straightened up as much as he could, and announced, “I am a freak. A pregnant freak.”
“Sacred kironi are Loftoni males that can also bear children,” Jisten explained. “Sacred to all Valers and Loftoni.”
Forael was shrewd. “I take it that this kironi is a part of the Loftoni race? It is normal for them? The way the Gods made them?”
Jisten nodded emphatically. “Yes, exactly. The Gods made them, it is said, to prevent the race from dying out.”
“If the Gods created them, then a kironi cannot be a freak,” said Forael serenely. “Therefore, Jisten’s argument that kironi are sacred carries more weight.”
Jisten didn’t look triumphant, but glanced anxiously at Rak’s face, as if hoping that Rak would accept Forael’s argument. Rak felt resigned. “There is more at issue here than my gender. My life is tied to that of the baby’s sire until the baby is born. The kironi magic requires this.”
“I see,” Forael said. “That doesn’t sound terrible unless one hates the sire.”
“I do hate the sire, I assure you.” Rak shifted and winced from the pain. “It is Murson. And…Ylion, he is a chaos mage.”
Forael’s benign expression fired into one of fury. “A chaos mage? Here? Under my nose? And he raped you!” His white hair stood out, crackling with golden power.
Rak flushed and wished he could shrink into the wooden floor and disappear. “Do nothing,” he pleaded at a whisper, “not until the baby is born. Then we can act.”
The Ylion calmed himself with visible effort. He ran a hand over his crackling hair and it extinguished obediently. “Yes, yes, we cannot harm you,” Forael said. He poured three glasses of wine and mixed morphea into one of them. 
Rak accepted the medicated glass of wine and drank it down without a murmur of complaint. He handed the drained glass back. “Auranz cares what happens to a dark servant? I am not His creature.”
“If He doesn’t, He should.” Forael refilled Rak’s glass and handed it back. “We are all creations of all the Gods.” Muttering curses under his breath, Forael retrieved his healer’s kit while Rak worked on his second glass of wine.
“Thas true,” Rak agreed, slurring his words a little as the drug took effect, sped by the emptiness of Rak’s stomach. “But Aurranz not involved.” Rak blinked rapidly as Forael came back over to him, trying to focus his eyes.
“Yes, and that may be the only reason this country is not blackened ash,” said Forael. The sun priest tugged on Rak’s pants to remove them, careful not to make skin contact. 
Rak dropped the wine glass and went for his sword.
 
* * * *
 
Jisten’s quickness saved them. He grabbed Rak’s wrists in a firm grip. “No, S’Rak. Friend, remember?” Jisten took the sabre from Rak and set it on Forael’s desk. Rak hadn’t resisted him, so Jisten made bold and began to disarm the high priest.
Two short swords came next, and the daggers followed. With three daggers on the desk, Jisten thought he might have gotten all of them, but his hands found one more hard lump, in the small of Rak’s back, which indeed turned out to be a fourth dagger.
The entire time he worked, Jisten spoke soothingly to Rak, keeping the Loftoni calm and focused on him. Jisten couldn’t help but be impressed by the small armory that Rak carried, and he hadn’t even let the man fully arm. Once he’d found the last dagger, Jisten embraced Rak and motioned to Forael. Jisten’s baritone voice captured and held Rak’s attention as the Valer sang the now familiar healing hymn of Si’Yeni. 
As Forael pulled Rak’s pants down, Rak clutched Jisten, grabbing the captain’s tunic in a grip so tight his knuckles were white.
“Friends, remember? Friends.” Jisten stroked Rak’s short hair and resumed singing. Again, Jisten’s feet started to glow golden, and the sunset colors crept up his body. Only once the stars appeared in his black hair did Forael dare to touch his counterpart.
Rak mumbled, “Friend,” against Jisten’s tunic and relaxed a little. Then Forael started his exam, and Rak cried out, clutching Jisten even tighter. Jisten tried to ignore Rak’s other reaction to the probe.
“Scorch the earth!” exclaimed Forael. “Only three sutures left? And the far end is bleeding!” Forael stopped harassing Rak and threaded his needle.
Rak was shaking like a leaf in a gale, and Forael’s words caused him to bury his face against Jisten’s shoulder. Jisten held him, stroking his hair and singing. A small part of Jisten noticed how perfectly Rak fit against him. The dark priest barely topped his shoulder in height, the perfect size, to his mind. He could feel Rak’s forced reaction brushing against his thigh, and discovered that he didn’t mind that, either. In fact, it was making him hot.
“Ready?” asked Forael, resting a hand on Rak’s back in gentle warning.
“Ix!” pleaded Rak, abruptly trying to pull away from Jisten. “Ix!”
Jisten tightened his grip on Rak, refusing to let him go. His singing became strained. “No,” he said quickly in between stanzas, “but get it over with quickly.” He prepared to hold on for dear life.
Forael went back in and Rak thrashed, struggling to escape. With his body held tight, Rak’s wings turned into weapons. Forael ducked the wings, grimly working at his top speed to set the sutures.
“All done!” announced Forael as he ducked again, retreating out of wing range. “A new speed record, I believe.”
Freed from the need to hold Rak in a death grip, Jisten stroked Rak’s wings down to his back. Rak slowly calmed, resting his head on Jisten’s chest, though the tunic was still clenched in his fists.
Once the wings stopped beating, Forael approached once more, but only to pull up Rak’s pants. That done, he asked, “More wine?” Forael drained his own glass without waiting for their reply.
“Maybe later,” said Jisten. He was shaking, too, so much so that it was a wonder that the pair of them hadn’t vibrated right out the window. Forael refilled his glass, and drained it again while Jisten sat down on the couch, pulling Rak with him. Rak didn’t resist, but curled up on Jisten’s lap and buried his face against Jisten’s shoulder again.
Jisten continued to stroke Rak’s wings, trying to relax them. He would get one to furl against Rak’s back, but as soon as he let go, the wing would flare outwards.
“His back muscles are spasming,” guessed Forael, after another failed attempt at furling a wing. “Here, cousin, wine. You look like you need a drink.” Forael forced the glass into one of Rak’s hands, then offered another glass of wine to Jisten. “You look like you need a drink as well.” Forael gave Rak a shrewd look and said, “I’m going out and locking the door. I am the only one with the key. The. Only. One.”
Jisten cupped Rak’s face in both hands. He gently kissed the smaller man. Forael prudently excused himself, only to reappear a few moments later with a basin of hot water and towels. The pair were still lip-locked as he set the washing supplies down and left a second time, locking the door behind him.
The kiss ended, and to buy himself time, Jisten said, “Let me wash the blood off before the water gets cold.”
Rak nodded assent and slid off Jisten's lap. As Jisten inspected the supplies Forael had left, Rak disrobed completely. Jisten turned to Rak and his mouth went dry. He took a shaky breath and dipped the washrag into the soapy water and gently washed the welts on Rak’s body.
“Night flames will heal them,” Rak mumbled.
Jisten’s hands grew even more gentle as he cleaned the backs of Rak’s legs. He knew what Rak wanted of him, what Rak needed, but how could he? Rak was in no condition to bear him. He patted the Loftoni dry and poured them both more wine as another delaying tactic.
Rak accepted the goblet, but he asked, “Must I beg, Captain?”
A faint clink was audible to Jisten’s ears. He patted his pants pocket and then stuck his hand in. He drew out a vial of oil.
“How do you do that?” wondered Rak.
“I don’t know,” Jisten said in bewilderment. He uncorked the vial and tipped it onto his fingers. The oil had a vaguely antiseptic smell.
Jisten slid his oiled fingers down Rak’s spine. He massaged Rak’s buttocks. He had no interest in forced entry. He wanted love, not usage. He was liberal with the oil and thought he knew what to do.
“Please,” whispered Rak. 
Jisten slid an oiled finger into Rak and quickly withdrew it, his hand shaking. “Perhaps you should call night flames first.”
“For what?” Rak surveyed himself.
“These welts, your hands. I did that,” he grieved and took Rak’s palm. “I snatched the whip out like a frightened fool.” He kissed it lightly. “Forgive me.”
Rak glanced down at his hands. He called the flames, but nothing happened. “The flames will have to wait until we are back at the palace, or at least, no longer in the Ylion’s office. They do not want to answer here, in a place sacred to the light, and in the middle of day. As for my hands, there is nothing to forgive, Jisten. What he did to you was cruel, and I place no blame upon you.”
Jisten snorted. “You got hurt because I’m a coward.”
“You are not a coward,” said Rak, but it sounded hollow.
Jisten made a disbelieving noise and ran his hands over Rak’s skin.
Rak’s skin shivered in reaction. “I am so sorry for what he made me say. Please, forgive me. I am weak.”
“Weak? After what you endured?” Jisten shook his head. He tipped more oil onto his fingers and massaged the wing muscles.
Rak’s wings unfurled as the muscles relaxed. “Weak, I am unable to resist his demands.”
 “That is magic,” Jisten said slowly, aware of the fires building in his partner, but not ready to acknowledge them, not yet. He concentrated on the massage, staring at Rak’s back and wings.
“It must be,” said Rak at length, his tone sad and oddly wistful. He leaned into Jisten’s hands.
“S’Rak, is there another way to relieve your fires?” Jisten asked in a low voice. “I’m rather, uhm, large, and you’re hurt.”
“Ix,” said Rak so softly it was almost a whisper. “There is no other way.”
“So, then, what do you want?” Jisten stammered out. He almost said, guess it’s a good thing you like pain.
“I want you,” said Rak. He twisted around and caught one of Jisten’s hands. “Please.”
Jisten pulled Rak’s hand to his lips and kissed it, eyes on Rak. “Don’t beg me. I’m your Valer.”
Rak ducked his gaze for a moment. “I am not worthy of you. If I did not burn so badly, I would not ask.”
“I understand,” Jisten said, feeling defeat, and dropped Rak’s hand. He was mildly surprised at how much Rak’s rejection hurt.
Rak’s hand fell back to his lap and he studied it intently, not looking up. Jisten stroked down Rak’s wings and to his backside.
Rak abruptly lifted his rear up for Jisten, going to all fours. “Please use me,” he said.
Jisten scrabbled back a bit. “S’Rak, please.”
“Blast—” Rak settled back. “Jisten, I need. Please help me.”
Jisten fumbled with the oil vial and dropped it. “Wait, I need to oil myself.” He chased the rolling vial across the floor. He cursed in Valer.
Rak extended a wing and trapped the vial with the end of the longest spar.
Jisten snatched the vial and held it up. “Ha!”
The wing lifted and caressed Jisten as it was retracted.
Jisten held out the vial. “Maybe…you would like to?” he asked, feeling the flush that was creeping up his neck.
Rak took the vial and pushed Jisten onto the cream and gold couch. He undid Jisten’s pants and opened the flap in his shorts. His mouth found Jisten’s package a moment later. Jisten knew he was completely flaccid for once, and Rak worked to rectify that in a very pleasurable manner. Jisten squirmed out of his pants, but was unable to remove his shorts.
Rak’s tongue writhed and caressed and massaged Jisten’s shaft. Once his pants were on the floor, Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. Then Rak’s mouth slid over the head of his cock and Jisten’s hips rolled. “Wait, S’Rak, that’s enough,” he panted.
Rak’s tongue flicked over Jisten’s slit, but he pulled off. “You do not want oral service?”
“This is not about me. It’s about you,” Jisten replied. “What you need. You burn. You shouldn’t wait.” He gently pulled Rak up to his lap. “How about like this?”
 “However you wish it,” Rak said softly, but he looked like he’d been deprived of a treat.
Jisten’s large hands spread Rak’s buttocks as he carefully lifted Rak up and slid him down onto his erection. Rak’s body weight settled him down the lubricated pole rather quickly. Rak’s back arched and he gasped, then pain flashed in his eyes and he moaned.
“I’m sorry! That was too fast! I’m an idiot!” Jisten cried. He supported Rak’s body weight, trying to pull Rak off himself. “You were right the first time. I’m so sorry! You knew the correct position! Why didn’t you tell me??”
“This is fine,” Rak tried to assure him, clamping down and refusing to be lifted. “However you wish to use me is fine, Jisten. I need you in me. Please do not stop.” He worked himself on the massive pole, pushing himself deeper. Another gasp escaped him. Jisten could feel both Rak’s pain and his excitement and pleasure.
Jisten continued to support Rak’s body weight, fighting with the Loftoni’s working on him. “S’Rak, you’re hurting yourself. Careful.” Then his own hips pumped in response to the incredible pleasure.
“Jisten, for night’s sake, just use me!” cried Rak, frustrated. He slipped into Zafirin unthinkingly, “I beg you to fuck me hard. Make me yours. Please!”
“Don’t beg!” Jisten was shocked at Rak’s blunt words. He knew more than enough Zafirin to understand exactly what Rak had said. The captain crushed Rak’s lips against his and he started a rhythmic pounding.
Rak thrust himself against Jisten in time to the Valer’s pounding. His tongue slid into Jisten’s mouth. Jisten shifted Rak beneath him. His penetration became deeper.
Rak’s internal muscles massaged Jisten as he lifted his legs up to deepen the penetration even further. Neither Rak nor Jisten noticed the blood flowing as they lost themselves in the world of pleasure.
The continued pain, and Rak’s enjoyment of it, ate at Jisten. As much as Jisten gave, Rak wanted more. As deep as Jisten went, Rak wanted more. As hard as Jisten pounded, Rak wanted more.
Rak held Jisten close and enjoyed everything the Valer gave him, content in his Valer’s lovemaking, and unaware of his lover’s inner turmoil.
Jisten found that he was surrounded by wings that softly flapped over him, their velvety surfaces alternately covering him and exposing him. The wings echoed his rhythm and helped to bring him home.
Jisten groaned to a climax and clutched Rak to him as the Loftoni cried out, arching against Jisten as he orgasmed in turn.
Jisten rolled to his side, acutely aware that he was on top of the smaller man. But he refused to let Rak go, holding him close. Rak cuddled with him contentedly. The morphea, combined with the recent exertions and stresses, caused Rak to nod off quickly.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Eight: Of Pain and Blood
 
 
Jisten sat on the couch, his feet propped on the low table. Rak was curled up on the couch, head pillowed on Jisten’s firm thigh, asleep. Jisten looked out the window, which from that angle framed a tree against the blue sky. He stroked Rak’s wings against his body. He stroked each spar, then caressed the wing membranes, then stroked the wing flat against Rak’s back again. He repeated this over and over, soothing himself far more than the sleeping man.
Some slight change in the tension of Rak’s body told Jisten that the priest was awake, so he asked, “How do you feel?”
Rak stretched, causing his wings to snap open and quiver for a moment before furling once more. “I hurt,” he whispered. He looked up at Jisten without moving from his position.
“I had to call Forael while you slept,” Jisten admitted, “You were bleeding.” He continued his gentle stroking of Rak’s wings, as he stared out of the window and refused to make eye contact with Rak.
“Captain?” Rak asked softly. A silence filled the air as Jisten tried, and failed, to come up with a suitable response to his Loftoni. Finally, Rak spoke again, “I am sorry.”
“It was my fault,” Jisten told him at length. “I treated you no better than that sewer rat Hueltar. Forael said, the far suture won’t hold under these conditions, and applied a poultice.”
“Stop blaming yourself for things you did not do and have no control over,” replied Rak. “I was the one who could not wait.” Rak sat up and tried again to make eye contact with him. 
“I did plenty,” Jisten said, without looking away from the window. “Deeper, faster, harder.”
“I enjoyed it. You did nothing I did not want.”
Jisten set his jaw at Rak’s first statement. “That’s what worries me. What happens when I begin to enjoy your pain, too?”
“You are not that type of man,” said Rak.
“You don’t know that,” Jisten said. “You don’t know me. You only know what I let you see.”
Rak stood up with an exasperated sound. “I think I know you better than that. I needed, and you helped me. I am grateful for that help. I am always happy to be with you. Even if it hurts.”
“Only because you enjoy pain,” Jisten said with regret, finally looking in Rak’s general direction, if not precisely at him. “Look at your hands. I bloodied your hands by cowardice. Did you enjoy that pain? Did you enjoy me leaving you there at Hasaviz’s mercy?”
Rak stared at his hands. “I did enjoy the pain, Jisten, and Hasaviz knows me all too well. I am sorry. I have told you before, I am weak. Very weak. I like the abuse my users give me. I enjoy the pain.”
“And you enjoy me as well.” Jisten stood. “I know all I need to know.” He strode out, long legs eating the distance. As he walked, he transformed back into his stony guard persona.
 
* * * *
 
Rak wondered why he felt like he’d just been kicked in the gut. Hasaviz would surely laugh to see this. With a slowness born of pain, the type that had to be endured rather than enjoyed, he dressed himself.
As he struggled with the stubbornly uncooperative cloth, he pondered Jisten’s words and actions. He realized that while having his wings stroked had felt very good, Jisten’s posture, and his words, spoke of regret. Even the usual solace that emanated from the captain had been in turmoil. He decided that he couldn’t read anything into Jisten’s stroking of his wings, because all the Valers were attracted to wings, and Jisten doubly so. The captain could no more avoid stroking his wings than Rak could avoid stroking a horse. So the stroking had been reflexive, not a sign of caring or of love.
 
* * * *
 
Vel was the only member of the palace guard at the tavern this afternoon. He saw Jisten and waved the captain over. “Heya, Capt’n. Looks like the Pint’s been overrun by traders.” The tables were full of chattering traders.
Jisten looked at the occupied tables glumly. “Scorched shame.” He sat across from Vel and slouched down.
“Have an ale,” said Vel, pushing the pitcher over. “You don’t look happy, sir.”
Jisten turned over one of the waiting tankards and filled it full. He took a long pull before he said, “It’s obvious? I’m slipping.”
“It must be pretty bad if you’re showin’ signs of it,” agreed Vel. “Need an ear? You know I don’t talk.” Vel sipped at his ale and waited, keeping his expression sympathetic.
Jisten put the tankard to his lips and regarded Vel a moment before uplifting the tankard. He was a long time drinking. When he set the tankard down, it sounded almost empty. “True, you’re a quiet one.”
Vel refilled Jisten’s tankard. “Doesn’t do to spill secrets I’m entrusted with. So I don’t. Ever.”
“Aw, what’s it matter. Not like I’ll ever have anyone again.”
Vel raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been with someone, sir? The rumors be true?”
Jisten shrugged and drank again. “Yeah, first time, last time. I’m a bastard, Vel. Best I go back to the way I was.”
“He left you?” Vel was surprised. “After the way he’s been panting after you? And you’re no bastard, you’re a decent type. I know that. You never stood for what the old captain let us do, and we’re a better guard for it.”
“Nah,” Jisten’s tongue loosened with the rapid intake of ale. “I left him. Better that way. I hurt ‘im ‘nd he liked it!“ Jisten tipped his head back and drained the tankard. He righted himself and tried to refill it. The pitcher was empty.
Vel hid his elation. If Jisten had dumped Rak, that meant the sex slave was available. He scrambled to think up ways to keep it that way. He signaled the server for a refill. The man deftly refilled the two tankards and the pitcher. Vel flipped him a few coins, which the server caught in midair before moving on to help another table.
“Of course he liked it, sir,” said Vel carefully. “Look, Capt’n, I been to Chloi. Sex slaves, they all like pain. Pain and sex, it’s all the same to them. They’re trained to like it just like they’re trained to please. There’s no love involved, just brute animal lust.”
“Bleedin’,” Jisten said in a loud drunk whisper. “I did that to ‘im. Tol’ you I was a bastard.”
“I’m sure he really liked that, too. Blood means ya did a good job dominating him. Sex slaves like that. He has to have the pain anyhow. Just like he has to have his fires relieved. He doesn’t care who does it.”
“Well, I care.” Jisten slammed down his tankard. “Not me. Not gonna be me. Not gonna be no monster.”
“Of course not,” agreed Vel. “You’re a good, decent man. Not your fault a sex slave seduced you. They can’t help themselves, you know. Once they’re burning, they’ll turn their wiles on any nearby man. And if you’re the only one there, Gods help you.”
“So…anyone will do?” Jisten turned bleary grey eyes on Vel.
“There’s no choice in it for them. They’ll do whatever they have to in order to survive,” said Vel, trying to let his captain down gently. “Anyone will do once the fires are involved.”
Jisten stared down into his tankard. “Well…good. No problem for ‘im then.” He drank it dry.
Vel refilled the tankard. “It’s hard to tell you stuff like this, Capt’n. You’re such a good man, you deserve so much better. I’m so very sorry you had to go through that.”
“Naw, don’t deserve no one.” Jisten drank again. “Nickname’s back!” He raised his tankard to the uncaring tavern audience.
Vel paused a beat, then said, “You could collar him. You should collar him. If you don’t, he’ll just go seduce some other poor, unsuspecting victim.”
Jisten slammed the tankard down. “No!” Fury cleared his eyes. “Don’t. Ever. Say. That.”
Vel raised his hands appeasingly. “Okay, sorry, Capt’n. Didn’t mean to offend. I guess I can see your point. Not like he has any choice in what he does. Must suck, to have to be raped over and over.”
“Wha?” All the color drained out of Jisten’s face.
“You think he wants it? Really? I bet if it weren’t for his fires he’d be a hermit.”
“Sun scorch it.” Jisten stared at Vel with shocked grey eyes.
Vel gave Jisten what he hoped was a sympathetic, almost pitying look. “What? You’re blaming yourself? Don’t be absurd. You were just there, y’know? If it hadn’t been you, it would’ve been someone else.”
Jisten refilled his tankard. “Ain’t ‘nough ale ‘n th’ world.”
Vel drained his tankard. “You should eat, too.” He was cautiously pleased. Odds were, the captain would never give Rak the time of day again.
“Naw, never could eat when mad,” Jisten said.
 
* * * *
 
Rak crept along the corridor towards the doors. Walking quickly, he had discovered, was impossible. “You will follow me,” Murson ordered, intercepting Rak at a crossways. “You will open your female parts so that I may use them.” His reedy tenor voice carried and several people looked over in question.
Rak flushed and said in a low voice, “Do your vows mean nothing to you? Are you so secure in your place that you dare speak openly of this? Must I remind you that discretion is part of the requirement to use me?”
“You are such a freak that I need not fear you,” Murson sneered, but his voice was much softer. “But come quickly.”
“I will do as you command.”
Murson swept off, leading Rak to his private chambers. As a senior priest, Murson had more than a single cell to call his own. The first room was a living area and study, lined with shelves, a comfortable couch and a pair of stuffed chairs on one end, and a golden oak desk under the window. Two open doors showed a small prayer room on one side, and a bedroom on the other. All the creamy marble walls Rak could see had the usual gilded sun carvings on them.
The shelves were full of rolled scrolls and hideous porcelain knick-knacks. Rak stared at the menagerie of slave and animal figurines, most with strangely oversized heads. 
“Open your female parts, slave,” commanded Murson.
Rak tore his gaze from the figurines and pulled his tunic up. “Only you can open me now. The magic protects your baby. Not even I can open it, not until your son is born.”
Murson’s bony fingers clutched at Rak’s belly. The opening gaped when his fingers probed there. “Freak,” Murson sniffed. “Go lie down on the couch.”
Rak obeyed silently. The opening closed as soon as Murson was no longer in physical contact with him. From the shelf, the large-headed figurines stared down at Rak in silent disapproval. Murson laid aside his robes on a stand. Rak studied the ceiling. Someone had painted an ornate sun sigil on it, and surrounded it with flying gryphons and pegasi. Rak pulled his tunic up once more and prayed Murson wouldn’t want more. 
The robes no longer hindering him, Murson was clothed only in a thin cream shift. His bony chest and legs were clearly visible. He didn’t wear Koilathan shorts and his shriveled manhood flapped pathetically.
Rak tried not to stare. He did manage to keep any trace of amusement from his face. Murson pushed his package at Rak’s face. “Prepare me.”
Knowing that refusal would bear a heavy price, Rak kissed the shriveled cock and pendulous balls, then licked them thoroughly, paying particular attention to the man’s member. It responded to his ministrations by growing larger and thankfully, firmer. Once Murson was entirely erect, Rak lapped at his scrotum until the sun priest pulled away.
Bony fingers dug into his belly and Rak winced, but the opening gaped immediately, pink and ready. Murson practically fell on top of him and shoved in. Rak stiffened in protest, even as he gasped in helpless pleasure. Even as he hated his user, and himself, the kironi magic rewarded him for the usage.
Murson felt the pleasure, too. He grinned down at Rak as he pumped away. “So much better than a woman. How fitting you should bear sons for me. For I am above you as the sun is above the moon, as the day is above the night, as a master is above the slave, and as a man is above a woman. Divine law makes you my inferior in every way. This is the ultimate proof of my superiority and your place at my feet. If the Ylion had not forbidden the keeping of slaves, you would already wear my collar and warm my bed at night.”
Rak kept his mouth shut as Murson rambled on, except for the quiet moans of pleasure he couldn’t muffle despite his best attempts. His body was fully responsive to his use no matter how he felt about the user, and the kironi magic was stronger by far than the Riverlands sex magic. Eventually the old sun priest climaxed with a shudder and a hoarse shout. Rak could feel his body absorb the seed, and the corresponding strengthening of the kironi magic that tied him to the man.
Murson relaxed atop him in the aftermath, almost dozing. Rak held himself in check, wishing the man would pull out of his opening. He did not dare try to shift himself to encourage this. The smell of old man was almost overpowering but his fires were raging with implacable need. Old or not, he wanted Murson badly. 
“Master,” he whispered, even as Murson drooled on his shoulder. “I need. Please use me.”
The old sun priest gurgled something, then repeated, “I just did.”
“Ix, master. That does not relieve the slave fires.” Rak strove for a polite tone.
“Oh, the other way,” Murson grunted and rolled to the side. “It’s not as pleasurable as your freak opening.”
“Forgive me, master.” Rak pulled his tunic down unthinkingly. He was still fully dressed.
“Well, get me up,” Murson grumbled and swatted Rak’s rear. “And strip, slave. Next time you attend me, you will come in your slave tunic.”
Rak slipped off the couch, quickly removed his clothing, and knelt before the man. His tongue caressed the shriveled shaft.
“Still inferior,” Murson whined.
Rak’s tongue swept the man’s balls into his mouth and he sucked on them for several minutes, until the man’s cock stirred. Then he released the balls and slid the shaft between his lips. He caressed Murson’s sac with a hand as he worked on the man’s pole.
Rak sucked on Murson’s cock with a will well after it grew hard. He pulled off once he felt there was no danger of Murson losing the erection, and said, “Please, master, I need you to use me,” and received a clout on the head for his trouble.
“Hasaviz did say something about you needing me to use you,” Murson said, more to himself. He turned Rak around and pushed his face to the floor as he thrust in.
Rak cried out in pain, but pushed back to seat the thick cock in him more fully.
“Much inferior,” Murson said in his reedy voice. He sneezed all over Rak’s back. “Why do I have to work so hard? Pleasure me!”
Rak thrust himself on Murson, hips working to pleasure the sun priest. He could feel the strain on the sutures.
“At least your wings are of the sun,” Murson wrenched one of the appendages.
Rak’s back arched in protest and he whined. “Please be gentle, master. They are fragile!”
Murson snorted, then sneezed again. “They are tough membranes! Not beautiful feathers!” He pulled to demonstrate.
Rak cried out in pain, but his body didn’t falter in its action as he worked himself on Murson’s cock. Murson gripped both wings by the bases and used them as handles to pull Rak against him. The pain caused Rak to reach a false climax, and he could sense Murson absorbing the magical power that spilled off him.
It took Murson a long time to climax a second time. Rak couldn’t contain his own pleasure, again fully shared with Murson, along with the power the pain had engendered. His seed spattered on the wood floor a second time.
“Disgusting. Clean that up!” Murson pulled out. “Wait, clean me first.”
Rak obeyed, his tongue swiftly licking Murson clean before he bent to the floor to erase the mess he’d made.
“Now I must rest from what you’ve put me through.” Murson gathered his robes about himself and lay on the bed.
“May I leave, master?” asked Rak once he’d pulled his pants back up.
Murson snored loudly. Rak sighed and settled down to wait. He tried to touch the golden leather collar on his neck and scorched his fingers in the process. The golden carillon sounded the hour before sunset and Murson awoke with a start. Rak knelt, keeping his gaze downcast.
Murson pounced on Rak, pushing him onto all fours as he thrust in. Gripping Rak by the back of the collar, his balls slapped against Rak as he urgently pounded Rak’s tunnel. He grunted as he spurted his seed into Rak, filling Rak with golden fire, pain, and an increased need. Rak was astonished as he realized that he hadn’t climaxed in Murson’s wake. Then he was afraid, for his fires were unrelieved, and Murson was pulling out.
“Please,” Rak choked out. “Use me, I need. I burn.”
“You burn no more than you deserve, slave. You’ll just have to go beg someone else to help you. Go on, get out of here! I have rites! Holy rites.” Murson kicked Rak as he scurried out.
“Please remove my collar,” asked Rak, but Murson was already gone and he’d been ordered to leave. He dressed himself, then wrapped his cloak around him as best he could to conceal the collar, and slunk out.
 
* * * *
 
Rak slunk all the way into his bedroom before removing the cloak.
Tebber took the cloak to hang up, then paused. “S’Rak?”
Rak looked up, trying to hide his misery. “Ai? Tebber, are you okay?” He remembered that Essina was missing.
“What is around your neck?”
“Murson’s collar. I cannot touch it. It permits him to touch me…never mind, I am sure you do not need it spelled out.”
Tebber gently took it off. “I’ll give it to the Ylion. He’ll make short work of it.”
“Thank you, Tebber.” Rak touched his bare neck and sighed.
The golden leather disappeared into Tebber’s pocket while café appeared in Tebber’s hand. “For you.”
Rak accepted the café. “Thank you, Tebber. You are a true friend. How are you holding up? I know she is gone, but I am sure she is alive.”
“You are? How?” Tebber’s face lit with joy.
“I could not say, precisely. But I am certain of it. She lives.”
“Oh, thank you, sir.” The young servant enveloped the priest in a bear hug.
Rak set the empty mug aside. “Tebber,” he said quietly, “I burn. Please…” He broke off and walked into the chapel. He went to his knees before the altar and started to chant in a low voice.
 
* * * *
 
Tebber followed him. “Sir, I’ve sworn to serve you in every way you need. And you need to be screwed.” He didn’t wait for Rak’s answer, his hands were already on the priest, pulling his pants down. 
“Ai, Tebber. Please use me.” Rak went to all fours, facing away from Tebber as he lifted his exposed rear. 
Tebber stroked the firm buttocks as he positioned himself. With a quick motion, he thrust himself into Rak, first grunting as he forced his head past the anal ring, then groaning as the warm velvet of Rak’s body enveloped him. He gripped Rak’s waist, set a solid rhythm, and raised his eyes to the disc of the God that seemed to float above the altar. He wondered what Zotien thought about him taking the God’s high priest in the God’s own chapel, but decided it didn’t matter. Rak needed a man, and with Essina gone, he had no partner. He realized that using Rak answered his own need for human contact as much as it answered Rak’s need for relief. 
As he pumped, he played out fantasies of control in his mind, all involving Rak as his personal body slave. Rak’s body, working in counterpoint to his own, and the massage of Rak’s internal muscles, gave rich fuel to his daydreams. It was easy to pretend he was rich and powerful and that Rak was his sex slave, bound to serve his every desire. He wondered if he could make a version of that true, in the here and now, for the priest was very submissive, once sex was in the offing.
He climaxed powerfully, and as deeply inside the priest as his cock could reach. Beneath him, Rak cried out, and the priest’s dependent orgasm spattered seed on the floor. He held himself there until he began to soften. Then he pulled out, and commanded, “Clean me,” unsure if Rak would obey him, but hoping the priest would accept his dominance.
Tebber gasped in pleasure when Rak turned and set his tongue to licking the fluids off his cock. He looked down and saw the pink tongue flicking out and caressing him, then sliding back into the mouth, only to return and stroke him again. The two stimulations combined, and he came erect once more. He pushed himself at Rak’s mouth urgently, and the priest’s lips parted and slid over his head.
He moaned as the priest tongued his slit while the lips stroked the sensitive skin. The gentle suction was the perfect amount of additional sensation. Tebber reached down and gripped Rak’s balls, giving them a gentle squeeze. The priest pushed his mouth over Tebber’s cock, and he gasped at the intense pleasure of Rak’s massaging tongue and sucking mouth. His hips rolled, and his free hand came to rest on Rak’s head, pushing the priest into his crotch. 
He let go of Rak’s balls when the stimulation became almost too much, and holding Rak’s head in both hands, he pounded the priest’s throat to completion. He pulled back at the last moment, shooting his load into Rak’s open mouth. As he gasped for air, recovering from the activity, he watched the priest roll the seed on his tongue before swallowing it. Then Rak’s tongue flicked out to clean the last few drops off Tebber’s cock. Groaning with enjoyment, Tebber rubbed himself dry on Rak’s face and short, soft hair. Then he stood up, fixed his pants, and bowed. “Enjoy your prayers, sir.” He walked out with a jaunty step.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Nine: The Sunny Boy
 
 
Dåktåra Atålio, Tålyssa Fångari
10th day, 2nd week, Telyssa’s moon
 
It was two hours past sunset, halfway through what the Koialthans called First Watch, when Rak exited the chapel and headed out of the palace. He went to the Sunny Boy, hoping Yonaph would be there. The luthier had always shown a willingness to help him. Tebber had meant well, and he’d enjoyed the servant’s dominance, but he still burned.
Yonaph didn’t look at all surprised to see Rak. He signaled the barkeep. “My usual room.”
The barkeep held up the collar and nodded at Rak significantly.
Yonaph took the collar. “Willing?” he asked.
“I am willing to be bound by you,” replied Rak.
Yonaph snapped the collar on and clipped the leash. He turned and walked to the stairs. Rak picked up the man’s large, heavy woodworker’s case, and the lute case that had rested beside it, and followed him. 
Once in the room, Yonaph unclipped the leash “Strip.”
Rak set the cases down by the door, then pulled his clothing off and stacked it in the corner with his boots and weaponry.
“Dance,” Yonaph said. “Show me your artistry.”
“Can you play, master? It is so much better with music.” 
“Aye, I can play at that. Need to keep the fingers nimble. Bring me the lute.” 
Rak cracked the lute case open and carefully picked up the instrument. He carried it to Yonaph reverently, kneeling before the man as he offered it to his hands.
Yonaph accepted the lute, smiled down at Rak, then turned his attention to tuning the instrument.
Rak stretched slowly, preparing himself for the effort. Yonaph strummed a slow song to Rak’s stretching. Rak turned the stretch into a dance that matched the beat. Yonaph segued into a faster tune. Rak’s dance morphed into a much more erotic piece. Rak managed to forget his pain and misery while he danced.
Yonaph changed his melody to an erotic piece as well, but kept the same rhythm. Yonaph ended the song on a fading note. Rak ended his dance back at Yonaph’s feet.
Yonaph undid his pants. “Lick.”
Rak’s tongue quickly found Yonaph’s erect manhood. Yonaph stroked Rak’s short hair. Rak’s lips slid around the shaft without being asked to move on.
“Yes, you are a masterpiece,” Yonaph murmured.
Rak’s head bobbed as he sucked.
“Balls, too,” Yonaph reproved.
Rak pulled off and his tongue immediately caressed his balls. He stroked Yonaph’s pole with two fingers while his tongue and mouth were occupied with the man’s sac.
“Artistry,” Yonaph moaned. “Back on me, quickly now!”
Rak shifted so that his hand stroked the balls and his mouth slid back over the shaft.
Yonaph climaxed. Rak swallowed his seed as quickly as the man pumped it out. It required several swallows. Then Rak licked everything once more, even taking a moment to bath Yonaph’s rear opening.
“Turn around,” Yonaph ordered.
Rak turned as requested, quivering with anticipation. Yonaph parted Rak’s buttocks and slid in, well lubricated. He held Rak’s hips and literally moved the smaller man back and forth. Rak moaned in pleasure, trying to work himself even though Yonaph had clearly taken charge. His internal muscles massaged Yonaph.
“Steady, masterpiece, steady,” Yonaph said.
Rak steadied himself. Yonaph had never left him wanting. He relaxed and allowed Yonaph to take full control.
“I know what you want. I’ll give it to you when I decide, masterpiece.” Yonaph slid Rak back and forth and back and forth, deepening the thrusts.
“Yes, master,” replied Rak and cried out in pleasure as the thrusts deepened.
Once Yonaph bottomed out he increased the pace. Rak’s wings rubbed against him. This time, Yonaph roared when he climaxed and slammed Rak down.
Rak’s cry echoed his in intensity and volume, but not in pitch. The Loftoni had a much higher voice. Yonaph withdrew. “You made master dirty! Bad! Bad!” He smacked Rak’s rear with an open palm. Lots of sting, but no damage. “Get on the bed!”
Rak quickly went to the bed. “Please, master, let me clean you,” he offered.
“Lie down,” Yonaph ordered.
Rak complied, laying belly down on the bed.
“No, turn over.” Yonaph then knelt and loomed over Rak. “Now clean the artist, masterpiece.”
Rak rolled onto his back and lifted his head to Yonaph’s dangling package. His tongue slowly swept over the cock and balls.
“That’s better. You must keep the master and artist clean, mustn’t you?” Yonaph stroked Rak’s hair. “You want to be played, yes, masterpiece? Make masterpiece a lute?”
“Yes, master,” agreed Rak between licks. He seemed to be enjoying the work.
Yonaph got up when Rak had finished his cleaning. He fastened Rak’s leash to the headboard, and when Rak offered his wrists for binding, each wrist was bound to the posts of the bed. He retrieved his woodworking box and rummaged in it.
Yonaph took a large triangle of inlaid wood out of the case. He bound one ankle to one end of the triangle and one ankle to the other. The top of the triangle sported a chain. Yonaph stood on the bed in order to hook the end of the chain onto the hook that dangled from the ceiling.
Rak’s pelvis was lifted up, and his legs were held suspended and open.
Yonaph slid off the bed and padded back to his toolbox, which always made Rak shiver with delight. Yonaph pulled out what looked like a lute string with a furry loop on the end. He inspected it, then pulled out two more that were identical.
Rak shifted on the bed, his position slightly uncomfortable and his erection throbbing with impatience.
With hands that had the calluses from fine woodworking, Yonaph threaded the fuzzy loop down Rak’s shaft. He tightened it expertly. Not enough to cut off circulation, but to that exquisite point of pleasure-pain. Then he pulled it taut and tied it to the triangle.
Rak moaned in happiness. Yonaph was a master at giving him what he needed, and having his cock bound to the wooden triangle was exquisitely pleasurable for him.
Next Yonaph took the second string. He separated Rak’s balls in his sac and used the fuzzy loop to tie it just right. A second string joined its mate tied to the triangle.
Rak squirmed now, groaning in pleasure-pain. His hips lifted up a little when Yonaph tied each line, so that if he rested his full weight on his bound ankles, his package would get a sharp tug.
Yonaph repeated the procedure with the remaining ball, and now three lute strings stretched taunt from the triangle. Yonaph strummed them. Rak cried out in exquisite ecstasy.
He grasped Rak’s hips, his thumbs on each side of Rak’s hole. Rak pushed against his hands, setting the triangle into motion. He cried out again, panting in lust. Yonaph thrust himself in, ever so slowly. He put his thumbs now on the strings. “Now little dancer, you see how you can make music?”
Rak shivered with delight, rocking himself against Yonaph, eyes locked on the man’s thumbs. “Yes, master. Make music with me!” They alternated their rhythm, the strings of different lengths and widths vibrating to their bodies.
“You are my living lute,” Yonaph said. His thumbs plucked an intricate arpeggio that caused Rak to sing with pleasure.
Rak vowed to make his faulty memory remember this for Tyll. Yonaph’s thrusts caused the triangle to sway, which caused Rak even more pleasure-pain.
Without pulling out, Yonaph added another pair of lute strings, one from each nipple ring. This enabled him to play a more complex melody, which caused Rak to orgasm twice during his playing.
The false climaxes didn’t slow Yonaph’s own steady, metronome-like thrusts, but he couldn’t miss the pearls of white fluid that appeared on Rak’s nipples. The luthier’s fingers flicked one of the pearls and he put it to his mouth. He looked down at Rak quizzically. Still thrusting in time, Yonaph said, “Tell me. Or I stop.”
Filled with embarrassment to the point that he wished he could sink into the bedding and disappear from view, Rak nevertheless whispered, “I was a slave in Zoth, master. My master milked me regularly.” He still thought his own odd milk production had more to do with that than with his gender. If it were just gender, he should only milk after having a baby, not on demand. Narvain had given Rak many potions of his own devising, and Rak suspected his lactation was from one of them.
“There are always rumors of male sex slaves being forced to give milk. I never expected to see it, masterpiece.” Yonaph closed his eyes. The intricate music, and his thrusts, sped to a conclusion.
Rak sang out his pleasure as he ground against the man, enjoying the powerful usage.
Yonaph climaxed, drawing the strings tight. Rak cried out even more loudly than the norm as he followed Yonaph to orgasm, and another pair of pearls formed on his nipples.
“Now, I desire two things,” Yonaph said. He unhooked the triangle and lowered Rak’s pelvis. He expertly undid the lute strings. “You will dance for me where I wish. And I will drink from you.”
“Yes, master,” said Rak. He regarded Yonaph with a respect bordering on devotion.
Yonaph unchained Rak, then stood and gestured for him to dance. Rak danced once more, and as sexily as he knew how. This was no sword dance, but a seduction dance. Varkaris had taught those, too, and they had saved his dancers from countless whippings.
Yonaph stepped closer to Rak. He steadily herded Rak into the corner, not touching, but letting Rak feel his maleness, smell his scent and his breath. Rak came erect again very quickly. And then he did the touching, using his wings and hands to stroke Yonaph, all part and parcel of his seductive dance.
Yonaph’s hands traveled up and down Rak’s front, but he was careful not to interfere with the dance. He tweaked Rak’s nipples until they were wet. Rak moaned softly as the nipples were pinched and pulled into production. It didn’t take much in the state Rak was in. He arched his back, lifting his nipples towards the man.
Yonaph lifted up the shorter man and pressed him against the wall. He impaled him on his cock, lifting one of Rak’s legs over his shoulder. He bent his head and suckled Rak’s nipple. Rak gripped Yonaph’s strong upper arms for support as he writhed in pleasure. His wings beat against the wall.
Yonaph hammered Rak, sucking steadily while Rak’s other leg curled around Yonaph’s waist. He used the leverage provided by the wall to pump against Yonaph, increasing the pleasure for them both.
Yonaph had to come off Rak’s nipple to gasp for air. Rak switched legs, raising the other to Yonaph’s shoulder, and the one that had been elevated slid down to Yonaph’s waist, so that Yonaph could reach his other nipple. The man’s mouth fastened to his fresh nipple and sucked the sweet fluid out.
Yonaph put his arms around Rak for his orgasm and held Rak until he softened and slipped out. He set Rak down, and sighed in appreciation as the smaller man’s tongue licked him clean with gentle thoroughness. He stroked Rak’s short hair as the man’s mouth continued to worship his genitals for far longer than required. He grew hard under Rak’s skillful tongue and guided himself into Rak’s mouth. His hips rolled as Rak pleasured him.
Eventually he took over and gripped Rak’s head as he pounded the slave’s throat. His grunt sounded surprised when his seed spurted down Rak’s throat. The greedy little slave sucked it all down without spilling a drop. Yonaph stepped back, well satisfied. “Very good, masterpiece, and enough for one night.” He unlocked the collar and turned to pack everything up.
Yonaph was about to pack up the triangle when Rak stopped him. “How much for this marvelous instrument? My bard would love to play me as his lute.”
“It is custom made for you, dancer. See the inlaid amber? It matches what you bought for your bard.” Yonaph traced the intricate work. Rak stroked it. “How about I buy it from you, but you hold it until I go home, or my bard joins me here?”
Yonaph inclined his head. “Agreed. A piece like this should not go unused. Price?”
“Seventy gold nomi.”
“I was right to trust you,” Yonaph said. “I bought the amber not knowing.” He carefully wrapped the piece. “This, next time, or the clips? I don’t want you to grow bored.”
“That again.” Rak smiled. “Please?”
“A craftsman enjoys when his work is appreciated.”
“You are a master at your craft,” said Rak. “And I thank you humbly.” He dressed himself carefully, wincing at the resumption of pain. Perhaps he should have asked for gentler sex, but night, it had been glorious. But now it was time for the midnight rite. He headed back to the palace, and was grateful to discover that he was the first one to arrive in the chapel. He knelt and resumed his prayers.
When Tebber entered, supporting Jethain, it appeared to the servant that Rak hadn’t left the chapel all evening. Jisten was nowhere in evidence, and when the rite was over, Rak gave the remaining liturgical wine to Tebber to give to Jethain once the prince was back in his own bed. He told Jethain he did not feel well and desired nothing more than to meditate before the altar. His brother accepted that without question.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Ten: Resignation
 
 
Harday, the 40th of Evphormon
 
Jisten entered Jethain’s office, dressed in a patched tan tunic and pants. He held his crisp, neatly folded dress uniform. His officer’s saber nestled in the formal leather and brass sheath atop the green and gold jacket.
Jethain studied the crude knot Jisten had tied his hair into. He could tell how internally troubled the captain was by how little care his hair had received, and Jethain had never seen it look worse. He set aside his pen and paper and said, “I’ve never seen you out of uniform other than the all too rare rest day since you were commissioned.”
“It’s been the most important thing that I’ve ever owned,” said Jisten without looking up from the jacket’s gold embroidery.
“Then why aren’t you in your uniform?”
Jisten set the folded jacket and sword precisely in the center of Jethain’s desk, still unable to meet Jethain’s eyes. “Because I no longer deserve to wear it. I’m offering my resignation.”
Jethain considered the perfectly folded uniform. “Don’t deserve to wear it? If you don’t deserve that uniform, no one does.” He switched his gaze to his friend. “How can you think that you don’t deserve it? What happened?”
Jisten reached out a hand to touch the sword one last time and said, “It doesn’t matter. It’s enough that I know I don’t deserve this.”
“It does matter, Jisten,” replied Jethain, voice intense. “You’re the best captain we’ve ever had. Is this about your match with Hueltar? The king supports you on that already.”
Jisten looked up briefly before he resumed staring at the sword. “Not about Hueltar. Please don’t make me elaborate. Take my word, your Highness.”
Taken aback by the misery he’d seen in the captain’s eyes, Jethain said, “I can’t accept your resignation. You haven’t given me a reason. And besides, Captain, you’re my only friend. I don’t want to lose you without knowing why.”
Jisten gathered himself for the supreme challenge of telling his friend, and commander, what had happened. “I took advantage of one helpless. Sexual advantage.” He leaned against the fireplace, head hanging.
“You? Jisten the Pure? I don’t believe it!” Jethain sat straight up in surprise.
Jisten pressed his eyes into his forearm that was against the wall. “Believe it.”
“Who? I must know. There are forms—”
“Forms? You would have me fill out forms? Let me resign.”
“No, I’ll fill out the forms. Oh, never mind.” Jethain tried to suppress his growing sense of frustration. “Jisten, please. Tell me who?”
Once more, silence reigned. But this time, the stalemate was ended by a third party. Two knocks sounded on the door and Tebber slipped in without waiting for an invitation. The servant appeared frazzled, tired, and worried, a far cry from his usual polished appearance. “Your Highness,” he said, but then he noticed the uniform on the desk and the captain hanging off the fireplace. His mouth closed with a snap. Jisten studiously looked away, refusing to meet Tebber’s inquiring gaze.
“This is a private meeting,” Jethain said quietly. “But I know you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important, so, please, tell me what’s wrong.”
Tebber tore his gaze away from Jisten and looked at the prince. “I’m worried about S’Rak. He’s upset about something. He won’t talk to me. He didn’t sleep and won’t eat. He spent the entire night before the altar, and now things are even worse. He’s been in the stable all morning when he should be resting. I was hoping maybe you would talk to him?”
“See, my prince? Accept my resignation,” interjected Jisten.
“Why? You’ve done nothing wrong that I can see.” Jethain rubbed his forehead. “My Captain, trying to resign, my brother, trying to work himself to death…”
“Captain? You’re resigning?” Tebber’s eyes resembled saucers.
Tebber’s innocent look snapped something inside Jisten. “Your brother isn’t working himself to death. I abused him to the point of needing a healer! Ask Forael! Accept my resignation or throw me in the gaol!”
“You abused him?” Jethain shook his head. “Tebber, please ask Araken to join us. I want to hear his side of this mess. Be insistent, use my name.”
Tebber dashed out. Jisten resumed leaning against the fireplace and stared at his command sword. Jethain sat down and glumly stared at the ledger he had been studying. The wait seemed endless, but it wasn’t more than a quarter of an hour before Rak walked into the office. “You needed me, Jethain?” His bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes had the unfocused quality of someone on morphea.
“Captain Jisten brought a very serious charge against himself. I need your testimony.” Jethain shuffled through the papers on his desk. He selected one and took up his pen.
Rak stared at the uniform and sword on Jethain’s desk. When Jethain fell silent, he glanced at Jisten. The captain avoided his gaze. Rak closed his eyes for a moment before he turned an expressionless slave’s mask to Jethain. “On what matter?”
“Captain Jisten offered his resignation. He has accused himself of sexual abuse, involving you.” Jethain outlined what Jisten had said and concluded, “I need your testimony now.”
“Abuse?” Rak looked baffled. “Did we have completely different days?”
“Apparently. Tell me about yours,” said Jethain shrewdly.
Rak paled, and his gaze locked on the opposite wall. “I was hurt, bleeding. Captain Jisten came. Somehow, he knew I needed help. He came and he took me to Forael for healing. I would not have gone otherwise.”
“I think the high priest in your brother is too forgiving,” said Jisten by way of protest. “Speak as Jethain’s brother, not as a high priest, S’Rak. You owe me nothing. No, you owe me revenge. Take it.” Jisten took the sword from the desk and offered it to Rak, hilt first. “I raped you. You had no choice.”
“You saved my life. Twice.” Rak ignored the sword. His gaze remained locked on the wall. “Forael had to replace two sutures.”
“My fault!” claimed Jisten.
“Hasaviz’s fault. He ruptured both before you came. He rather delighted in it. And I burned very badly after that. You helped me. I was willing.”
“Only because you didn’t want to die.”
Jethain examined each of the men in turn. Prudently not asking why Rak had sutures there in the first place, he asked, “Do you support or deny Jisten’s accusations?”
“I deny. Captain Jisten acted properly, and with honor. He saved my life twice. I am grateful for his actions.”
While Jisten stammered a denial, Jethain went back to his desk. He picked up Jisten’s uniform and sword.
“The charges are dropped.” Jethain shoved the jacket and sword at Jisten so hard that if he hadn’t taken them, he would have lost his balance. “Your resignation is not accepted. You did not do anything wrong, but acted with honor and bravery. You should speak further with my brother. In private.” He shut the door behind him.
 
* * * *
 
Jisten laid his uniform and sword on a nearby chair and walked over to Rak. He said simply, “Forgive me.” Emotions from regret to misery rolled off of him, all perfectly detectable to Rak through their bond. “I forced you to the point of blood and injury, whether you admit it or not.”
“There is nothing to forgive. I needed, and you helped me. Thank you.” Part of Rak wanted to reach out to Jisten in the hope that the captain had changed his mind. But that part was overruled by the rest of him. He couldn’t take any more pain or rejection. Rak backed up. “I should go. I will not get in your way, Captain.” He fled the room.
 
* * * *
 
With a heavy heart, Jisten let him go. He trudged back to his quarters. Before he got there, Sedrael ran up, a worn and filthy message rider at his side. “Sir, Arkev Township is under attack by Lythadi raiders.”
Joy leaped in Jisten’s heart. A good fight would take his mind off matters, and maybe he’d get in the way of a stray arrow, too. “Assemble the men in the stables. We ride out in half an hour.”
 
* * * * 
 
Grooming an equine was meditation for Rak. The simple act of brushing dust out of hide put the priest into a trance-like state. Rak leaned against Vyld, inhaling his musky odor as well as the myriad scents of dust, straw, hay, and horse that permeated the stable.
Under Rak’s hands, the black coat shone with blue highlights as the priest continued brushing long past the point where most men would stop. Vyld finally shoved Rak with his nose to break the Loftoni’s trance. The avtappi had been with Rak long enough to know that nothing more subtle would work when the priest was in this state. He let his rider know that he was hungry.
Rak could hear the heavy tread of a man in boots approaching while he was putting the grooming brushes back on the shelf. “So you’re the reason our Captain almost resigned,” grated Lieutenant Kordri’s voice from behind him.
“Apparently.” Rak turned towards the front of the stall. Kordri’s face was a study in stony anger. Reacting to the man’s tone, Vyld’s ears went back, his red eyes glowed, and he snorted smoke. “It was his idea, not mine. I did my best to stop it,” Rak said.
“What did I tell you about hurting our Captain?” Kordri spared a glance at the avtappi and didn’t come any closer.
Rak stepped out of Vyld’s stall and made sure it was latched. He mentally told the stallion to stay. “Captain Jisten is a good man. It was never my intention to hurt him.”
Kordri snorted in disbelief. “Was it fun playing with the nice virgin? You used him and left him but didn’t think that would hurt him? Are you daft or just lying?”
“I did not use him,” Rak replied in a flat tone of voice. “And I am not permitted to lie.” He walked towards the storage room where the grain bins were kept. 
Kordri followed him and a grim smile lit the man’s face as he slid the tack room door closed. “Don’t play the victim, dark one,” he sneered. “Jisten opened his heart to you and you spit on it.”
“Lieutenant, he left me, not the other way around. I gave myself to him, and he spurned me. He was properly disgusted by what I am. I do not blame him in the least.”
In a burst of rage, Kordri’s fists flew as he shouted, “He did not! You lie! You don’t know him! I’ve known him for years! How dare you hurt him, you foul demon!” His famous right hook smashed into Rak’s cheek and sent the smaller man sprawling. 
Rak made no effort to defend himself, nor any sound as he took the blow to the face. His wings snapped open as he fell, but Rak was falling backwards, so they did nothing to soften the landing.
“He was a gullible virgin who thought you were worth ripping out a piece of his soul! His commission meant everything to him! Everything, until you came along!” Kordri emphasized his points with kicks to Rak’s torso until the priest finally scrambled back up to his feet.
“Ai, it is all my fault,” said Rak. He let Kordri rant because he agreed with the man. 
“You evil, perverted bastard! You keep away from the Capt’n!” Kordri’s next blow staggered him back into the metal-lined grain bins. Rak barely caught himself, hurting his hands on the rough wooden boxes. 
Rak straightened up, lifted his chin, and stared Kordri down. “Are you done?”
Bharis, who must have heard the commotion, entered the storage room in time to block Kordri’s next blow. “Off with ye. Ye made your point. Yer wrong. The high priest’s been hurt, and if ye can’t see that yer a bigger oaf than a draft horse.” He nodded to the stable staff gathering around in the aisle. “Now go. Yer outnumbered.”
Kordri stalked off, brushing past the stableboys without even slowing, his back still rigid with anger.
Rak winced as he prodded the growing bruise on his face with a finger. He gathered the food for his avtappi and poured it out into their mangers. That done, he went back into Vyld’s stall and leaned against the stallion. Before long, he heard more voices, angry voices, the voices of Jisten’s friends. He slipped out of the stable, grieving the loss of the one place he’d felt at home, and returned to the dreary prison of his suite.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Eleven: A Fate Worse Than Death
 
 
Essina shivered and hugged herself. The rapid changes in her fortune had left her rattled, but this place chilled her to the core. Cold grey walls surrounded her, exuding an air of menace as the shadows danced across them. Rude, suggestive glyphs would appear at random, fill with blood, and fade back into grey stone.
Essina had avoided the blood and fluids dripping off the walls. Only a fool would touch them. The shadows had hissed at her, taunted her, and even threatened her. But she had figured out that they couldn’t touch her. She stood stock still in the center of the room. “Shut up!” she snapped to the hissing voices. “You’re annoying me.”
“A bold one, aren’t you,” said a cold voice. “My Queen will be pleased.”
“Who are you?” Essina asked. She turned towards him, but remained where she was, neither approaching nor backing up.
“Who I am is not important.” Dienok approached her. He stopped very close, too close, and inhaled her scent.
“I’m a free woman and I carry a prince’s child. Let me go and I will intercede with Prince Jethain to spare your life.”
“I care not about your prince, he cannot touch me. My Queen protects me.” Dienok splayed his fingers over her flat belly. “Ahh, yes.” He stepped behind her.
“So you can see I tell the truth,” Essina said, hiding her surprise at the confirmation of something she had barely started to suspect. “A queen would be interested in a prince.”
“Do you want to meet my Queen?” Dienok asked, his lips brushing the nape of her neck.
Essina had spent too many years as a slave to jerk free. “Will she recognize that I carry a prince?”
“Oh, yes. My Queen will be very interested in the high priest’s child.” Dienok laughed, a cold laugh that shivered the spine.
“How did you know that he was a high priest?” Essina asked, a grue clawing up her backbone. 
Dienok’s hand caressed the belly. “I know.”
“Are you of the House of Night as well?” Essina asked.
“My Queen was once of that House,” Dienok replied.
“Once?” Essina’s insides turned to ice. As an assistant to the Librarian, and a scribe, she was widely read, and knew the story. She steeled herself and said, “So she would want a baby of the high priest of Zotien.” She had to buy time for herself—and the baby—to escape.
Dienok pushed against the small of her back to get her moving. “Be grateful, girl, that what is growing inside you is so valuable. Otherwise you would be dead already.”
Essina walked carefully. She touched no wall, no shadow.
Dienok kept a grip on her and led her through the chaos temple. He took her into the nave, right up to the crystal altar. “Your fate, should you displease me.”
Essina stared at the altar. Praying to Auranz was useless, Essina knew, but Si’Yeni? That had potential. The two Goddesses were said to hate each other with a passion that shook the cosmos. And given whose child she carried, she decided that praying to Zotien wouldn’t be amiss, either.
Dienok steered her around the altar. There was a small opening at the back of the sacred space, and he forced her through it. She pressed her arms across her torso to keep from touching the doorway or walls. A bench made of human skulls was almost lost amidst the shelving and table made of a variety of human bones that also filled the space.
“Nice decorating,” she said. Her bravado was ruined by the quaver in her voice.
“Ah, yes. The furniture in here is older than I am. But it is quite beautiful.” Dienok sounded almost human. Evil, but human.
“It must be an acquired taste,” she replied.
Dienok turned her down another hall, then down a flight of stairs. Through three or four doorways, two lefts and three right turns, and up a different staircase. The shadows seemed to be following them, flickering in and out. Abruptly they were in a larger room, set up with simple, comfortable furniture.
The bed was of an average size, wide enough for two to sleep on comfortably, or one luxuriously. The linens were yellowed with age, and threadbare. There was no quilt. There were two sofas with crazy, mismatched coverings of randomly sized and colored pieces of leather, all in shades of brown. There were woven rugs on the floor and faded tapestries on the walls. It was almost homey, except for the whispering shadows playing in the corners. Dienok let go of her. She walked to the middle of the room. It was always the safest place.
“This room is safe,” Dienok told her. “Nothing in here will harm you, so long as you please me.” Dienok pointed to the room’s other door. “Bathroom is there. You will keep yourself clean, groomed, and available for me. You may call me Dienok.”
The words had barely registered in Essina’s mind when he was gone. He didn’t walk out, either. He simply vanished, there one moment and gone the next. She closed her eyes against the wave of terror threatening to engulf her. She was alive. That was the important thing.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Twelve: Yearning for Jisten
 
 
Protåra Liigo, Traåspo Fångari
1st day, 1st week, Traespo’s moon
 
As the day faded towards evening, Rak began to pace and fret. He wondered if perhaps he had misinterpreted the captain’s actions. The man had tried to resign over Rak, sacrificing what everyone said was his life due to his treatment of Rak. He cursed his wayward heart, but it stubbornly refused to stop loving the Valer. As the sun westered, he walked to Valer Square because he was too sore to ride. The Valers, Jisten’s people, welcomed him. They didn’t know what had happened in Forael’s office and Rak didn’t enlighten them. He conducted the Fall of Night ritual for them on the tail end of Si’Yeni’s sunset rite, and he took pleasure in their enjoyment of the conjoined rites.
Afterwards, he refused their offers of dinner, and stubbornly headed for the tavern, despite his reservations. He already had a black eye, thanks to Kordri. Night flames weren’t specific as to what they healed and Rak couldn’t direct them to the black eye only, and forbid them Murson’s injuries.
The Full Pint was the Palace Guard’s hangout and he knew his reception there would not be good. But the tavern was the best place to have any chance at seeing Jisten ever again on a private, non-duty basis.
Rak entered the tavern. The faces that turned to him ranged from blank to stony, from cold to angry. Jisten was not there. Rak picked Sedrael out of the crowd and headed that way, trying to ignore the looks.
Sed was blank faced and his arm was draped around Kal, who didn’t look happy at all to see Rak.
“May I join you?” asked Rak quietly.
“No, in every sense of the word,” Kal said and Sed shook him slightly.
“Wanna drink, get a drink,” Sed told Rak. “Not much else here for ya.”
Rak winced at the stinging rejection. “I want to speak to Jisten. Is he here?”
“Don’ help men who hurt Cap’n,” Sed took a swig of ale. “Ain’t gonna help ya hurt him further.” A lot of heads nodded.
“All of you think that I hurt him?” Rak wouldn’t let it drop. “He is the one who did not want me.”
“Yeah, sure, that’s why he tried to resign,” Kal sneered. Angry murmurs began.
Rak sensed the palpable anger around him. He turned without a word and headed for the door. He would go back to the palace and wait for Jisten there. A part of his mind whispered that he should go to the Sun Temple and find Murson, but he studiously ignored that suggestion.
The guards formed a semicircle around Rak. He took a step back, hand dropping to the hilt of his sabre.
“You’re a sex slave and you dared cry victim against our captain? Forcing him to resign?”
“What, was he not up to your perverted tastes?”
“I did no such thing,” said Rak. “I defended him to the prince.”
Hands grabbed him from behind, pinning his arms so he couldn’t retaliate. “Filthy sex slave!” shouted Naclin as he punched Rak in the gut hard enough to double Rak over, gasping for breath. Blows rained down on his back, his wings, and his sides, until he was staggering, barely able to stand. With the blows came insults as the guards expressed their anger towards him. Rak vaguely noticed the remarks were divided into hatred of him for hurting Jisten and hatred of him for what he was.
“Cap’n worth twenty of you!”
“Sex slave got no right to be so uppity!”
“Tear up our Cap’n will you?”
“Take your filth back where you came from!”
“Ruining virgins and guilting them your idea of fun?”
“We oughta collar you and chain you in a back room. All you’re good for, sex slave!”
That last shouted comment drew gasps, a sudden silence, and a pause in which Rak jerked himself free of the hands holding him. He drew his short swords. “Let me leave,” he hissed at Kordri, appealing to the one he saw as the leader in this.
“You want to leave, leave. No one will draw against you.” Kordri raised his voice. “You’ve seen him fight! I don’t want a room full of corpses. Let him pass!”
The men opened up a narrow path for him, the door to the stable. Rak took the opening, but he remained on edge. Wary, ready for further attack. He was bumped and pushed, but there was no steel, no obscene pats, no overt punches. Rak grit his teeth and endured. He didn’t retaliate against the shoves any more than he had against their fists, but it was tempting. But then, their outrage is not misplaced, is it? They loved their Captain who was fair and protected them. Rak had sullied something that was pure. No wonder Jisten had rejected him in the aftermath. And his men were infuriated. Jisten deserved their loyalty.
Rak took a deep breath of cold night air flowing in through the open stable doors. Koilatha was so strange. Their spring was colder than winter in Okyro. No guard followed him into the stable, but there was a figure leaning against the tackroom door.
 
* * * *
 
The prince listened to Jisten’s report of mud, mud, and more mud, but not a Lythadi hoof-print to be seen. Jisten was still muddy himself.
“So no Lythadi raiders?” asked Jethain. “Then who was attacking that village? Rabbits?”
“No attack at all, just adolescents playing war games and an overly excitable villager. We spoke to the miscreants.” Jisten shrugged and grinned wryly.
Jethain chuckled and said, “I’m sure you did.”
“Where is S’Rak?” Jisten asked, peering around Jethain’s quarters. “Have you seen him lately? Uhm, not that it’s any of my business.”
“I have not seen him since this morning,” said Jethain. “He’s probably conducting rites, or doing some other priestly thing.”
“For that long? The sunset rite only takes half an hour and the midnight rites only take an hour and it isn’t time for any House of Night rite now.” Jisten rattled this off with amazing speed.
“Did the two of you sort out your differences?”
Jisten scratched his head at Jethain’s question and a clump of dried mud fell from his hair. “What’s to sort out? He hates me and I don’t blame him.”
“I don’t think he hates you,” said Jethain, ignoring the mud. “That wasn’t the impression he gave me.”
“I left an impression on him all right,” Jisten’s tired face drew into even more depressed lines. “May I go?”
“Certainly. Dismissed, Captain.” Jethain’s tone was concerned but Jisten ignored it.
Jisten trudged to Rak’s quarters. He could talk to Tebber. He just wanted to make sure that Rak was okay. He had a horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. He saw Tebber walking out of the suite with a worried expression on his face.
“Tebber, just a moment. Please, tell me, where is S’Rak? Is he all right?” Jisten couldn’t tell the young man that “something didn’t feel right.” That would just sound crazy.
“Sir, I haven’t seen him since this morning.” Tebber’s worried look intensified. “Lord Scorth is also gone somewhere.”
“But not together?”
“I don’t know,” wailed Tebber. “I wasn’t here. I went to visit your mom like you said I should. But Lord Scorth often leaves, sometimes overnight.”
Jisten put a comforting arm around Tebber. “I’ll search outside the palace. You ask around the palace servants. You do that best.”
Tebber drooped with relief. “If I see him, sir, I’ll let him know you stopped by to speak to him.”
Jisten strode through the palace quickly, ignoring the dirty looks his disheveled, mud-spattered appearance generated. His muddy boots still clicked on the marble floor. S’Rak isn’t in the palace. He feels farther away. Maybe the tavern.
At the stable, Zala was out of her stall, lounging in the aisle fully tacked. She whickered to him in what sounded like a greeting. He patted her, wondering why Rak had left her saddled, then turned to select a fresh horse. Zala shoved him with her nose. “Do they hang avtappi thieves like we do horse thieves?” Jisten asked her.
Zala blew smoke at him. She gripped his jacket in her teeth and pulled him towards her saddle. “Well, if I have your permission,” Jisten said. He swung easily into her saddle and patted her again. For a moment, he enjoyed inhaling her scent, different from that of a horse, although the leather tack smelled the same. “I’m looking for your high priest, girl. Have you seen him lately?”
Zala went straight to an easy, rolling trot as she sent a series of images. Rak grooming them. Kordri. A fight. Rak leaving. Jisten noticed that her mane was braided with bright blue ribbon. She approached the palace gates and paused, waiting for direction from her rider.
“Which way? He didn’t take Vyld,” Jisten fretted.
Zala hung her head. She hadn’t followed Rak out of the stable.
Jisten stroked her neck. “Don’t worry, we’ll find him. Somehow.”
Zala sniffed the ground. She imaged Rak and walked, nose to the ground. Jisten urged her and no one challenged the captain leaving the palace grounds on a sniffing demon horse.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen: Velpaer
 
 
Lounging against the tackroom door, Velpaer smiled at Rak. “Leaving so soon?” He’d hoped for this, having watched Rak enter the tavern, and knowing what Rak’s reception in there would be like.
“I am not stupid enough to remain in a room full of enemies,” said Rak.
“I don’t agree with them.” Vel jerked his head toward the tavern. He pushed off the door and casually approached Rak. He didn’t touch the smaller man, but came very close, so close that Rak could feel his breath. “They’re blinded by loyalty to the captain. I’m not.”
Rak had stopped walking to speak to him, and now his look was appraising.
Velpaer whispered into Rak’s ear, “I can see you’re in need. Why suffer?” He reached out and touched Rak in an intimate place, then smiled as he felt Rak react to his touch. Rak trembled under Vel’s hand, his need naked in his eyes. Velpaer pressed the advantage. “None of them will help you now. Our pure, virginal Captain’s been hurt and they all blame you. I don’t blame you. In fact, I’ll help you.”
Velpaer continued to fondle Rak as he pushed Rak away from the doors, into an empty stall. “I just want some fun and you need the help.” He’d been on the expedition to Chloi, but he had done far more than just collect stories. Looted gold had provided him with an education into the pleasures of sex slaves. Velpaer had learned a way that he could make anyone burn, so long as he was touching them.
Vel concentrated, casting the simple burn spell he’d learned a second time, which would greatly increase the severity of the slave fires. Rak gasped, then whimpered in need, pressing himself against Vel’s hand. “Please,” he whispered.
Vel squeezed Rak gently. His other hand undid the laces of Rak’s cotton trousers until he was able to reach in and stroke the silk covering Rak’s package. Rak acceded to the man’s intrusion by spreading his legs apart and leaning against the wall.
Vel pulled the front of the wrap away with a hint of impatience and caressed the erect cock before reaching down to cup and squeeze the balls. Rak shamelessly rubbed himself against Vel’s hand, hips rolling as he tried to express the fires which had to burn at a fever pitch. Vel was sure that Rak was entirely unaware of their surroundings now, focused as he was on what Vel was doing to his genitals, and the agonizing demands of the slave fires.
Vel wasn’t unaware, however, and he knew they couldn’t stay there, in the well frequented stable. Although there was a certain charm to the idea of using the beast tender in a place reserved for animals, he had a friend waiting for him in the back alley. His fingers curled around Rak’s cock and he tugged. The slender man followed him, and Vel noticed that Rak made no effort to remove the hand using his penis as a leash. Vel led him into the alley behind the tavern, guiding him towards the stacks of delivery crates along the back wall beside the kitchen entrance.
Vel positioned Rak before one of the crates and tugged his pants and wrap down to his knees. Then he lifted the priest and set him atop the wooden cube. He roughly fondled Rak’s cock and balls again before he turned his attention to the boots.
“What are you doing?” asked Rak.
“I want you naked,” said Vel seriously. “Don’t you want to be naked for me? Don’t you want to please me with your beauty?” As he spoke, his hand slid up and down Rak’s shaft, stimulating the velvety soft skin.
“Ai, I want to please you,” said Rak, lust and need glazing his eyes again. He didn’t resist as Vel stripped his bottom half. The guard tried to remove Rak’s tunic, but he’d never dealt with wings before. He ended up cutting it off with his dagger, but at last Rak was fully bare.
Vel pulled the Loftoni off the crate and into a powerful one-armed embrace. His tongue stabbed into Rak’s yielding mouth as his free hand kneaded the priest’s sac. Rak melted against him, hips gyrating as he humped himself against Vel’s strong body. Vel let go and stepped back a half pace. “Present yourself for inspection,” he said in Zafirin.
Vel was pleased to see that Rak was too far gone in both slave fires and submission to question. He simply obeyed, crossing his wrists behind his neck and spreading his legs shoulder-width apart. Vel murmured, “Very good,” causing Rak to glow with the praise, then stroked the lithe, colorful body.
Another man walked into the alley from the other side and surveyed them. Vel put a restraining hand on Rak’s cock. “He’s a friend. He wants to enjoy you, too.” He squeezed Rak’s pole to take the priest’s mind off matters again. 
 
* * * *
 
“Here he is, Tesasn,” said Vel. “Just like I told you. Beautiful, and very underappreciated by the morons inside.” He stepped back to allow his friend to inspect Rak closely.
“They are morons,” Tesasn stroked down Rak’s torso and tweaked his nipple rings. “You are a masterpiece of a sex slave.”
“Not a slave,” Rak choked out.
“No? Still a work of art, still fully potioned, yes?” Tesasn felt and prodded and inserted his finger up Rak.
Rak gasped and lifted onto his toes at the penetration. But a moment later, coming back down, he pushed himself onto the finger until the man’s knuckles were grazing his cheeks. Tesasn withdrew his finger and Rak whimpered in frustration, but not for long. Four large, male hands played with him, rubbing, stroking, tugging and squeezing. Rak moaned from the pleasure of it, consumed in need and not thinking. His nipple and scrotal rings were quickly found and tweaked.
When Tesasn gave his nipples a hard twist, Rak’s back arched, pressing him against Velpaer, who was behind him now. Something large and hard pressed against Rak, but didn’t enter. “Do you want this?” asked Velpaer.
Rak pushed back against the cock he so desperately wanted, but the man moved with him, denying him what he needed. “Please,” whispered Rak.
“Beg me.” Velpaer’s shaft thrust between Rak’s legs, the head rubbing against his sac, the thickness of it hot against his inner thighs.
The shattered remnants of his pride and dignity caused Rak to hesitate. “I am free.”
“If you want me, you will beg for it.” Velpaer ground himself against Rak’s backside, pumping between Rak’s legs and setting the smaller man’s scrotum swinging from the impacts. Tesasn caught the sac in his hand and played with it, tugging on the scrotal ring with one hand as the other continued to play with Rak’s cock.
The intense stimulation increased the already raging fires. “I beg you to use me,” whimpered Rak, when he could take no more. He choked back a sob of self-pity. Hasaviz was right. He was nothing but a sex slave, and the sooner he accepted that, the better.
Tesasn let go of Rak’s cock and balls and grabbed his head. He pushed Rak down to face his bared, erect cock. “Pleasure me, slave.”
Velpaer continued to dry hump himself against Rak. “Obey him,” he said. “You know you want it.”
Submissive to their sexual will, Rak’s long, facile tongue emerged and he thoroughly licked Tesasn’s cock and balls. His lips slid over the head and he sucked on it as his tongue flicked the slit. He slid the shaft into his mouth.
Tesasn stroked his hair. “There’s a good slave. Your mouth and tongue feel very nice.”
Velpear wasn’t in any hurry. He and Tesasn weren’t the ones who’d be collared if they were caught. He waited, amused by the way Rak tried to entice him by swaying his rear like an exotic dancer. When it seemed to him that Tesasn was getting close, Velpaer oiled himself and thrust into Rak, all the way to the base of his cock. Velpaer gripped Rak’s waist for added stability as he used Rak with a rapid, hard stroke.
Tesasn grunted as he climaxed in Rak’s mouth. “Suck it up, slave. Suck up every drop.” He grinned as Rak swallowed his seed. Rak’s tongue caressed his shaft as he searched for anything he’d missed. Tesasn pulled his member up and said, “Suck them, slave.” Rak obediently sucked the man’s balls, causing him great pleasure. Tesasn let go of his cock, which grew hard once more as it rubbed against Rak’s face.
Velpaer thrust in as deeply as he could and pulled Rak back towards him at the same time. He held this position as he pumped his seed into Rak’s body. Rak climaxed in turn, his seed spattering unnoticed on the ground beneath them. Velpaer waited until Rak unclenched, then he pulled out slowly.
Tesasn and Velpaer turned Rak around. Tesasn was already ready for more, so he impaled Rak on the head of his cock immediately. Rak moaned in pleasure, and Velpaer glanced towards the mouth of the alley.
“Gag him, quick,” said Tesasn with a laugh. Velpaer chuckled and directed Rak to his limp pole. “Clean me, slave.”
Tesasn shifted, forcing his shaft more deeply into Rak, but he waited until Rak started to lick Velpaer’s manhood like he’d been ordered. Then, and only then, did Tesasn begin his long, deep, slow strokes, sinking to the base of his shaft, then pulling almost all the way out, over and over. Rak’s tongue caused Velpaer’s cock to grow hard again, so Velpaer said, “Pleasure me, slave.” He gasped softly as Rak sucked on him.
Tesasn started the second round of orgasms, too, laughing as he filled Rak with his seed. Rak’s body clenched at his own release, which hit the stones of the alley once more. Then Velpaer sighed and shot another load into Rak’s mouth. Velpaer held Rak’s head in position until he felt himself soften and retreat.
As quickly as a striking hawk, Tesasn slapped a collar on Rak’s neck and said, “Legal capture, public display of sexual submission.”
Rak tried to pull away from him, calling his power, and the collar flared with power in turn, blocking him. “It’s a slaver’s capture collar,” Tesasn told him. “You won’t be able to use your powers until I take it off you, which won’t be until you’re sold at auction.”
Velpaer stroked the now panicked Loftoni’s head, and said, “That collar looks nice on you.”
 
* * * *
 
Zala stopped before the tavern doors. “Brilliant girl,” Jisten approved. Walking in, he saw the usual crowd. He zeroed in on Sed and Kal.
Sed handed him a tankard. “Ya look tired.”
Jisten sat at the table. He leaned close to Sed. “I’m looking for S’Rak. Seen him?” He took a long pull from the tankard.
“He stopped by,” said Kal, indifferently.
Jisten stopped drinking and set down the tankard. “What?” Then grief flashed over his features. “Who did he leave with?” He stared at the ale before drinking it again.
“No un, an’ good thing. What he did ta ya,” Sed shook his head. “Weren’t right.”
Jisten slammed down the tankard. “What?! What sort of ridiculous rumor is going around now?”
Kal replied, “He used you, he left you, he told the prince you’d taken advantage of him and tried to get you fired, or worse.”
“That’s insane! And completely opposite of what happened!” Jisten caught himself as his voice rose. He thought of Rak’s comment, did we have completely different days?
“Deny that he hurt you,” said Kal. “Look at yourself. You’re a mess. And it’s all his fault.”
Jisten looked at himself. “Oh, that’s from the patrol and besides—” He looked around and hunched slightly. “I hurt him.” He withdrew into himself. “It was horrible. I even blooded him.”
Everyone nearby snorted in disbelief. “Capt’n, we know better. We know you. You’d never hurt anyone.”
“I thought I knew myself,” Jisten said. He saw everyone looking at him and felt like a hunted animal. “But I’m not the injured party, he is. Please, tell me, where did he go?”
“He left,” said Kordri. “He wasn’t welcome here. Still isn’t.”
Jisten stood up and went toe to toe with Kordri. “We’ll discuss this later. I need to find S’Rak.” His stomach was twisting worse and worse and now pain was building in his head.
“Try the sewer main,” said Kordri and turned away.
Jisten grabbed Kordri’s shoulder, whirled him around and punched him. Then he dropped a blood amulet on the man as he writhed on the floor. “Never speak of S’Rak that way. Any of you!”
Everyone else gaped. The captain had just punched the lieutenant! “No, sir!” echoed around the room.
“The envoy is a high priest, and an honorable man. He left his country, his home, to come here. He sacrificed everything and this is how we treat him?” Jisten’s voice dropped, “He’s worth a thousand of me. Now excuse me, I have to find him.”
“Maybe he shoulda thought about that before he hurt ya, Capt’n,” whispered an anonymous voice.
Jisten snorted but stalked out. Zala nuzzled him affectionately. “We both love the high priest. Keep sniffing, Zala. He left here. Let’s find where he went.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen: Rescued
 
 
The slaver tugged on the chain leash, knocking Rak off balance. He pulled a garment from his satchel and put it on Rak, a slave tunic that was just long enough to meet the requirements of the decency laws, but thin enough that nothing was left to the onlooker’s imagination.
“Vel, bind his wrists.” Tesasn tossed a pair of manacles to the guard.
Rak felt warm liquid spray onto his wings. He turned his head to see a foot of steel protruding from Tesasn’s back and an enraged Jisten behind him. Vel dropped the manacles and ran like the abyss was opening up to swallow him.
Rak spat in his wake and lunged for his sabre. Vel was saved by his speed and that Rak was hampered by the chain attached to the slavers collar, still clutched in the dead man’s hand.
“Run, coward! You’ve no place in the guard!” Jisten screamed after the retreating back. “I’ll kill you if you show your face in the palace ever again!”
Rak ignored all the blood and went to his knees. He felt oddly off-balance, nauseated, and weak in ways that felt unlike the effects of morphea. He pried Tesasn’s fingers off the chain.
Jisten knelt beside Rak, but kept his sword at the ready. “S’Rak, are you hurt?”
Rak laughed bitterly in answer. Between Murson, Kordri, the guards in the tavern, and the rough usage he was sure he didn’t have any unbruised areas. Then he realized that the captain couldn’t see his injuries, between the darkness of the night and the coating of his last user’s blood.
Jisten felt Rak’s pulse. Apparently satisfied, he snagged Rak’s clothing. “Here, S’Rak, you’re still in danger should another slaver or anyone wishing coin see us.”
“Why bother?”
“What?” Jisten looked stunned, holding out Rak’s mangled clothes like an offering. “What did you say?”
“If this is all I am good for, why not just leave me here?”
“You are an envoy, a high priest of Zotien,” Jisten said gently. “Please, don’t let what I’ve done, what these Koilathans have done, taint your view of yourself. Please, S’Rak, let’s go, before the flies come.”
Rak gave up fighting Jisten for now. It was so much easier to just obey and not think. Rak looked down at his shredded tunic. It was probably past repair, but he wrapped it around the blood-soaked slave tunic. Jisten stood guard while Rak dressed, facing the opening of the alley, sword drawn. Rak rearmed, which made him feel better. He threw his cloak over his shoulders, which partially concealed the collar on his neck. Then he stepped over the corpse.
Jisten carelessly tossed a blood amulet on the corpse. “I have to alert the City Watch to take care of that. A dead body is more than an amulet can handle for long. What happened, S’Rak?”
“I was not welcome in the tavern,” said Rak flatly. “Vel was waiting and then all I could think about was how bad the fires were. He did something.”
“He must have, to make you so reckless,” Jisten said with grim loyalty. “Hold a moment, please.” He went around the corner and stuck his head in the tavern. Rak heard his muffled orders. Jisten stepped back and said, “Quickly, come with me before the guards come out.”
Rak was touched by Jisten’s odd loyalty. Zala was at the mouth of the alley and Rak gave her a pat. “I will walk,” he murmured. Riding hurt too much, and he was already bleeding there again.
“Zala, can you carry both of us?” Jisten asked. The mare whuffled agreement. “S’Rak, let me hold you on my lap sideways to cushion your ride.”
The mare knelt on the ground in clear invitation before Rak could protest.
“I will take you to the Mai’eras. Please?” Jisten held out his hands, palm up.
“I do not think we need to trouble the dhelion,” said Rak. “Not on my account.”
“I’ll tell her that you called it trouble,” Jisten warned. “Then she’ll heal you, whack you with her staff, and heal you again. You do not want to be on her bad side. And yes, I will squeal like a Koilathan pig to her.” He crossed his arms on his chest.
Rak blinked at Jisten in mild astonishment. “Why? Why do you even care? You got what you wanted from me already.”
Jisten ground his teeth. “That is hardly fair of you, S’Rak. I am your Valer, like it or not.”
Rak flushed and hung his head. He had been certain of Jisten’s rejection. Was it real, or was it him? He didn’t know what to think, and it was so cold. His control over his pain shunting was frayed as well, just to compound his misery.
Jisten put his arm around Rak. “Forgive my harsh words. You’re injured, and something has forced you into reckless danger and pain. We’ll see Mai’eras, she’ll make it right. That, and Mother’s pastina and cannolis.”
Rak leaned against Jisten and his legs failed him. Jisten caught him and held him against his chest. He stepped over Zala’s back and she rose. Now that Jisten was mounted, and Rak comfortable, Zala set off in a very gentle gait.
When they reached Valer Square, Jisten dismounted, carefully set rak on his feet, then scratched at Asfalea’s door. She opened it a moment later.
“Bah!” The old lady studied them. “Stink of sex magic! Evil!”
Rak flinched and jerked back. “I will leave,” he said. “I will not trouble you with my evil.” He pulled away from Jisten and turned towards the palace.
“High priest no evil! I clean sex magic!” Asfalea’s staff barred Rak’s way.
Rak ran into the staff and oofed. How had she done that? One moment, she was behind him in the doorway, the next, in front of him on the street. He side-stepped like a nervous horse. “Do not waste your time on me, dhelion. Or your power. I am nothing, just a sex slave, and why waste your strength healing me when I will only get hurt again?”
“Bah! Zotien no say sex slave! High priest, need healing. Valers help Loftoni!”
Rak tried glaring at her. He was confronted by the united front of a tiny, grey-haired, green-eyed woman and a tall, black-haired, grey-eyed man. Jisten crowded in front of Rak and gently herded him into the house.
Rak waited until Jisten ran into him before he’d take a single step back towards that door. Then he’d wait for the physical contact again.
Jisten looked down at the smaller man, ever so gently bumping him back, step by step. Anxiety and concern warred on his countenance. But when Jisten faltered once, Asfalea gave him a good poke in the kidneys with her staff. He didn’t stop a second time.
Rak tripped on the door jam, catching his balance by grabbing onto Jisten. Mentally, he thanked the old, warped wood. Jisten took the opportunity to put his arm around Rak’s shoulders, gently turning the smaller man in the process. Defeated, Rak allowed Jisten to guide him inside. The arm over his shoulders had a lot to do with that acquiescence.
Asfalea closed the door and used her staff to herd the men towards the couch. “High priest no leave! I help! Sit!” The old lady was alone, for her assistants were in their own beds in their own homes.
Rak eyed the couch with despair. “I would rather stand,” he said. Sitting hurt.
Bright little eyes took in Rak’s length. “Stand by hearth, please. Between Si’Yeni and Zotien, eh?”
Rak moved to the indicated spot. He was covered with bruises as well as blood, and some of the blood was his. The little old lady tossed one of the bottles of wine Rak had given her into the hearth. She took the embroidered cushion off her makeshift throne and tossed it in before Rak could protest. Jisten hurried into the kitchen and returned with a loaf of bread.
“I am not worth such a fine sacrifice,” Rak whispered. “I am not worth this trouble.”
Asfalea pointedly ignored that and chanted. She poked Jisten with her staff and his baritone belatedly joined in. A sunset arced from the hearth to Zotien’s altar. The Mai’eras pointed and Jisten threw the bread into the flames. Black fire swirled on the altar of Night, then arced to Rak and consumed the blood. Asfalea passed her staff in front of Rak, from his head to his toes. The slave collar clinked to the ground and Rak felt his injuries heal as the staff passed them.
“Bastard child of slave fire potion.” A voice that was not mortal echoed through both men. “The slave fires were born of Katzrevia and Auranz, making it unbreakable to Zotien. Now someone has spawned a lesser curse from it, a spell that causes the victim to burn.”
Rak hissed in surprise. “A burn spell. That explains much.”
“Mai’eras, tell us how to defeat it!” Jisten blurted out.
Lovely violet eyes turned to him. “Dear Valer, did you not listen?”
Rak carefully didn’t look at Jisten. It hurt too much—he was so uncertain now. Jisten’s words in the street were still bouncing around in his head.
“Sacred Si’Yeni, forgive me,” Jisten said. “But please, the high priest has suffered so much. There must be a counter. If this evil is a product of Katrevia’s hatred and Auranz’s indifference, then surely your love and Zotien’s can stop it?”
Rak stepped between Si’Yeni and Jisten, assuming the Goddess would lash out for the Valer’s presumption, and not wanting him hurt.
“Such faith,” Si’Yeni said. “The Lord of the Night and I should work together. Alone, we are defeated.” A sunset hand caressed Rak’s face. “So brave. You endure worse than the battlefield for this prophecy. My Valer has failed you. Do you wish another?”
Rak’s wings flared open at that. He stepped back, closer to Jisten. “I do my duty, Lady. As does my Valer.” Inside, he seethed at her presumption. How dare she casually offer him another lover, as if it were nothing. Jisten had feelings, and free will, same as all of creation.
“He is brave in battle, and loyal, but fearful in what you wish most. Are you sure?”
Rak’s wings brushed against Jisten now, shielding the Valer from the sight of the Goddess. Jisten was so still that Rak wondered if the man was even breathing. He resisted the urge to lower a wing to check. It was more important to protect his Valer right now. His protective posture gave Si’Yeni her answer, but he still said, “I am sure.”
“I shall consult with your Lord,” Si’Yeni said. “I will tell the Mai’eras if We come to a solution. You mortals have your own work to do.”
“Thank you, Lady of the Sunset,” said Rak, very carefully and politely. She faded and Asfalea slumped with the departure of the Goddess. Rak leapt forward and caught her. He’d been expecting that. He closed his eyes against the alternating waves of pain and dizziness and almost dropped the tiny woman.
Jisten relieved Rak of his burden. “Let’s place the Mai’eras in bed. You are welcome to sleep here, or we can return to the palace.”
Rak blinked dazedly at Jisten as he let go of Asfalea. “What about you?”
“I’ll go where you go,” Jisten said automatically. Then his grey eyes became hooded. “If you wish. If you’re really willing.”
“We need to talk,” said Rak.
“Let’s use the spare room,” Jisten said. “It’s a healing room and you can recline on the bed.”
“Will we not disturb the dhelion?” asked Rak.
“I doubt anything can wake her at this point,” Jisten said and carried the old lady to her bed. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen: Reconciliation
 
 
Rak waited, leaning against the altar, pleased to sense the presence of his Lord once again. He still felt off-balance and weak, however. Jisten indicated the way to the healing room and he followed Jisten silently. The bed beckoned, so Rak lay down on his side. The priestess hadn’t completely healed his battered, sutured insides. As before, she had only repaired the worst of the damage.
“You should have wine,” Jisten said. He left and returned with a bottle and two goblets. Rak propped himself on an elbow and wondered if Jisten had morphea in his pocket, too. Jisten sat on the chair next to the bed. The bottle and goblets clinked softly as he set them up and then poured the wine. “It’s yours, the Okyran.”
“Will the dhelion let me know when she runs low?” wondered Rak. Anything to delay talking about the pain between them. He wanted to pretend Jisten loved him for just a little longer.
“Please, drink,” Jisten said and offered a goblet. Rak hissed as he sat up to accept the goblet. He took a sip, enjoying the flavor. No morphea. He managed not to sigh.
“Thank you for defending me to Si’Yeni,” Jisten said. “And to Jethain.”
“You are my Valer,” said Rak, looking down.
Jisten moved to sit on the bed. “I am. For as long as you want. I socked Kordri. And I will kill Velpaer if he ever pokes his nose anywhere near either of us.”
“Kordri?” Despite himself, Rak touched his black eye. “Why? All he did was defend you.”
Jisten’s expression clouded. “He should never said a whisper against you, much less hit you. He should have reported to me. I would have set him straight. He is not my keeper.”
“I am sorry to have caused you all this trouble,” said Rak. He was having a hard time. Jisten was so kind, so near, and yet, untouchable. How did other Loftoni cope? Or was it his own fault? Had the potions and his past combined to make him lust after the Valer who only wanted to befriend him? Had he raped the man while Jisten was under the influence of morphea?
“You don’t cause the trouble, although it does hound your steps,” Jisten said. “You saved Jethain. I can never repay you enough for that. And you stay here to keep him safe. You’ve paid a far higher price than I could bear to pay.” Jisten stroked the nearest furled wing.
Rak stared at his half-full wine glass. What can I say? Please, master, screw me? Jisten would run screaming, and rightfully so.
“I have to ask, how did you end up in that alley?” Jisten trailed his finger down the wing edge that was showing.
“I went to the tavern when I should have known better,” said Rak, still not looking up. “I was looking for you. I was not burning, and in spite of myself, I wanted to see you again.”
“No one in the tavern would help you?” Jisten asked quietly.
Rak shook his head. “Ix. I was not welcome there.” He didn’t mention the beating. He’d deserved it, after all, given what he’d done to Jisten’s reputation, and nearly done to his career.
“And Vel jumped you in the alley? And used that burn spell?” Jisten asked.
“He was waiting in the stable. After that, it is a blur,” said Rak. He took a deep swallow of the wine. “I am nothing but a sex slave. That has been made clear to me. Even you did not want me once you learned what I really am. I cannot blame you for that.”
Jisten closed his eyes, and Rak could sense his pain. “I used you and hurt you. It only reflects poorly on me, not you. I was, and still am, ashamed of myself.”
“Why would using a sex slave shame you? Is that not all I am for? To be used and cast aside, until perhaps the next time desire strikes? And who cares, if a slave is hurt. Slaves are nothing.”
“You are not nothing. You are everything to me, to your family, your friends, your sect.” Jisten sighed, and Rak could feel his internal warring of multiple emotions, from shame, betrayal, and despair to anger, love, and disgust. Fear was the overarching emotion present, however. “S’Rak, don’t you see? I have become a monster, just like Murson and Hasaviz.” Jisten traced the intricate geometric pattern on the quilt.
“I do not see that,” replied Rak.
“You didn’t see the blood on myself,” Jisten retorted. Then he flushed and traced the patterns again. “It was…there.”
“There was blood before you helped me, too. You did not cause it.”
Jisten shook his head. “The morphea made you forget. I tore your sutures.”
Rak remembered enough. “I enjoyed it.”
Jisten bit his lip but didn’t reply.
“And that is the problem, is it not?” Rak studied the quilt himself. It was easier than meeting Jisten’s gaze, assuming the Valer would even want to look at him. “I am not worth your respect, and certainly not your commission.”
“You are worth all that and more.” Jisten gathered Rak into his arms and began to gently rock him. He stroked the furled wings and buried his face in Rak’s short hair.
“You are not a monster, but I cannot blame you for being disgusted by me.”
“I’m not disgusted by you!” Jisten blurted out. “Si’Yeni was right about me. I’m afraid. She was kind enough to not call me coward.”
“The only difference between bravery and cowardice is that the coward lets the fear win.”
Jisten stroked Rak’s wings. “I won’t let fear win next time. No more users in alleys.”
“You want a next time?” Rak was surprised.
“I want all the times.” Jisten tilted Rak’s chin up with a finger and brushed lips to lips.
“Even if I bleed?” Rak asked when the kiss ended.
Jisten closed his eyes. “You must tell me what to do when that happens. My first instinct will be to stop.” He touched his forehead to Rak’s.
Now Rak stroked Jisten’s cheek. “Never stop. I can handle pain, but stopping could kill me.”
Jisten’s eyes flew open. “Okay, that changes things.”
“It is the slave fires. They are relentless. They will kill if they are not relieved, and that you knew. They kill much faster if my partner stops relieving me. It forces the fires directly into their worst state, a punishment for failing to keep one’s partner fully engaged. Once that happens…death follows swiftly, unless sex is resumed. And then it might take more than once, to settle the fires back down. I have been on the verge of that more than once. The heart hammers so hard it feels like it is about to explode, and it is hard to breathe, and every muscle feels like it is on fire.”
“Scorch it, S’Rak, you might have explained that sooner.”
“There did not seem a need,” replied Rak, sheepishly.
“Oh yeah, dying doesn’t seem like a need!” Jisten wiped his brow.
“You have always been so lusty and willing.”
“It’s a wonder Si’Yeni didn’t extinguish me for failing you!” Jisten said. “I’m glad she only offered to replace me!”
“Sa’sa, you did finish us. There was no danger.”
Jisten put a hand over his heart and grinned. “Still, S’Rak!”
“I told you I was weak. I do not like having to admit how easily I can be broken.”
Jisten resumed stroking the colorful wings. Rak rested against him, wings relaxed and partially unfurled under the Valer’s hands. “You are not weak or easily broken,” Jisten whispered.
“I hate to disagree with your kind sentiments, but you are wrong.”
“If you are weak, then so am I.”
“You are strong. You lasted thirty years. I cannot last thirty minutes.”
“I don’t have how many potions in my system?” Jisten held up one finger. “Slave fire and what else?”
“Does it matter, really, that I have had the potions? Hasaviz broke me in less than half an hour.”
“Does it matter? Does it matter? It makes all the difference in Ydron. So, slave fire potion is one. The next?” Jisten sounded very, very stubborn.
“Slave fire, and the gladiator potion, also the male obligate, and the dancer’s potion. Some I have had twice. And Narvain gave me some potions also, and to this day I do not know what they were.”
“Ten,” Jisten said with steel in his voice, automatically doubling all of them, and adding a couple for Narvain. “I’ve had none and I broke at first blood. Don’t call yourself weak unless you call me weak.”
“You are not weak,” protested Rak.
“Then stop calling yourself weak,” Jisten said. “I’m weaker than you. If you call yourself weak, that makes me weak.” He kissed Rak’s neck.
“You are not weaker than I,” muttered Rak irrepressibly. “You do not beg people you do not even know for sex.”
“Ten potions,” Jisten murmured and kissed his way up Rak’s neck. “And I am here to keep you from begging others. If I hadn’t been so weak, that would never have happened.”
Rak surrendered to the kissing and Jisten’s lips curved into a smile. Rak’s hands slid inside Jisten’s shirt, then down to the waist of his pants. The Valer lifted up so that the pants could be removed. Rak obliged, and followed them down. Jisten stroked Rak’s wings, his gentle caresses sending waves of intense sensation through Rak’s frame. 
Rak settled between Jisten’s legs and quickly kissed and licked the man to full erection. Then he swallowed the man’s cock, his hands massaging and stimulating what he didn’t take into his mouth. Jisten’s soft moan was proof that he was giving the man pleasure. 
Jisten continued to stroke Rak’s wings, his hands moving in time with Rak’s steady action on his shaft, which actually made it more difficult for Rak to concentrate. The wing stimulation was much more intense for Rak than oral sex. Rak forced himself to focus on pleasuring Jisten’s delectable cock to the very best of his ability. He was rewarded by another moan from the quiet Captain, followed a few moments later by a full load of hot, tasty seed. Rak greedily sucked down every last drop, then licked Jisten’s cock and balls very thoroughly. “Now, my dear Loftoni, it is your turn.” Jisten easily hefted Rak. 
Rak’s wings spread and hit the wall on either side of the bed. Jisten scooped the wings back, running the leading edges through his hands as he lay down on the bed with Rak atop him. He lifted, then gently lowered Rak onto his rock-hard erection. Rak arched his back to push himself onto Jisten’s cock faster. Jisten pushed his hips upwards, and moved with Rak’s steady rhythm.
Rak shuddered in pleasure, but he didn’t really care for controlling the rhythm. Rak wondered why Jisten kept putting him on top. He wanted to be ridden hard, and this wasn’t the way to do it.
Jisten sighed. “Are you happy this way?”
“I am always happy to have you in me,” said Rak carefully. “But I admit, I would be happier with you on top.” He felt he was taking a huge risk to admit this.
“Thank the sunset!” Jisten considered Rak. “Now, how to change positions?”
Rak snorted and stood up.
“I don’t want you to die!” Jisten just about lunged for Rak.
Rak flopped next to Jisten, belly down. “It is not instant.” But he could feel the peculiar slave-fire-driven panic, engendered by the withdrawal, already clawing at him.
Jisten still entered Rak quickly. Rak could feel the Valer’s heart hammering almost as fast as his own. Rak shoved back with a groan of relief. Jisten set a hard pace, between Rak’s panic and his own. Their climaxes had as much relief in them as pleasure.
“I love you. I belong to you, for as long as you want me. And I can spend the rest of my life telling you how magnificent you are if you won’t believe me.”
Rak looked up as he relaxed in Jisten’s arms. “I believe you.”
“Can we go home now? I need a hot bath. And company?” Jisten’s question was tentative.
“We both need a bath,” said Rak. “I reek. And I want your company.”
“Can Zala carry us both back to the palace?” Jisten asked solicitously as he helped Rak dress.
Rak smiled at Jisten’s concern for the avtappi. He sounded like a Thezi. “Yes, she is more than able and more than willing.”
Again, Zala lay down and again Jisten carried Rak in the protected position.
“After our bath, it will be time for mass,” said Rak, making small talk to ignore the pain. “Tebber will bring Jethain like he did last night.”
“May I attend? Or should I guard the door?”
“There is no need to guard the door. Nothing can harm Jethain while he is in the chapel,” said Rak with certainty. “I would be happy if you attended.”
“How much time do we have for a bath?” Jisten asked, ducking his head low toward Rak.
“About an hour,” said Rak, “More, if we ride faster.”
Zala snorted in approval. Her rolling gait became a gallop that Jisten found easy to sit and cushion Rak.
Rak asked Scorth to ask Tebber to prepare the bath. That way, it would be ready by the time they arrived. Scorth, pleased that Rak and Jisten had made up, agreed to play messenger.
“Are you all right?” Jisten asked.
“Ai, I was speaking with Scorth,” said Rak.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen: The Bath
 
 
The palace corridors were just as empty as the streets had been, and so they made it to Rak’s suite unobserved. Tebber greeted them at the door, a goblet in his hand that he pressed on Rak. The priest barely paused as he accepted it. He drained the contents and handed it back to Tebber within the space of four paces. Rak stripped to the skin before he got halfway to his goal, paying no attention to the dried blood, Tebber’s widened eyes, or Scorth’s gleeful ones. Jisten’s shirt and boots joined Rak’s clothing, but he was too shy to take his pants off. Scorth and Tebber shared a look, and Tebber firmly closed the bathroom door behind the two, giving them privacy.
“Let me rinse you first,” Jisten offered, pants still on.
Rak looked up at him. “Daxi. But what of you, my mud-stained Valer?”
“I am going to make a mud pit of this bathtub,” Jisten said ruefully.
Rak filled a pitcher and dumped it over Jisten.
“There it goes,” Jisten said as the dirt swirled off him and made a mud puddle. “Not very attractive,” he said. “Sorry.”
“I doubt I got it all,” said Rak contemplatively. He stroked Jisten’s now wet chest, feeling the muscles.
Jisten took Rak’s hands and slid them lower. Then he let go, allowing the Loftoni to do as he pleased.
Rak undid Jisten’s pants, just enough to get a hand in. He carefully felt around. “There is mud here as well,” he announced. “That does it. We must both get in the tub, at once.”
Jisten grinned down at him. Rak pulled Jisten over to the steaming water. The mud-caked pants, no longer held up by Jisten’s belt or the buttons, fell down his legs. He helped Rak into the tub and rinsed him carefully, then drained the dirty water.
Rak pulled Jisten in with him. “You are just as dirty,” he scolded.
Jisten amused himself by gently fanning out Rak’s wings while Rak rinsed him. Two changes of water later, they were both clean enough to sit and soak in the hot water. The captain sat behind Rak and pulled the smaller man between his legs. Then he soaped Rak’s back and wingbases. Rak sighed in contentment and made no effort to escape Jisten’s hands.
Jisten had an uncanny ability to find the tiniest flake, even when wet. Rak squirmed in pleasure as Jisten worked. Jisten rubbed soap all over the wingbases. Once done, he leaned and whispered in Rak’s ear. “Better?”
“Much,” Rak moaned in response. He pressed back against Jisten, leaning into him and tilting his head back.
Jisten brushed his lips against Rak’s cheek. 
Rak turned his head so the kiss landed on his lips and whispered, “Do you want me? Of your own free will? No morphea to cloud your mind?”
“I always have,” Jisten breathed. “Only dreamed this could come true.” Then he grinned a shy grin. “Only it wasn’t a dream, then or now, was it?”
Rak reached down and stroked Jisten. “It was a good dream that was not a dream,” he murmured.
“Tell me what you want,” Jisten said.
Rak was not used to being asked that. Surprise flared about the lust and need. Jisten sat up and looked around the room, startled by the surge of emotion. He saw no one and relaxed back against the tub.
“I am not good at asking,” said Rak. “My use…partners, until now, I have not needed to ask.”
Jisten dared a quick kiss. Rak turned that kiss into something a lot longer. When it broke off, Jisten said shyly, “I don’t take. I ask. I offer.”
“I want you,” said Rak.
“And I’m offering,” Jisten said quietly. He pulled Rak into his lap.
Rak moaned with joy and pushed himself back. The dose of morphea he’d inhaled just before the bath was at maximum effect now. Jisten caught Rak’s joy and abandoned himself in it. Asfalea must have healed more than Rak had thought, or the morphea was having a greater effect on his empty stomach, for there was much less pain than before. Jisten kissed Rak’s neck as his tension increased. His hand stroking Rak’s wings grew more urgent. Rak’s counterpoint grew more forceful until he pushed back in a way Jisten would learn to recognize.
Jisten’s hands and kiss remained gentle even as he climaxed. He caused Rak no hurt, only pleasure. Rak cried out in pleasure at the paired climaxes, and then relaxed against Jisten. “Thank you,” he whispered.
“I love you,” Jisten said. “Always remember that, no matter what happens.”
“My Valer,” sighed Rak happily. But even in this pleasant post-sex haze, his internal clock functioned. “It is almost time for mass.”
Jisten gently lifted Rak off of him, then he rinsed the high priest. Rak stepped out of the tub and turned to offer Jisten a hand. This allowed him to admire the man’s body. Jisten stepped out and took a shy look at himself. “All yours.”
“Beautiful,” said Rak. There wasn’t a trace of humor or sarcasm in his voice or on his expression.
“As long as you think so,” Jisten said. “Better than Sedrael?” There was a tinge of pitifulness in the question.
“Much.” Rak leered openly, and then dared to tease, “Kal has no idea what he is missing.”
Jisten blushed slightly. Then he took Rak in his arms and kissed him. “They have each other. As we have each other.”
Rak wrapped his arms around Jisten and enjoyed a hug. “My Valer, I am yours for as long as you want me.”
“Into the Halls of Sunset,” Jisten said. “Which join the Halls of Night.”
Rak pulled Jisten’s head down for a kiss. “Now, we must dress, unless you prefer to attend mass in the nude?” He could just picture the expression on Jethain’s face.
Jisten startled. “No, S’Rak!”
Rak pouted playfully. “In that case…”
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