Chapter One
The Devils of Truth

“This is the story that Time forgot...

And though some Names have changed...

Some Names... some Names have Not.
Tune every night at six clock...

You can open up a Magic Box and see

…Me…

There

Ready or not... hear I come...

I’m Free...”
-- Yoav  ‘Adore, Adore’
Elegrea.
I know where you are.
You cannot hide from me.
                            I know where you will be.
                            I know what you will become.
                            You have never been able to escape from me.
                      You will not be Saved from me.
                                                                       .

 The old Horse cried out....choking on the burning coals that were his lungs...
See Me?

You remember Me... You remember.                                                                      Don’t you?

 There were keen ears to hear him, even from downstairs...though it was faint.

                                                                                                You remember…
                                                                                                      …Me…
 The mage abandoned his second shower as the hoarse rapport echoed through the open doors he had left behind him.

Still wet, the water pouring from him in runnels, he started at a quick, sure walk.

            You remember the Story that they all forgot...

                            Don’t you?

 Dust rolled to his back, the posture of kittens dying from pneumonia, gasping as he drowned in the swords, the blades that had thrust through his body as around him arose the screaming buzz of the Rotflies

 Alexi walked a trail of wet, wary footsteps from the shower room, up the stairs, to the main hall, picking up speed almost immediately at the sound of the incoherent gurgle his Master made, as those memories floated to the surface of his febrile consciousness and clotted there.
 Memories of the bodies.
 Piles of them, chaotic and indifferent, limbs akimbo, flesh ripped and putrid.
Remember. I’ll be there, and I’ll see.

Every sin you have ever committed…                                                             
Every transgression against your GOD…
I’ll be there.  Waiting.
 His wound pulsed, and the Stallion screamed. Alexi had never, ever heard his Master utter a sound like this. It made the Mage’s blood run cold, and turned his skin to ice.

 "Master!" The mage called his name, the only name for him that he knew, and only a lifetime's worth of training kept him from immediately barreling into the room. The precious second of observation could be the difference between something with teeth falling from the ceiling on your head, and survival for all.

 He did look, very quickly, his skin raising gooseflesh at the entrance to the warm room in a way it had not since leaving the shower. His Master’s heaving, shirtless chest was what was immediately visible to him. The wound was larger. It had not just inflamed; it had grown. He could see the wonders that were his Master’s bones, the lattice of the ribs that covered his heart, exposed by the splitting flesh.

 Alexi grunted, and went to him... and was immediately struck by the reality of his own helplessness in the face of whatever was hurting him. He could sing the bees from their hives and coax the air to burn... but he could not use magic on his Master.

 Not without harming him severely. The only thing that worked, they did not have. For lack of anything else, he turned the Stallion to his side, letting the gunk flow down and out of him rather than back into his chest. 
Pus erupted from the injury in a bubbling orange torrent, and for a moment, his Master could speak...

 “Ah-ah-Alexi...T-t-take Force...T-t-tack him... ride him... t-t-tell h-him B-b-b-Bethlehem.”
  "Master... GODdammit." Alexi was clearly forcing his own control. He had listened... and he knew that in seconds, he would move away, obey, and trust that whatever he had just said was not some delusional rambling. He bent over him, and pressed his lips to his temple, a quick dry press that could barely be called a kiss.

 “Tell Sovre...tell him… I.... agree...Sovre... I.... agree...”
 "Right away, Master." The mage spoke again, his words clipped, and turned the Stallion's face slightly to look at him. "And... live. Live. I... love you, and I will return."

 He was fairly certain he'd only meant to say the last three words... but the rest came out of their own accord in his stilted and toneless speech, the kind of discipline exerted by someone determined to keep control. He let him go, then, and this time, he ran.

 He found his washing, the few items of clothing he remembered having stripped from him. He'd found them in the storeroom, where he had retrieved the chastity device he had thrown on Storm, nothing except pants and boots, really.

 All the time, there was nothing running through his mind other than the order he had just received.

 Sovre was not a name that was familiar to him. Whoever it was... he would present as calmly as he was able to. They apparently relied on this person's favor.
 He was likely Li'chee.

 From the storeroom, he was straight out again... back up the stairs, to the stables where he knew Force was housed. The bay stallion was not pleased to see him. He had watched his Master tack the Corrun many times, and he knew how. What he had also noticed was that his Master wore protection when he rode. The long coat, and gloves, and boots.

 Dust's coat was far too small for him... to wear as a coat, at least. Dust was such a slight creature.
 He searched the tack room, and the crates of gear he knew would be in there... his Master was nothing if not a creature of habit, and the stables here were not much different from the one on Eden. By the age of the place and its condition, he guessed that this stable was actually older than that one, in a sense. That he'd had this safe house for 'longer'.

 The tack room had a familiar smell. His eyes couldn’t help but pick out the dead flies massed in the cracks of the windowsill amid the cobwebs.
 Step into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.
 Alexi found what gear he was fairly certain he needed. Shirt, coat, a belt to hold it together. He'd seen his Master in a hat, but not a helmet. With nothing else to go on other than mimicry, he put together an outfit that was effectively what the Stallion usually wore.

 From there, he did not hesitate in going out to Force, still doing the straps on his unfamiliar coat. Whether the Corrun was pleased or not, they were going to Bethlehem.

 He had an odd notion of ending up in Israel, of all places. He picked up the saddle and blanket where they lay, and got to work from one side of the stall. He did not un-tether him, not yet.

 His Master's piercing scream still rang in his ears...

 ‘Live.’ He had told him, and his tone had brooked little argument, despite there being nothing he could really do to enforce it. He began to wonder what Sovre could possibly want from the Gift Horse as he tightened straps and adjusted stirrups.
 ‘I agree.’ It had to be something that his Master had apparently considered and rejected before. On the scale they operated at... that could be a very steep price indeed.

 What would a being like him be willing to pay?

 What price could be exacted?

 His Master had been looking for another Li’Chee to create the bandages. He plainly had not wanted to pay this Sovre.
 Alexi had watched Vassily deal in millions... and millions was nothing, not even a drop in the Ocean. It was a hologram of imaginary value, transferred between creatures that lived for moments. Crawling on the surface of GOD, they left no ripples in their wake.

 But these things...these Li’Chee.
 Alexi began to change the halter for the bridle, careful and sure. He remembered all too well how the Corrun had snipped at him. This time, he was wearing protection, but he didn't doubt that the stallion would be interested in trying again. Though the animal backed his ears, he did not attack Alexi. He was familiar enough now, it seemed.
The Russian lead him out with quiet haste, and for the first time, mounted him and settled his much greater weight on the saddle. It would be strange for the beast... it was so used to a certain dimension of rider.

 He had vague memories of riding on a Corrun before... blurry, indistinct recollections, more like deja vu. Force seemed stable beneath him.

 Alexi fixed his heels down, looped up the reins, and took a few seconds to adjust himself to the saddle, feeling his balance on it, the sensation of the creature underneath. He'd learned while jumping to take a bit of time to attune.

 And once it was done, he spoke. "Bethlehem."

 The corrun plunged forward, and leapt abruptly, into raw space...
Chapter Two
Skyscraper
“30,000 feet above the earth. Its a beautiful thing.
and you're a beautiful thing.
30,000 feet above the earth. Its a beautiful thing.
Everybody's a beautiful thing.”
-- Underworld ‘Mmmskyscraper, I love you’
 The leap took Alexi off guard, for it was very violent, and at a steep incline... as if Force were seeking to launch himself into orbit. The spring was nothing any horse he had been on had ever done. No horse could leap almost forty feet flat footed.
 The corrun came down at the ground in an arc, and bent his head into his chest... Alexi saw the corrun’s brown eyes turn Green and the ground before him became... pixilated.

 Its colors ran into one another...distorting as if a solvent had been poured across them. He instinctively curved with the beast, and gripped the saddle horn with hands that still held the reins. Alexi was strong, and in the moment of shock that followed the leap, he concentrated that strength into hanging on for the ride.

 Thighs and hands, his weight in his feet and spine, his eyes widened as he saw what they were heading for.

 Perception slowed to a crawl. Everything drew itself out before him, dragging behind his forward momentum.... Force’s mane streamed from his neck... as if blown back by the incredible, overwhelming voice that filled Alexi’s entire body...
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 He dragged out like an impressionist painting in motion... a series of colors, blurring with Light!

 Felt the streaming...

 underwater
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 The constant replacement of moments and particles that he knew, as one of the Wise, was Reality....

            Breathless.

 Pressure...

 All around him... was Green.
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He was drowning. He was sinking. He was Swimming.
 And Force knew the Way

 At first, the colors of Green moved parallel to him, then down, but these directions were arbitrary, described by his inner ear.

 An inner ear that had GOD on the phone

 It loved him the way that the magnet loved metal shavings... the impossible attraction of GOD to Itself. He saw vague shapes... but nothing definable as anything other than that... shapes.
 His Neshamah gathered into him, condensed and tangible in this space where it naturally formed. A Phitometrist in the Drink WAS Avatar. Impossible to distinguish, as was the norm in Cells. The nodal structure of the HuMan soul was fundamentally artificial.

Alexi's mind ran Quicksilver Blue, linking to itself as any number of threads...

A feathered and fanged thing with the inner shape of Man rode the Corrun through Everything.

Sinuous, and shaded and dense. Quetzalcoatl, heading for Bethlehem.
I get my kicks on Channel Six.
Alexi trusted the animal underneath him implicitly as they stretched.

The demarcations between the Greens became less and less distinct... and there was a sudden lurch as the waters the corrun Swam through became thicker and thicker...

and Alexi could begin to make out an unimaginable Vastness 

 As if he were on near approach to a galactic rim...

 In the distance around him, he made out impossible gyres, convolving at what had to be billions of miles a minute...

 incredible whirlpools...

 of Green

 of Yellow

 of Orange

 of Red

 And continuously... from every angle... The incredible Voice...chanting 
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 Below him, he saw the Light! streaming up

 And among its rays, he saw swaying kelp-like fronds...

 A weaving, wriggling carpet of undulating strands of pearls. Structures whose size was too immense to contemplate measuring.
 Like a cosmic skyline.
 It was looking at these structures that illuminated to the Mage why GOD was sometimes called ‘Skyscraper’.
 He clutched to his point of attachment. His eyes streamed, like smoking magnesium... but it was impossible to say whether it was the reflection of his Soul's continuous dark light, or involuntary tears that became some other substance on their leaving.

 The corrun’s posture had changed, and the direction of pressure shifted... they were now being propelled Up at an incredible rate of speed. It had to have been incredible, for the distances were passing by with increasing alacrity. but Force was not moving underneath him. His head was down, almost between his forelegs, and his legs were lax. He was breathing heavily, resting as the River pulled them UpStream.
 Above them, Alexi could make out the surface...an overarching cupola of Colors.
He flattened himself against the saddle, preparing for a shock of motion that would likely throw him off from it if he was not ready.
 He could see the pressure of the Rivers as they topped out and spread in all directions, interacting with one another at the edges, creating a particolor turbulence that seemed dominated by Reds and Oranges

He had no sense of time. Only urgency.

 It was very hard to see Time as an external phenomenon here. Nothing was subjective here. Being so monstrous it was ALL Objective experience.

 He remembered conversations... images... He remembered someone speaking to him about... The Skin.
 The Dermal Highway. 
Where Infinity met X-finity.

He remembered the struggle there had been to describe and give account of the aggressive looming presence of that absence that was NO.
The Not thing that would tell you 

I want to X you.

The mage kept his face tucked down.

He'd never seen the Stallions raise their eyes to the sky. They always seemed to look down, at the ground.

 Force began swimming again. Alexi had a sense that they were traveling such a great distance that distance was irrelevant, by means that made such a linear measurement of passage impossible to gauge, a kind of bending, or flexation...

 Force’s motions brought them to a border in the current that Alexi could see as well as feel. He was Swimming across the River they were coasting up on, where once he was only passively allowing them to be carried aloft in its center...

 The UpSwell continued past them as they left its column, and the density of their surroundings became more rarified...a cavernous gap of relatively empty Phi... open Ocean's interior cavities...

 And in its relative stillness, the corrun made speed in descent once more, crossing this sea perpendicular to the booming Light! of the floor.
 The pressure in Alexi's ears increased as they went past the altitude of their initial entry... and those seaweed fronds went from being pearl necklaces to skyscrapers...

 Growing huger and huger...

 And the pressure...

 Ah GOD... so... very...

 Very.
 There was a point where the feathered and fanged being that was his spiritual expression became a collection of brilliant points, spinning around his frame like planetoid moons orbiting a gas giant...compressed to the Essential Shape that was the Sphere.

 Condensed by the incredible stress of GOD's regard.
 The corrun seemed to be galloping in slow motion, traveling through energy that exploded into an enormous collage...of what the present moment looked like...What it felt like...What it sounded like...

 And in that moment... those moments that layered across one another ... he was perfect. Perfect in a very big place...Perfect as his very small space.

 They descended, pulled by GOD’s essential gravity down... down to its I. Down to that place that Alexi knew that, should he enter it, would destroy him utterly and make him One with the Light!
 Everything that GOD beheld... Was disintegrated by its Sight.

Self Revelation was the Annihilation of Self.

 And perhaps as a reflex against the knowledge, his eyes flicked away from the beaming bolts of Light! that was piercing the Waters of Belief, and Alexi held on, breathless.

 And his eye caught on a color like the skin of his palms catching on a nail. A spurt of Violet among the Green. A drift of it that permeated through the inner membranes of one of the great strands he was passing by and descending into...

 A splash of purple paint on a delicate tableau of verdigris...He could feel the curve of it on the roof of his mouth, a graceful shape of Violet. A subtle wind that blew through the gelatinous Being’s flesh, orbiting around some of the magnificent spheres as though drawn in by gravitational pull.
They began to swirl inwards. The HuMan could only be grateful that he'd never been prone to motion sickness. The corrun was heading straight for this place, ceasing to be pulled In and striving with great, great effort... to cross the expanse of this internal space against the great InTake of fluid. 

 They must not plunge into the I... He could see it... SEE it. The internal fires of GOD are half awake consciousness.
Everything squared. Compacted.

Still massive... beyond anything he had ever seen while living.

He knew it, had felt it... tendrils of Green, grabbing for him when Myelin had thrown him in by the neck. Reaching and missing. Splitting from it, even as a part of him was hauled back up, like a bungee jumper. 

This mage focused on where he needed to be, in the NOW. His reverie brought them closer...Bethlehem... Sovre… His Master's words.
 And now he was in orbit himself, around one of these spheres, and the corrun named Force forced his way through a still denser layer of Waters gone to Protoplasm.
 And for the first time since they arrived here in the Rivers... he felt cold...

 He felt cold and thirsty...

 And his face, his nose, burned. He was back in Moscow in December.

 The things not covered by clothing were suffering from first degree frostbite. He clenched his jaw, teeth pressed together hard enough they creaked in his ears. The pressure and the cold became nearly unbearable, and he was forced to close his eyes in the face of the biting cold, so that he did not see what the approach and entrance through the main Brane looked like. He closed his eyes against the cold, lest they scarred.
 His ears popped as the pressure of his surroundings abruptly flattened to something like normal, and for many sick seconds he had overwhelming vertigo as a result.
  What he felt next was a violent jolt as the corrun’s feet hit the earth... and his ears were full of the sound of rain.

Chapter Three
The Reveal

“Scraping as I crawl (Your heart can't hear me)
Tearing bruising fall (Your hands can't hear me)
Thirsting raging blind (Your eyes can't hear me)
Racing against time (Your arms can't hear me)
Like an angel you'll come In a dream, precious one (And) Make me
beautifully numb”

--Delirium ‘Duende’
Rain. 
Not a light sprinkle...a straight downpour.

 Alexi felt it strike the leather and bounce up to hit him on the face. The smell of the atmosphere was loamy. A rich, engrossing smell that crawled into the back of his throat, coated his tongue, and made him think at once of fresh mushrooms, fertile black soil, and old Cuban cigars.
It was very dim here...

 Not dark... but almost so.

This was certainly not what he had expected Bethlehem to look like, though old memories stirred as the smell hit his nose. That once upon a time, there was a place in old Canaan that was rumored to be verdant and wet and dark. A valley, which became a place where children had been sacrificed by fire to Baal.

 A place that was still known as Hell.
Alexi sniffed softly, and turned his face down, so that the brim of his hat directed the water away from his numbly cold face. He had an instinct that the place he found himself was like that valley in more ways than one. He straightened in the saddle, mimicking the posture he had seen his Master settle into astride his mount. Mimicry was all the experience he had to go on. He did not even know if the li'chee had habitation, though considering the manner of their speech, he felt it was likely that they did.

 Then again, he'd only met one, briefly. Uninvited and unexpected, he silently pitched the risk of death as 'high'. Everything he saw was a shade of grey

 The rain pooled in thick rivulets down the waterproof coat and broad-brimmed hat he had commandeered within seconds, still warmer than the Drink that he had just emerged from.

 They had to be close to Sovre's... location? Habitation?

 Position?

 The rain blurred out shapes in the distance. The formations of tufa and limestone surrounding him towered in uniformly surreal shapes. Their regularity robbed him of any sense of direction.

 Alexi eyed them and the rain with impassive, calm concern.

 "Do zla boga." He closed his eyes for a moment, and took a deep breath... let it out, and then touched one rough-padded finger to his tongue, from there, to his forehead.

 He saw strange growths moving around him. The rocks were carpeted with small living things. They were shifting and spinning in place... opening and closing... blinking. Club mosses whose clubs opened and closed like stubby little sausage fingers, wriggling tendrils with winking bright black spheres of eyes among brilliant silver ‘blooms’.
 The mage's sense of his environment sharpened slightly... but it was a muggy, dim awareness, rather than a proliferation of space. It only made him more aware... of how lost he was. 
The landscape was alive on the minute scale, and all of it was moving in some way. He saw snails and slugs and tentacled cephalopods, things that looked like urchins. It made him consider that getting a skin cut off of one of the rocky overhangs could result in a deadly infection. The tough roughness of the gloves and the heaviness of the coat he was wearing were making a lot more sense than they had in the past.

 The denizens of Bethlehem were in some instances quite brightly colored, but all in hues and tints of blue and azure... or mirrored... Many... many... were mirrored

 He saw no reptiles. Or at least nothing that struck him as such. But he saw slithering things that looked like thick tubes of fat encased in a translucent skin slithering among the growths.
He saw them grow round mouths that could take a hole out of a man's flesh the size of an American quarter with three rows of neatly triangular teeth that gleamed like carnival glass.
 He saw them eat the slugs.
 The corrun kept going. He seemed to know where he was going, to a point. The rain, which fell straight down, was in sheets, pelting him every second with gallons of water. He barely minded it, compared to other concerns.

 The living things grew right up to the run off lines that were embedded in the stone, and the shelters under overhangs were overrun with things living on every protected surface.

 Water held no discomfort for him. His discomfort was settled around two things of equal alarm. Their survival on this strange and verdant world, and his Master, in his bed, whose permanent wound had opened wider of its own accord, who he had last seen draining pus out across his sheets, virtually unprotected, now that he was away from the longhouse.
 The mage did not like it one bit.

Due to the rain, he did not see the cliffs until they were virtually on top of them. They appeared out of the steamy fog that surrounded them only at the last moment, and with them, he saw the dark maw of a talus cave created in the spaces between massive boulders each weighing tens of millions of pounds...

 The corrun walked to the mouth of it, and stopped.

 Likely, this was Bethlehem, then. 

 Alexi did not dismount, and instead, turned his head to examine the place for signs of life. Side to side, and then up and down. It was everywhere.

 Crawling along the rock. He could see it all along the cliff face, but the cave was very dark in the gloom, and he could see nothing past the overhang. He noticed many parallel gouges on the stone, countless. There were more on the under hang ceiling, where the growths were lessened.

 Alexi pressed his lips together, and exhaled through his nose, considering his approach. He'd been to the oratories of others in the past, and knew from that that - just because you couldn't see any defense - it didn't mean that someone wasn't watching or listening.

 "Does anyone attend the entry?" He spoke up.

 His own oratory had been under the watchful eyes of the dead buried on the land. He heard a liquid, rippling growl roll out of the darkness of the cave, and in another moment... he saw two pairs of Red eyes staring restlessly out at him.

 Alexi inclined his head slightly, not looking away. "I am sent by my Master Whitebird to talk of trade with the honored Lord Sovre, or his representative... regarding matters that they have spoken about together previously."

 He held Force to his position.

 Two sizable Tulaq, both sporting pulsating erections that were striped scarlet, black, and white, stepped out to the edge of the overhang. Their slavering jaws were armed at the front with a pair of long, chisel-like teeth...Buck teeth like those of rats or beavers. Farther back in their jaws, the teeth were triangular, for shearing.
 Force laid his ears back and abruptly reared. He knew it was not his Master riding him. Alexi clamped his thighs down on reflex, and with skill he had almost forgotten over the years, he matched the stallion's antics with his own control.

 He bought him to with weight and reins, and briefly, his voice, while gleaming Red eyes regarded him as he brought the corrun around.
 Force chewed his bit and rumbled in his chest as slowly, their two black shapes stepped forward into the inconstant light of the pouring rain; glistening teeth running with water as the two Tulaq advanced to the edge of the overhang. He could see their weird noses working... they had a 'grill' of nostrils, six openings that widened and shut in unison.

 Alexi held the reins firmly, calmly as the Corrun pranced and jostled with his anxiety, and raised a hand. He had a pre-existing knowledge that Tulaq were intelligent, that they spoke language and were fully sentient. These ones were recognizable to him as Tulaq only by their basic physiology. He tried a slightly different tack, then, and instead of the long sentence, he enquired again. Two words.

 "Master Sovre?"

Their eyes narrowed. They did not look nearly as bright or... present… as the one Tulaq he did know, Chiya.

 It seemed every strange interstellar beast he encountered had a hard-on, sometimes. He saw their long throats swell and vibrate; soundlessness that was punctuated by clicks and pops like small blows to his chest. His ribs were resonating with something he could not hear.

 Alexi bought the Corrun to trembling stillness, and waited. They were beyond soaked, a point of helpless, hapless wetness that had transcended the point of his caring about it.

 The beasts seemed unwilling to step across the threshold of the overhang's shelter. One of them ducked back into the dark...

Time crept on...

 Force ceased at some point to prance, and seemed to settle into nervous stillness as steam rolled up from his neck and shoulders. Alexi could smell his sweat, more acrid than an earthly horse.
 He was cold. The rain wasn't freezing... but it was just this side of chilly

 Alexi did not lick any of it from his mouth when it occasionally spilled and hit his face. He was germ-phobic at the best of times, and water on an alien world that teemed with life on every surface didn't strike him as being the safest.

 He waited as it ran down the coat in heavy streams. The light never shifted... but he was there for a long, long time. At some point, he simply shifted into meditation, when, at last, the missing creature returned to its place alongside its companion...

 Alexi looked up at the sound and shape of it entering his vision, barely lifting his head. The first one, the one that waited, turned then, and disappeared into the cave... the second belched the words 'Leave it. Come.'

 Belched. The only way to describe the nature of its utterance.

 He and Force were shrouded in a bubble of silence, broken by the Tulaq's voice. Alexi inclined his head, and then, with some reluctance, carefully dismounted. He was stiff, and when his feet struck the ground, they rang unpleasantly against the soles of his boots.

 At a loss for where to hitch Force, he rested the reins over the saddle horn. "Stay." He managed to keep a querulous tone from his voice. He had no idea whether or not it was an actual command, but it was better than not trying.

 He had seen his Master drop the reins so that they fell to the ground before the animal. The mage recalled the motion as soon as he saw Force from the front, and corrected it. His Master's order was probably older than the planet he now stood on.

  Force stood still.

 The ground was spongy at first... beneath it there was stone. He had to find his feet after so long in the saddle. Strong as he was, his thighs ached from the cold and the strain of sitting astride for hours upon hours. He had lost track of time.

 As long as it wasn't Too Long, he could wait. The stocky man still limped slightly as his muscles stretched for the first time in a while.

 The mouth of the cave seemed unpleasantly humid in his sodden state. As soon as he was out of the rain, he began to steam, the way that Force had. The Tulaq backed down the tunnel of the cave, leading him. He heard nothing... he saw nothing... and for several seconds he felt nothing as the front of his coat bulged out… 

 And then...

 Bliss.

 He did not feel himself hit the floor...

 He saw the ceiling...

 His eyes were still open...

 He didn't feel his aching knee, the damaged one, as it struck with his full heavy weight.

 Or...

 Anything.

 Just...

 The ceiling... peeled back.
 He was pelted with sand and gravel that he heard... but did not feel...It seemed completely insubstantial, in any case, as did the ceiling itself. His eyes were wide, clear... translucent and colorless in very thin ring around a completely dilated pupil.

There was nothing to see them...

 Nothing to see his eyes, staring up open at the strangely drooping ceiling. At first it seemed that whatever filled his veins at the moment was making him hallucinate. He was seeing a triangular chunk drip on a long stalk towards him...

 Just a bizarre psuedopods of stone.

There wasn't a single mage in all the universe that was not familiar with the hallucinatory experience.

 But this time, he'd been walking, and then... this. Not even time to voice confusion or fear. A sibilant hiss was working through the visuals...pouring out of the ceiling along with the bizarre extrusion.

"Sssssss...." more sand and gravel pelted him. There were few instances where he had been any more helpless.

 The stalk bent away from him, and a second unpeeled itself from the ceiling... this one bifurbicated...and from each appendage emerged, like the antennae of a snail, a hypodermically thin, curved needle that glistened with moisture, dripping thickly. A third dropped from the ceiling, on the other side of the first, it, too, split, and produced identical needles... Each was over a foot long...and delicately curved inward towards the opposite point.
If it was a hallucination, it was a fairly complete one.

 There was little to do but watch from an odd, fuzzy distance.

 Was he dead..? Or dying?

 The whole ceiling seemed to be sagging in countless little stalactites. He was breathing, he knew that much... in a rhythm stilted and unusually deep...

 "Mmmmmmmmmm....."

 The four needles were... twitching, jumping all in unison, making the ooze that congealed along their edge bead up like glue.
 It... it was the rock....

 But...

 But it was soft...

 Bonelessly, the flanking protrusions dipped towards him, impossibly slow. Two minutes passed before they reached his chest. If his eyes had been able to widen more, they would have. There was not even really enough traction to fight within his own skin.

 When they reached his heaving ribcage, their motion changed drastically, and in six flicks of the glassy blades, his breast was laid bare to the chilly, damp air, slicing without pause through leather and cloth.

 There was a slick whisper, like the passing of well oiled shears against one another...And Alexi felt... energy...

 He had no other word for it...

 He felt...teasing pleasure... like the feather soft touch of his Master's cooling hair, tumbling across his skin. If his teeth had been able to chatter, they would have. He was looking at claws.

Claws...They were perverted claws...

Chapter Four
Terrible Bargain

‘I am a Virus. Are you the Cure?

I am morally, I’m morally impure. 

I am a disease and I am unclean.

I am not part of GOD’s well oiled machine.’

-- Oingo Boingo “Insanity’
 With his chest laid bare, the new rings should have been cold. He saw rudimentary fingers jutting at odd angles from the base of the main two digits... vestigial, only a few inches long. The claws were twitching... twitching... and he could smell a haunting perfume.
 Nothing like his Master... something... wholly different. He could not keep it from his nose. Very sweet... like fresh cut grass... mixed with vanilla...and other, subtle smells he could not place.
 It... it smelled like, like candy. He hated candy. Hated the smell of it. He'd never eaten sweets. Sugar burned his nose with a slight acrid quality that had never made it enjoyable.
The claws... were twitching in time with his heartbeat...

 He couldn't even hyperventilate in the face of this... thing. No matter how his mind fluttered against its prison, his chest rose and fell in shallow, steady rhythm.

 He couldn't even close his eyes. But... he could feel the cold air on his skin...clearly.
 And he could feel this thing... playing his nerves like harp strings...drawing the points, lubricated by their thick goo, across his ribs as if reading lines of Braille

 He stared at it with unavoidably passive horror.

 He did not like the smell. He did not want it touching him.

 But it was.

 It was raising sensations from him that he felt only on the periphery, And that... that was too close.

 Time crept by. Measured in hundreds of heartbeats. He broke out in a fine all-body sweat at some point that mixed the slight floral scent born of his diet with his own HuMan salt and musk. With the trickle of time, his heart lurched and clipped with small irregularities...

 But he lay still.

 "hhhhhhhhhaaahhhhhhhhh...." He heard it inhale, and watched the ceiling above him bulge.  "Sssssssssent you.... hassssssss hhhhhheee?"

 Alexi could not exactly reply, but he listened to it. His eyes were dry, but behind them stirred a very restless mind. He had a powerful, impossible desire to move away from the thing touching him.

 "Mmmm..." It clearly did not seem to care that he could not answer. It was not speaking to him. "Ahhhh... Elegrea... finally gives in..."

 Its voice, once it rose out of its protracted slur, was oddly melodic...

 "Rrrreally nnnow. We knew who would win, didn't we? You rrreally sssshould hhhave agreed sssssooner."

 Elegrea..? The mage stared up, doll-like in his paralysis.

 "Sssuch a ssssweet morsel, the old Horssssse is, isssss he not, HhhhahBeg?"

 The thing on the ceiling was...was underneath him as well.

 Oh GOD.

 He had walked on it. The Tulaq had led him right on top of it. Alexi found some of his fear morphed into anger, quiet and deeply held. He could feel his sweat pooling in the depressions of his body. He was beginning to feel his extremities again.
" Clever of hhhhim... to sssssend a husk  like you to be his mouthpiece.... Clever clever....Hhhhe is a ...catch." Smug self satisfaction oozed from the thing, whose outline defied his ability to classify at what part of its body he was looking at.
 The thing above him chuckled deeply. It found something very, very funny.

The trap was many generations more ancient than he was, millions of years old, and common to various species of predators effective enough to persist to the present day. He did not fault himself for walking into it... but listening to the Li'chee gloating over his Master ticked him off.

 Alexi twitched slightly, flickers of involuntary movement in his skin. He did not like being touched.

 "Hhhhe will be even more delectable... when hhhhe isss desssperate...But...you do not know....do you, HuMan? Tell me, Messsenger of the hhhHorssse..."Doessss he agree to mmmy termssss?" The thing tapped a set of nerves on his chest, and then a cluster under his jaw... and Alexi found his tongue.
 His first reaction was to swallow, to clear his mouth, and gather his thoughts... and to cool his temper. Being rude to someone who had placed you entirely under their power never worked out well for anyone.

"... my Master agrees, yes." Alexi's tongue was thick in his mouth, recovering from its enforced period of stillness. "To your... terms, Lord Sovre."

 He spoke with relative slowness, stilted, but clear. He was liking the agreement less and less... a deal made between very ancient creatures indeed. There was no doubt something dear that his Master would be required to sacrifice of himself.

 "gggggoood...." The thing praised him like a dog, stroking his body, "When you... regain your faculitiessss....you will find the canister which containsssss what he requiressss of mmmmeee....Do your job, ttttttadpole...and ttttake it to the Fruit...His oath he should abide...."

Finally able to exercise some tension, he clenched his teeth, and forced himself to silence. His breathing was faster, sped with revulsion and barely-champed down fear, as he slowly regained possession of his body.

 By the time he was able to move again...

 It had vanished. 

 He had not seen it vanish.
 It... had simply... disappeared.
The mage was not stupid, and once he was able to move, he worked the Art to heal the penetrating injury he had sustained, and just as importantly, dried his clothing with another rote, emerging with an invisible mantle which turned the water away from him in spattering steaming beads. Small cantrips were often the best - basic rotes that served multiple purposes.

 He was still flushed with residual frostbite from the Drink. Riding while soaking wet was a recipe for falling from the saddle with hypothermia. 

 Conscientious to the last, he arrived home shivering, but not dead with cold and shock. What slime he had not managed to wipe off himself clung and reeked, but it was a small discomfort compared to many larger concerns.

 Sovre was not like the other one he had seen... he thought on his collected experience of Li'chee, and drew conclusions that he had not seen before. Things that his Master's grandmother had taught him, passed to him through her roots and filaments...

 Carrying the loaded canister with care, Alexi felt oddly deflated, something young and frail and lacking in knowledge. It was not a sense that sat well with him, especially in light of... this.

 On the way back, he had had to be honest with himself, and concluded that he had acted stupidly on multiple occasions in ways he had not observed, at the time of their coming to pass.

He'd thought, and was fairly certain that he had figured out the essential root of his inexperience, the passiveness that - in retrospect - he saw clear as day.

 It was because he had been conditioned to function at a certain level of power.

 Programmed, as it were.

 Habitually inflexible in his honesty, the Mage looked inwards, as they rode through the Drink towards home, and found the truth of it.

 He knew, even if he could not see, that the operation was there... that he acted along its lines and had been, for some time, resisting his own initiative within the confines of actual slavery...

 Following the leader into the cave, so to speak. Over and over.

 Hitting a place in himself where the pattern could change, and just... clicking

over again. A song on repeat.

 Alexi did not doubt that the Li'chee's easy arrogance was partly inflated. Partly. He reminded him of Sergei, who had spoken of the pawns in his game with the same alien dismissal.

 And that tone of amused condescending pleasure inflamed the Mage's insight and his Will in exactly the same way as that man's had.

 When they arrived back at the longhouse, Alexi forcibly shelved his brooding, and it receded to a dull mental presence in the back of his mind. There'd be further time to think, once Master was seen to.

 He turned the Stallion's name over in his thoughts in simultaneous tandem with the title that had served as his name for the duration of his service. 

 Elegrea, Sovre had called him.

 An elegant word that rolled off his silent inner tongue, and that joined the pack of thoughts on self-development in the recesses of his immediate memory.

 He liked it, but he'd never admit to knowing it, unless his Master asked if he had ever heard it from another. There was no reason to cough it up in conversation. 

 But no longer was his Master known as Dust.

Alexi saw briefly to Force, removing his tack and rubbing him down quickly to dry and warm him. He knew that his Master would want the beast comfortable while they sorted out the business of the bandages and his hopeful recovery. Assuming, of course, that Sovre had provided what he actually needed.

 A likelihood, but not a certainty. 

 Still in the slitted and ragged remains of the duster and shirt he'd borrowed, he made his way from the stables with composed haste, a brisk stride that was not quite a run. Stiff and sore, muggy-headed, he was trying not to remember much about the transaction yet.

 There'd be a time for it.

 Alexi was perhaps more experienced at self-denial in the face of crisis than he was at anything else.

As soon as he walked inside... he smelled difference...

 Someone was here... He smelled food...cooking... Spices and herbs... Some sort of meat roasting... The fireplace was blazing.

 The mage turned his head slightly, pausing once the scent hit his nostrils. By its quality alone, he'd be able to guess whether or not it was Rue's work.

 It wasn't.

 Although it was savory... 

 He was familiar with her usual seasoning choices...and these were more... robust. He could not place all of the ingredients.

 The door to the hall to his Master's room opened... and a figure garbed in grey, wearing a hood that covered their face, stepped from the hall, a tray in their gnarled, parchment skinned hands...

 Alexi had tucked the canister into his side, and had sketched a sigil on the flat of his duster, a figure linked to a word of power easily spat if he needed it.

 The sight of the figure entering their living quarters gave him pause. Suspicious, but non-aggressive pause.

 His eyes narrowed slightly...

 But he passed by, not willing to enact the kind of magic he had prepared on someone or something that was ostenciably helping them.

 There was a peculiar... but ...chillingly familiar... fog, or mist, emanating from under the hem of the robes of the hunched figure...

 The pointed hood had no eyeholes... Nor anything that suggested a face.

 Alexi felt the gooseflesh prickle on his neck as he passed by, heading for his Master's room. He had a faint recollection. A strange smell, like burnt wax. The air surrounding the figure was cold.

 Alexi pressed his teeth together until they creaked. His teeth which were no longer damaged and broken, damage that... thing had done to them.

 He could not remember his name, and had little wish to.

 He heard a woman's voice, thin and wretched... "He is sssleeping..."

 The figure spoke, pausing to 'look' over its shoulder.

 He was the master of his fear, however, and phobic of their kind as he was... he kept his head high, back stiff, his voice level. "I have his bandages. He will not mind being roused to fit one to his wound, and it will make his sleep all the more effective."

 "Indeed..." His tone was clipped, but polite. He continued on to his Master's door, and scratched it lightly out of courtesy before letting himself inside.

 A part of him needed to see him, and confirm that he was truly still alive.

 He smelled more herbs... camphor, dragon's blood, and other things he could not place. His Master lay on his back, a cloth bandage over his slowly rising and falling chest. The Horse known as Elegrea was hollow cheeked and pale, but his breath was not rattling so severely, nor was he choking...

 Things this Wrathree knew to do, he did not. 

 He really was very young, and lacking in knowledge, and it plagued him with a gnawing sense of hollowness. His expression was unreadable as he approached the bed and knelt beside it to set the canister down.

 He could see his Master's pulse, erratic and rapid, in his throat. His eyes shifted under their lids.
 "Master?" He spoke aloud, and was surprised to hear how dry and scratchy his voice really was. It was throaty with wear and cold, and stress. "I am sorry to rouse you... but I have the bandage."

 Looking at him, he thought it was unlikely that he'd hear or respond.
 "Well done..." He croaked thickly. He coughed, and slowly turned his head, opening his phlegmy eyes to regard Alexi at his bedside.
His chest panged, and Alexi grunted softly, reaching up to rub at the area where it twinged. It crossed his mind that he had not knit it together properly... but where his fingers touched, there was no little claw scar left. 

 He was a mess.

 Dirtied and scuffed, tracked with thin lines of mud, his torso open to the air through the muddy tattered edges of the clothing he wore...

 "I...had hoped that I could..." He paused as he drew in another breath..."Avoid having to deal with him..."

 Alexi nodded, and lifted the canister up to the bed, rising as he placed it there. "I would suggest that you or... your companion inspect this, to make sure it is what you require and not some sort of... parasitic trap. Some such thing."

 "Oh no..." Even in his state, the old Horse managed to chuckle dryly. "No. Sovre would never renege on this... He needs me in one piece..."

 Alexi still wore a crackly film of thin, dried goo, and at mention of the name, his expression shifted slightly to one of revulsion. He sniffed, nose twitching, and leaned over him slightly, one hand resting on the lid. "Is it as simple as applying it to your skin, Master?"

 "Go clean yourself up..." the Horse said instead.

 The HuMan noticeably hesitated.

 "It can wait a few minutes, surely..." Alexi was not comfortable in his insistence, but he found that, at least for the moment, he was irritated at the thought of obeying and leaving.

 "I cannot abide your smell, Alexi..." His response was weary, face screwed up in discomfort. "Do not make me suffer it. Li'Chee smell horrible."

 Alexi exhaled thinly, and at that, he turned and left.

 It was true. That, he could admit.

 He took the stairs to the shower room heavily, clomping sharply with each footfall, and locked the door behind him. Not that it would do much good against the Wrathree, if - for whatever reason - it saw fit to invade his privacy. It was a psychological pacifier only. In reality, everything in the damn building could get into any door they wanted to.

The lock on the door was really a habit... sealed without any expectation of security. Alexi realized, standing under the deliberately cold spray, that he had changed enough to the point where he did not really care about anyone walking in any more. They would either be seeking his aid, offering it, or they would be his Master.

Chapter Five

The Sins of the Fathers

“The Li’chee are the sons of Arion. They are the stealers of milk, the killers of suckling children. They are the patient butchers. They are the ones who are the stones.”

-- Tulaq myth ‘The Tale of the Eighth Son’
 He was not sure if his lack of genuine giving a damn was a sign of growing inner strength or not. It was hard to really gauge it. It would have been a shock, once. There was a perpetual tension between the vulnerability of slavery, and the structure of it. He felt both acutely, when he had the time to think on it, and consider.

 Surely no accident.

 He considered that predicament in light of the boy, Storm, now... now that he had done a little training of him, not unlike the way his Master, Elegrea, had done for him. His reaction to his own eyes had been completely different, in many respects... but pinning down what that was exactly was proving to be a deeper process than he'd initially thought.

 There was a lot to think about.

 But one resolution was immediate and clear, and he decided on it as he soaked the cold sluggish energy of the water, and basked in its comparative stillness. With mind and body attuned, the force inherent in cold water numbed oversensitive nerves, and drummed on his skin flatly. 

 It was not a shower his Master would be able to tolerate. But he had always found it soothing.

 Alexi let his body settle into relative stillness, standing calmly, relaxed on his feet... his eyes were half-open, and he was oddly immobile in place under the spray once the perfunctory washing was over. He'd scrubbed his chest until it was pink.

 He'd had worse than the Li'chee... but not much worse. He could still smell it. In his mind, every disturbance to his schema was a potential lesson, and what Sovre had taught him in that space of slow hours was myriad. He had been left with a tiny scar. Tiny, but deep.

 Alexi had not been bent on removing it completely. Let it be a reminder.

 Nude, his body was soon very pale under the cold water, running, pouring with it, the Mage found a marble quality within the element that he and his Master both sustained an affinity for. It was a very old meditation indeed.

 He had his hands by his sides, palms almost faced outwards. And as he thought, and processed, and reconfigured various small understandings of things,  his fingers moved in patterns which made little sense to anyone watching, flexing and curling and stretching in complex, subtle motions.

 Cold to his Master's heat... Light to his dark.

 In private, he thought and tasted color and scent with his hands... the various sensations of the world impressing through his fingertips. Even ungloved, less delicate than they had once been, the nerves were wired strangely and they remained sensitive.

 Water was one of the things which stimulated them most evenly. Magic was the other. Prime. Phi, in its etheric or liquid forms...The blood and flesh of the Gift Horses. Their strange, charged smell

 He had an impossibly linear memory... long and capable of complex recollection, especially with smells, and with the things he had touched with his hands.

 He couldn't get the sickly sweet scent of Sovre out of his nostrils. What had Elegrea... his Master... agreed to do? That smell made him vaguely nauseous to recall, but he would always be able to recall it, now that he knew it.

 Just as he would always be able to recall his Master's scent and taste. They were strangely similar... and nothing alike...

 What could Sovre want from him?

 What could the old Stallion pay?

 He could imagine that whatever the creature wanted from Master, it was likely degrading and somehow gross, one or both, for either the Stallion alone, or along with others - possibly including himself. There'd been something... sleazy about it.

 Sensuous, but disgusting.

 Alexi's expression barely changed, immersed as he was in a state of semi-trance.

 He reminded him acutely of Sergei. Powerfully, though that man's smell had been very different.  Sergei had smelled of... heat. A kind of odd, hot, honeyed smell mixed with ozone that he had caught in passing underneath his aftershave.

 Alexi had probably been the only one to ever notice it.

 Add mud and wet... and that was the smell of the thing that had come to the door in the rain.

 Alexi grimaced, finally.  His face was stiff from the cold water, and it took more effort than normal. He had set in place like willing stone.

 Behind him, the tap turned off. He closed his eyes, and drew a deep breath in the sudden silence.
 Once his Master was feeling better, before they left to fulfill the bargain - whatever it was - he would have to talk to him, and consider whatever he learned in light of the rest.

 The conclusion he had drawn seemed elementary now. But such things always were, in retrospect. Would Sovre expect him to thank him?

 He had forgotten, in the initial process of adjusting to life with the Stallion, that he served two Masters... one being himself. He'd let that mastery lapse somewhat... which he agreed with himself was to be expected, considering how young he was in the grand scheme of everything.

 Alexi held little illusions about the sorts of demands Sovre would potentially make. But what to do about it? Master had committed himself to the bargain, and so the bargain would be made, one way or the other.

What they did have was their own selves.

 Alexi stretched, then, cracking his knee and the small of his back, and easing cold muscles back into warmth. They would talk, he hoped.

 He'd gone to originally see Sovre, fully prepared to act the attentive guest-slave as he'd known his Master would have wanted him to. That attitude, in and of itself, had not changed. Alexi's mindset had shifted a great deal from his old mentality... and in that, Myelin had perhaps done him a boon.

 His forced stint as the parasitic twin of the other Ruach had forced him to deal.

 Everything contained a lesson...

 And though his Master had never said it outright, and probably couldn't even remember, Alexi had a notion of why the Gift Horse had taken him. There was more than one reason, but if he knew the Stallion as well as he thought he did, he'd taken Alexi because he'd found utility in him.

 Elegrea was fond of three things that he had observed... utility, longevity, and simple beauty.

 And Alexi did observe. Constantly.

 When he had turned his I on himself on the ride home, he'd realized that he'd let his command of his own learning slide...

 That he'd turned a little like the boy downstairs... expecting to be spoon-fed his new knowledge and understanding. 

 Therein lay the tension of his service. His Master had encouraged dependence in various ways... some forms were not really open to resistance, but others most certainly required a careful and subtle resistance for him to remain his own useful person.

 Alexi had thought quietly and wordlessly on it with his hands and mind, as the water ran down.

 It was not something he'd mention to him... 

 He'd let it remain implicit.

 He dried himself with air, rather than finding a towel... walking heel to toe on wet bare feet, his skin flushing as blood returned to the surface of his body and his extremities. A study in composure, for the time being.

Hidden the serpent... for him, we are blind...

And it will not matter, be we cruel or kind.

Hidden the serpent... Awake!

Hidden the hunger... Awake!

All you wish to be...

All you wish to be...

                                                              I wish.
 He would do what was required of him...

 And he'd observe.

 Alexi had to wonder if his Master had applied his bandage.

 If he had done, he was probably sleeping...

 A healthy sleep, for the first time in some time.

 The presence of the Wrathree was disturbing to him in the manner of an undercurrent, pervasive and bitter... and because of that, he resisted the urge to don clothing, and instead, let himself from the room as he was.

 Practice made perfect.

 The air was always full of the smell of salt...

 If it wasn't the sea itself, filthy from the effluence of the city that leaned over its edge like a cancer, then it was the salt that melted slowly on the cold and snow-clogged roads of Brooklyn...

 It snowed right up to the edge of the water in colder months, the beach carpeted in a brown-tinged mixture of snow, sand, and salt. He'd never left the city...

 Not really.

 In dreams, he still walked on the boardwalk, still saw the green and white hairdresser's sign across from the office...

 Still acted his part in the grimy white-tiled basement underneath Sergei's AEROMOR shipping office.

 He dreamed about boosting his first car as a teenager... a brown Dodge that Semyon then taught him how to drive better than most police could have...

 He'd had to steal the car he learned in.

 That was Sem's rule.

 Vassily and Antoni, his younger brothers by blood, did the same thing on their 16th birthdays...

 In sleep, Alexi's mind was full of flickering images, memories that his mind chewed on over the years... things that often turned up in dreams, seared into the developing man by adrenaline and repetition and their sheer potent effect.

 Doing his first hit on a bridge over the rail line...

 Pouring gas into the cab of a car, and setting it on fire with its semi-conscious occupant inside.

 He dreamed in smells and remembered tactile impressions...

 Fractured and fleeting things interspersed with moments of lucidity.

 That had been a wet night, that one... 

 He'd hit the guy at the club, then had had to do in someone who gave him shit in the taxi on the way home...

 Par for the course.

 The body of the dreaming man twitched in sleep, the way that dreaming cats sometimes did...

 The way they did in hunting and chase dreams, with spasmodic flexation of feet and twitching eyelids.

 He remembered war... a pale human mockery of wars before, and the Wars, perhaps...

 Shadow puppetry of trauma seared into the HuMan being, reenacted endlessly, like a twisted song on repeat.

 The Underworld was always at war...

 Alexi was standing crouched, his guard up, slim arms somehow holding off the unrelenting assault from above... the world was a dim and blurry thing through narrow, concussion-darkened vision...

 His father was an amorphous stinking thing above, yelling as he trained him...

 Somehow... he held...

 Returned the blows when he was supposed to, moved the way he was meant to move...

 He went to school with arms purpled up from the contact blows, knuckles scraped and prone to bleeding.

 But a kid had tried to pick a fight with him one day...

 He'd moved so slowly... giving Alexi an indefinite time to act against the half-hearted fist that had come his way.

 Recollections...

 He remembered breaking it.

Remembered being pulled into the teacher's office... they'd let him go, because his parents wouldn't show up.

 Ever try to pick up your teeth with broken fingers? Bone breaking under flesh had a wet sound to it...

 He was told to go home.

 Home... His nose was full of the smell of the place... old and rusty, laced with cigarette smoke, alcohol, the smell of cooked cream and meat.

 The old wooden benches, with their flaking green-grey paint...Pitted black and white linoleum floors. He didn't go home. 

 Elegrea, seated on the floor of his room, with Alexi sleeping in full sight of him, broke the seal on the clay canister.

Cross legged, his chest dripping pearlescent fluids, the old Horse's countenance was lit from beneath by a burgeoning green light...

 Placing the canister before him, he dipped his hand into the cylinder's depths and brought out the dripping substance with a scooping motion that left his fingers saturated with a slick of it. It had the consistency of plaster of Paris and the pungent smell of Phi...

 The mage's teeth clicked together reflexively in his sleep, a small snap.

 He was frowning.

 As he raised it before him, the stuff contracted around his digits...

 congealing into a sort of flattened disc, a pancake like dollop of luminous putty.

 For a long moment, the old Horse sat with the bandage there in the cup of his palm, and he stared at the HuMan who slept there fitfully before him.

 Only HuMans dreamed... proper dreams.

 Creative things.
HuMan dreams came from WithIn. Generated by and for the seed of potential found in each and every one of them.

 Beside the dreams of HuMans... Gift Horses’ experience paled.

 Gift Horses did not Dream. They experienced a parallel state they called 'SpoonMan'... But this wasn't the creative processing of HuManity. It was instead only a playback of the mishmash content of the Rivers surrounding them... A 'streaming video' made up of the local milieu intrieur. 

 HuMans transmitted messages to GOD.
Horses only received messages from GOD.

 They were Distribution... not Manufacturers.

What was he distributing to Alexi?

The smell of the bandage blurred in with Alexi's dreams...

 The kitchen of his childhood hung with a silvery suspension, like rising smoke from a fire... while his mother rolled her face on her forearm, stirring groggily at an insistent noise that repeated over and over again from somewhere unseen.

 Wordless and formless, like a spectral click of a fuse resetting...

 What was he giving the boy?

 Elegrea could not help but think of Alexi as a boy.

What had he done?

 A small fact of that reality, occurring without his consciousness to block it.

 What had he expected to do, taking the magus from his environment...

 What had he thought to do?

 His chest hurt...

 The bandage on his hand could soothe away the pain and infirmity...

 But ...

 He thought of the Li’chee...

Of their skills with the dreams of HuMans...

 He licked his lips as he looked again at the bandage.

 What would he give the boy if he took this?

 If he took this, and Sovre's bargain...

 The boy would be defenseless. He would starve.

Elegrea bit his lower lip...

In between blinks... both Alexi and his long-dead mother lost the flesh of their faces and hands... but the mage did not find the experience fearful, or, in the dream state, even surreal...

The woman lost her flesh as he watched...

 Nikla Sokolsky was a silver skeleton in a blue dress, slumped forward over the old wooden table, her forehead resting on her forearm...

And when Alexi, slowly stirring to lucidity, went across to look...

There was a mark on the back of her skull.

 An indentation.

  Alexi started awake, quite suddenly...

  Jerking his head and opening his eyes, initially wild and unseeing...

  The animal looked through his Master for a long moment before the Ruach returned... and like a slide fitting into place behind his face, he reassembled from sleep to consciousness.

  Elegrea wiped off the stuff from his hand, and it fell soundlessly back into the canister...

  He was confused, mouth thick... even more so when he realized the smell of Phi was present in the real world, as it had been in the dream.

 His eyes focused on the Stallion, sitting at on the same level as himself... and the faint lines beside them creased as he rapidly put together the sight and smells in front of him together into a cohesive chain of probable events.

 There was a dull blue green glow arising from the ceramic canister.

 He said nothing, but uncurled from his cramped semi-upright sleeping position, stretching carefully. Slow as he was, when he extended his right knee, the joint cracked with an audible sound.

 It illuminated the old Horse's features, and he looked down into it a moment...

 "What was the deal?"

 Alexi spoke in the harsh, blunt criminal cant of his own tongue, more a half-asleep habit than a willful choice.

 He realized momentarily afterwards that he had... but then just as quickly figured that his Master likely understood it.

 "To explain the deal I made with him means explaining an aspect of the Li'Chee life cycle..."

 GOD he hated Li'Chee.

 "As you may, or may not have gathered, all of them are male."

 "All OY chromosomes..."

"Tulaq don't have DNA sequences like HuMan beings do, but there's enough similarities to draw some parallels..."

 Alexi sniffed softly, and thumbed grit from the corner of his eye. "Yes. Your grandmother taught me their origins, but not their... facts. I must learn what there is to know about them, Master. That lore, and everything else I need to know to do my job. I determined after delivering your message that I have languished in ignorance for far too long."

 He looked back up at him, less bleary.

 "The sequence for whyme, that is, for female Tulaq, is OO. The sequence for maere, that is, male Tulaq, is OW."

 "All primordial beings, that is creatures like Gift Horses, Sheeahzgee, Daunte... they have O or O variant chromosomes."

 "Hmm." He made a thoughtful sound.

 "Creatures with the Y chromosome... originated from the Morphord."

"Li'Chee, in order to reproduce, rape whyme..."

 "Their ejaculate causes her to ovulate en masse, and the resulting 30 or 40 ovum are subsequently fertilized, grow flagella, and swim to the uterus where they implant."

Alexi sat back against the wall again, watching as he listened.

 "These embryos are aggressive... they don't just implant, they burrow in, and instead of using the endometrial lining, they tap directly into her blood supply in the uterine wall, and then it's a race to absorb and grow faster than your brother..."

 The smell of Phi had awakened his stomach, as well as his mind... but when confronted with new knowledge, hunger inevitably retreated to a distant second place.

 "Their claws are the first structures they develop, and once they've got them and an  umbilical cord long enough to permit movement, they cannibalize their brothers in the womb."

 "This goes on till they reach a certain size, at which time a cocoon of sorts forms round the remaining feti, which can be as many as half a dozen, or as few as one...."

 "Once they form that, they're safe from their brothers for the moment, and then go on feeding on the whyme, who is naturally dying by this point. Keep in mind, this happens quick. About five to seven days."

 "Once she expires, their development ends...and they have to break out and find more."

 Alexi nodded. "Charming."

 "They're born as a fetus. They're about six feet long, skinny, pale pink, and armed with massive amounts of extremely potent venom. Usually they scatter as soon as they emerge, to avoid their brothers. And from then on out, it's a race to see who can eat the most the fastest, because when they get enough, they enter the womb again."
 "Perhaps not in the literal sense of climbing into a uterus... but in that they form a new cocoon, which protects and hides them while they gestate further.

 "The size, intelligence, and power of a Li'Chee depends on how many of these cocoons they go through, Alexi."

 Elegrea looked down at his hands.

 "There is, in theory, no limit to their number."

 For a while, the Gift Horse seemed to have nothing more to say.

 His throat was tight and dry, tongue cleaving to the roof of his mouth.

 "I see." His mouth drew slightly to one side. "And Sovre wishes to advance to a state of greater power by feeding from you as he cocoons?"

 The old Horse's voice broke. 

 "While...While... he cocoons."

 "Well, that's hardly business." The HuMan replied crisply. "It would likely be terrible for you, for one thing, and it would be both time consuming and disgusting. I do not think empowering a potential enemy to greater heights is sensible in the long run. There has to be another  Li'chee capable of producing what you need for less.And if you wish, we will work on finding them."

 He spoke as if it were self-evident... and to him, it was. Every part of his lifelong training told him so.

 Provided, of course... that they had the time.

 Elegrea opened his mouth...and a sudden spurt of thick, black liquid leapt from his lips, and the old Horse convulsed, head slinging back as he toppled to his side...

 He had seen that stuff before... pouring from the mouth of people beset by demons.

 "But we do not have time."

 Alexi spoke to himself, even as he reacted.

 The old Horse, crumpled bonelessly on the floor, began to jitter.
He was up on his feet, and over, turning the Gift Horse's face. He got gloves before taking up the canister. Common sense told him that putting his hand in a canister of preserved liquid Phi was a bad idea... so he knelt with it, then tipped and guided the bandage from its mouth onto his Master's bare chest, along with some of the liquid it was contained in.

 As Alexi leaned forward, the Horse's skin became peppered with tiny black orifices, opening and closing voicelessly... another moment, as the ancient Stallion inhaled, they began chanting in horrific, buzzing noises some sinister language

 A chill passed over him.

 But the mage worked calmly...

 He doubted the fluid the bandage was contained in was bad for his Master, and rather than risk damaging the bandage - more fragile than the others he'd seen - he let it bubble and flow over the seething wounds.

 In the back of his mind, he knew he was sealing the Gift Horse's fate...

 He had no way of knowing.

Chapter Six

EverythingEverything
‘I don’t believe in trouble. I don’t believe in pain. 

I don’t believe there’s nothing left but running here again.

I don’t believe in Promise. I don’t believe in Chance. 

I don’t believe you can resist the things that make no sense.

I don’t believe in Silence, because Silence seems so slow.

I don’t believe in Energy, the tension is too low.

I don’t believe in Panic. I don’t believe in Fear.
I don’t believe in Prophecy, so don’t waste any tears.’
--Franka Potente  ‘Believe’ from “Run Lola, Run”
 Elegrea whooped in a breath, and at once, the thick blue green liquid began to boil and foam. The tiny holes inverted into blisters bright orange with pus, and then burst in malodorous streams, possibly some of the most vile stuff he had ever smelled. It reminded him precariously of the scent of the Wrathree

 His Master screamed hoarsely as the pits continued to pour filth, but he seemed to breathe easier than before, and was trying to help Alexi put more of the bandage material into his chest.

 "P-p-pour..." He mouthed

 He complied, readily, his expression a blank as he moderated his breathing through his teeth instead of his nose. The Li'chee had the upper hand... and that was the short of it.

 The bandage slopped out as the last of the fluids ran off into the gaping hole in the Stallion's chest, and fell onto the open gash with a *splup*. In another instant, he watched the bandage extend itself like a slug, growing psuedopods that first probed, and then penetrated into the exposed cavity that revealed his beloved Master's living heart and colorful ribs.
 Elegrea fell suddenly still, eyes rolling back. "Ah....AhGOD...ah!"

 While his Master cried out, Alexi, barely moving, drew the knife that he had been carrying for some time... readying it, in case he needed it. Waiting and watching, he showed little visible turmoil.

 The bandage rippled, ruffling as it settled in, and within a few seconds time, it covered the enlargened wound entirely. His fever gone, the old Horse broke into a heavy sweat. His breathing continued, rapid and deepening, his pulse slowing as the moments ticked by.

 "AhGOD..."

 The bandage lost its glow, the luminosity sinking into the Horse's flesh, and within a few moments more, it had turned the color of the Stallion's skin.

 The mage barely blinked. His fingertips worked, pressing in a fine line of motion down the hilt of the blade in his hand... but he held it low, and did not move it.

  "Master?" Alexi finally blinked, though he did not move.

Elegrea laid one his back, shirtless, bare toes pressing into the wood. An erection pressed against the fabric of his loose breeches, and his nipples were stiff and contracted....

 "GOD...." He said again. He had forgotten... Forgotten what it had been like to be without pain. His skin thrilled with gooseflesh. The old Horse raised his head, laying on his back, one knee bent as the sole of his bare foot drug across the smooth floor... he gestured for the mage to approach him

 He kept the knife back... but did not let it go as he moved forwards, slowly sliding from where he knelt until his knees touched the Stallion's side. "And...?"

 Elegrea’s hand came up, and caught Alexi by the back of the head, and pulled himself up by the HuMan's body, opening his mouth hungrily as his other hand came round and he embraced Alexi's skull as he kissed him... kissed him greedily... overcome by the pleasure of the act, now unclouded by the terrible, ambient pain that had been the background noise of his existence up until now.

 The HuMan's jaw trembled for a moment... the first outward sign of the tension he had been holding deep down in himself, ever since the Stallion had first taken to his bed. He completed the connection more slowly than his Master was doing, slow and cautious reciprocation, as if he could not quite believe that, for the moment, he was okay.

 For the moment.

 It was all temporary...

 Sweet in Winter.

 Sweet in Rain....

 His mouth was... so sweet.

 Alexi relinquished that caution in fits and starts... first bringing his free hand up to smooth over the other man's chest, then to stroke his throat and face as he found the rhythm and flow of their small movements together.

 He was beautiful... How would he come out at the end of that cocooning?

 His chest, muscles hard under his smooth skin, was flawless now...He could not tell where the bandage began or ended.

 He could not really imagine such a thing, except in his most twisted nightmarish wonderings... so he stroked his Master's skin, and kissed him, and nipped his lip to bring the sensation of sweetness against his teeth to a sharp bright point. And as he did, he pulled himself up over him, straddling the smaller man's hips so that he was bowed over the length of his torso.

 The hand with the knife remained pressed to the floor, gloved fingers splayed... while the other wandered up and down, over his shoulder and collarbone, and up again into his hair.

 He couldn't quite believe it.

 But he could see the immediate difference in the Stallion's body language... and in something more ephemeral, a sense of energy that operated constantly in the Magician's perception of things.

 The old Stallion was shivering violently, his mouth flooding with saliva sweet as peach juice, and as Alexi straddled him, the old Horse arched his body up into contact with him, fingers coming down the larger man's shoulders, their tips dug down his biceps...

 Alexi could feel his Master's cock straining against him...

 The mage was still nude from his shower, other than the pair of rough-textured gloves he had taken from the Horse's bedside... and he moved over him slowly, beginning to realize with intent just how good it must have felt to him... to touch, and be free of pain.

 He was loathe to rush it...

 The Stallion's expression was one of absolute Rapture... and his frame shook from time to time with sobs.
 Alexi lapped at his mouth as he slid back, down over his Master's hips, pressing along his covered length with his own body. Somewhere in the time they had spent together, he had come to understand the control inherent in sensuality... and he worked it, almost unashamedly.

 He fed on Alexi's mouth greedily...

 He ran a thumb over his brow, tracing the line of his skull by his eye, and pulled away from his mouth only very slowly... pressing his lips to the sensitive place just underneath his lip.

 With his Master, he allowed himself to show the latent moments of shyness he encountered in seduction, something he had not shown the boy while training him... moments of heady hesitation and small tensions, a kind of pleasure gleaned from not being perfect or wholly confident.

 He let him see.

Tears flowed from the old Horse's brilliant eyes.

Sitting astride him, he found himself strangely comfortable with the motions of sex... he pulled the glove he had put on from his hand with his teeth, reached back, and slid his hand under the Stallion's waistband, pulling it up enough that he could free his trapped erection and push the fabric down and away from them.
 his chest, beaded with syrupy sweat, heaved as he lifted his chin and exposed his neck...

 and as the air struck his cock, the Stallion let out an open mouthed gasp as he fucked the air above him with sharp, pointed thrusts of his hips...

 Once he could not feel it creeping back up... he backed along him, pressing his hips down without letting him enter him.

 The level of control the position gave him caused a thrill of its own... 

 Alexi shuddered, sliding back against his cock, arching in far enough that his belly touched the other man's.

 Close to the point where he could have dipped his hips, and let the tip rest against his anus... with the way he was moving underneath him, he would fuck himself up into his body if he did...

 The old Horse, head to the side, ground his teeth.

 Instead, he kept the dance going... grinding back against him as he leaned in and bit the exposed length of his Master's throat.

"hhhhhhhhhh...."The Horse swallowed as his breath escaped his clenched jaw...

 Alexi pressed his tongue between his teeth, licking the skin caught between them... and the corner of his mouth lifted, almost a smirk.

 They were just the same.

 He could have pulled him back any time. Control itself was the allure.

 Alexi sucked his flesh into his mouth, and worked his jaw wider, a bite that could have turned crushing. He was tingling, burning with need... hard enough that his erection held itself nearly flat to his stomach. Months ago, he would have been frightened and ashamed of what he felt, and what he wanted.

 But things changed. They both had changed, in subtle ways.

 Alexi let go of his Master's throat, his tongue cool as he soothed the indentations he had made.

 "If I may have the honor, Master...?" They were words spoken as a seduction, low and composed against his damp skin as he twitched backwards, teasing and implicit at the same time. 

 He knew he might say no. That he COULD say no...and that he'd enjoy making the decision...

 He rubbed the length of his cock against his ass, a slow and fluid motion of his hips, a motion he could not remember ever practicing... something that he remembered being done to him, more than once, but that he had not been aware of reciprocating.

 But he had...

 Because it had felt good.

 Elegrea 's hands, slick with his sweat, drug down Alexi's bare back, fingers spreading wide as he gripped either cheek of his ass and parted it...

 Kneading the flesh with the horny calluses of his fingertips...

 Alexi kissed him again, and this time, there was no hesitancy in the motion as he bucked back into the Stallion's hands. He licked his teeth, grazed his tongue up along the sharp edge of them, never not moving...

 He arched his spine in further, pushing up against the tingling sweet buzz he could feel against his body. A part of him wondered what the hell he was doing. Most of him didn't care any more.

 It felt good...

 He had learned how to feel pleasure with him.

 Elegrea drew Alexi's tongue within his mouth and bit down on it as he angled his hips and thrust against the tight bud of the Russian's anus with the silvery blue head of his elegantly curved cock....

 It was not an easy entry...for the moment it only pressed with increasing insistence...

 while the Stallion held the Russian captive by his own flesh...

 His mouth watered against the sharp pain of his Master's teeth, and as it pressed into sweetness. He thrust his hips back against the hands holding him, back against the cock behind him... a motion that seemed peculiarly natural in the position he had found.

 Elegrea shifted one hand to the base of Alexi's spine, cock still making its slow invasion into his body while his other hand reached under the Russian's body and gripped his shaft...

 He made a low sound against the Stallion's mouth, and fought a tremble that ran from nape to spine... perhaps realizing what he was doing. 

 Wondering, maybe, why he no longer cared that much...

 The next sound he made, thick in his throat, was close to a growl, a sound tinged with heat.

 His empty stomach clenched.

 Elegrea began pumping Alexi's cock, fingers tight around the shaft as he worked the Russian's tight foreskin back and forth over his glans as far as it would relent, using the phimosis to increase the stimulation both with friction and the burning sensation of stretch...

 Panting through his nose, he leaned forward, determinedly fucking himself down over his Master's cock... and his bare hand fell on the hilt of the knife, laying beside the Stallion's shoulder on the floor.

 He moaned, kissing him urgently around his own trapped tongue. Elegrea released his tongue as his cock throbbed as the encroaching constriction of Alexi's hole closed around him. The old Stallion leaned up as the Russian impaled himself on the spire of his erection, licking the magus on the chin and biting him on the underside of his jaw.
The HuMan gasped, arching up over him as his body finally yielded... and as he did, his fingers curled around the knife, and it came up with him as he instinctively rode back along the length now inside him. With his arms looped around the old Horse’s neck, it remained out of sight...

 "RRRrrrrrrr...."  The old Horse groaned, legs crossing beneath them as he thrust up with his new leverage to bury himself to the hilt.

 "Oh GOD... " Alexi felt the Stallion's pulse throughout him. He was gasping, even though he was not short of breath. He  leaned into his teeth, faltering in his intent for a moment. "GOD..."

 He felt the Horse's shoulders bulge, as he took the Russian's weight in his arms and held him steady while he began to thrust. Torn between the immediate pleasure of his living, and the expectant ecstasy of his death, he wrapped his legs around whatever he could find with them, and held on to him. He was taller than Elegrea; by leaning forwards over his shoulder, he could see the knife, and the place he wanted to guide it to, under the ribs from the back, up into his heart, but he was himself being stabbed.
 The Stallion held the larger man's weight in his arms, using the leverage to pound him, hips bucking, the sound of their skin slapping against one another in curious counterpoint to the deep seated rumbling breaths that were coming from the fucking Horse.

 His eyes were open and looking up at his slave...

 His hand had left his cock as his penetration had begun in earnest. He needed both to keep the Russian in his position. Alexi  instinctively arched, offering his chest up to him, even as he tasted the sweet hard edge of his resolve to kill him. His Master was very, very strong, and the stamina he displayed was not something Alexi had seen previous to now. Now that he had relaxed, Elegrea pushed him onto his back, and he went down, almost totally plastic, his hands hit the floor, the knife in one, the other half curled on the floor. 

His fingers opened, almost of their own accord... and it felt with a short clatter to the boards. The mage was flushed, sheened with sweat... his eyes were black, the pupils dilated. Black and hot... and focused on the man over him with singular intent.

 Deeper... Deeper...

Elegrea put one palm in the center of Alexi's chest as he went up onto his knees, taking care to withdraw himself to the glans and then thrust with long, smooth strokes to his full ten inch length within the Russian's body...

He was panting, lips parted, and hooked his legs up around the Stallion's waist. Alexi left his hands up, putting them nearly wrist to wrist... begging with his body for him to press them to the floor.

He was looking THROUGH him... Through to the bones and the heart that now beat strongly behind the Stallion's brilliant ribs. Submitting even as he lusted for it... even as he cried out with short, stilted sounds of pleasure each time their skin touched.

 Elegrea 's chest was thrust out as he put his back into his fuck, the great fall of his wild, liquid white hair pulling his head back as he gave himself over to the maddening abandon of their coupling. His Master was not a being of many words, given to long bouts of complete silence, but now sound escaped him in spite of himself.
 "hhh... hhh... Hhhh...." snarls forcing themselves past his repression, that barrier abraded by every thrust that sounded the depths of Alexi's shuddering body.

 Alexi  swore he could smell it, even through the bandage... that he could smell the heart he could hear, and that he could smell the sharp edge of the weapon he had dropped, begging to be pushed into his chest, even as he relinquished himself to the Stallion above.

He could not form words...

 The old Horse's expression was slack as he clawed up Alexi's belly, finally leaning forward to catch the Russian's wrists together over his head. Instead, he fumbled across the floorboards for the blade he wanted, and pulled his lover into him with his heels, matching his leading rhythm. The act aborted the Russian's fumble for the knife. The hilt had just been in his reach, and flicked, it spun on its guard as the Horse's cock stabbed again and again into the reamed open cave of his slave's ass.

He collapsed in Elegrea grip, shuddering as he cried out.

And in the back of his mind... he finally knew. Knew it.

He loved his control.

 "Tell me what you want..." The Stallion commanded throatily, between pants. His face was over Alexi's chest, and as he finished his demand, his head dipped to catch Alexi's left nipple in his mouth and sucked violently.

It took moments to re-gather language, a tenuous grasp that was almost shattered by the sharp flash of pleasure from his pierced nipple... but he arched into it, mouth open before he spoke. "I want blood... to pull it from your chest... I want.. Oh GOD, Master..."

His voice, in his own ears, was a harsh and desperate rasp. "Please... Master, don't stop..." He couldn't communicate the feeling in his teeth... the wordless want to rend something with them as his vision flashed, at least, not with language. They snapped together, top and bottom, as he struggled briefly against the grip on his wrists.

He wanted the knife...wanted the blood from his Master's chest pouring over his face, down his throat, as he orgasmed in him from the thrust of the blade in his heart. The usually stoic human was begging wordlessly past his ability to speak while the Horse's mouth pulled and pulled at him, one hand held his wrists above his head, the other tugged and worked his other nipple as Alexi's cock was rubbed against the slick hardness of his Master's belly

 The ancient Horse gave him no mercy.

He'd never felt acute pleasure from them before... but stimulated, they felt just like the nape of his neck, which he rubbed back against the floor as he arched and fought and bucked, so close to climax that he could taste it.

"Please..." He gasped. It never failed. Every HuMan invoked GOD during sexual passion. "Please, Master...”
His Master was waiting... Pumping him without pause.

"GOD... please..." His throat was rough, voice broken and gravelly as, finally, he broke down and begged.

Alexi shouted, harsh and wordless as he let go any remaining control he'd had, and climaxed hard enough that he felt his body pulse and contract, squeezing along the length of his cock, around his Master's, and through his spine and scalp. He couldn't have stopped it,

 Elegrea came on him heels, Alexi's spasms driving him over the edge as he drove to the limit within the Russian's ass, spine arching violently, head thrown back, one hand still holding Alexi's wrists, the other dragging in a clawing motion down Alexi's chest and belly...

 "RRrrrrrrrrArrrgh!"

For the second time in as many days, Alexi experienced what he could only have described as a kind of anesthesia, or as bliss... head thrown back, vision blurred, he yielded, slack in the other man's grip.

And for a moment... 

Everything.
Chapter Seven

XXOXX

Room is still my antenna in you
Nylon burns the bedspread with two

Gravity's zero see me stall
I bounce off walls lose my footing and fall
It can be sweet though incomplete though
And the frames will freeze
See me on all four's
It's been a long time

I want to x you
I want to X you.
-- Massive Attack ‘Inertia Creeps’

…Everything…
His Master, panting, sank his teeth into the flesh of Alexi's pectoral muscle, keeping the mage's arms pinned at the wrist over his head. The man underneath him jerked at the bite, but it was a reflex... sensation lay atop sensation, and in the aftermath of orgasm, it all felt... Light.

His eyes half-opened, lips parted, for the time being, utterly complicit in his Master's grip. There wasn't anything quite like it. Gradually, his eyes focused...

He could feel the knife, just beyond his physical grip.

The old Horse had withdrawn from him...emptying him.

Alexi thrummed... a deep, repetitive note from spine to teeth in pure, unadulterated energy. He nearly sparked with it.
The mage was like a battery... able to hold charge, and from that energy, he could create. His sweat was sweet under the Stallion's teeth.

 Perhaps it was in response to this that made the old Horse relinquish his flesh and began to lap his skin, abandoning his wrists, hands coming to stroke and caress, knead and scoop the muscles of his slave’s chest and belly while licking greedily at him.

When his teeth released, Alexi shuddered, his heel digging into the floor... he arched against the Stallion's mouth, subtle motions of Want, pressing himself against his tongue.

He did not reach for the knife, but his mind formed the shape and the fantasy, the sudden influx of sensual influx beating an insistent tattoo.
 The want to feel him convulse around the blade... to choke, and cough blood as the realization hit just after the physical impact did.
For his part, the old Horse seemed consumed with the act of the taste...teeth scraping him...hands palming and gripping. He held Alexi still in his lap, legs crossed under his slave's hips.
 The old Horse's heavy mane pooled across Alexi's chest and arms, covering his Master's face whilst he rumbled, shuddered, and mouthed the Mage’s skin.
With damp fingers, Alexi flailed out... and found something cool and hard underneath them. Initially shaking, his hand clenched, and in that instant the shaking in them faded. 
 He was panting with pleasure, even as he snatched a fistful of his Master's white hair and used it to jerk his head down for a brief second while the other arm came up and planted the blade squarely through the Stallion's back, beside his spine and up through his ribs, a good few inches off the target of his heart.

Gasping, he carried the motion through, even as he realized he hadn't hit quite the right spot, pulling it through with vicious strength until the blade scraped bone. There was no time for finesse...

His Master tried to straighten, but as he pulled, the old Horse surged up, legs coming from under Alexi as they straightened and he tried to kick...

"!...RrrrrARGHhhhh " Blood jumped from his lips, and he punched Alexi in the head. The blade was stuck, lodged where rib met spine. His face snapped to the side, and the mage made a dull sound of pain, rolling with the blow, using the momentum to jerk the knife trapped in his Master's ribs.

He felt his nose and lip bloom with heat and moisture. The salt-sweet metal taste of his own Red blood mingled with the first drops of Phi that was beginning to bubble from the Stallion's mouth, and he drew a deep breath, hips bucking at the taste of it.

He held on and kept him from getting too much leverage as the Stallion scrambled, struggling to gather that selfsame leverage, and drew back to punch the Russian again. He connected, but this blow had considerably less power than the first.
At the second strike, the mage's lip curled, and with an all-too HuMan snarl, he pulled Elegrea towards him in a vicious embrace and lunged with snapping teeth at the smaller man's briefly exposed throat, a motion not only to bite, but to deflect further strikes from his face as he gave into the powerful need to bite something, and bite it hard.

Dripping silver steadily from his nose and mouth, the Stallion got his feet under him as Alexi bit him.
 The HuMan was not quite as strong as he had been... he was now physically younger, his muscles less dense and softer from youth and less time spent training with his Master, but the HuMan hung on to him doggedly by the blade, and with his teeth, sinking his weight into them to try and drag the Gift Horse to the floor.
Just as he had been that first time... he was fuelled by a deep passion that made him relentless once he had begun.

You couldn't do death by halves.

 His Master gasped, but he wasn't weakening... the pain was driving him mad with rage, and as he lost his footing and collapsed atop the Russian, he switched tacts, ceasing to try and punch him, instead reaching down to grab Alexi's testicles and savagely squeezing them. He dug in his toes, but he could not free himself.
Pain washed over Alexi like a wave of foam, and in reply, he became more viciously focused on the two points of his attack, jaw tightening, straining the powerful muscles of his neck and shoulders; with a muffled roar, he jerked the knife on an angle to one side, then pulled it free from where it had stuck.

Almost immediately, he plunged the blade in again. This time, up underneath his ribcage on the angle he needed so that the long blade lanced into the Stallion's heart from behind.
He felt the Horse falter…
…felt his weight fall across him....

…as the pulse of the Stallion's heart shuddered the blade in his hand, and the old Stallion sucked in a thick, gurgling breath.

"Hhhhhhghk..."

Alexi moaned, a rough, low sound of pleasure past his mouthful of flesh and sinew, and he released his throat to fix his mouth over his Master's... kissing him urgently, biting and nipping at his lip. He kept his tongue back from the Stallion's teeth as he lead him forwards, off balance.

He made a sound that could only have been described as a croon... low and thick and sensuous as he shoved the blade in deep enough that the flesh of his Master's back indented around the guard of the knife.

"GOD..." the Mage breathed as the Horse’s heart played on the blade against his palm.
"Ghhhk...ah....AH..." He made him cry out...Silver...So much blood. He rumbled in between kisses, in between his Master's cries, drawing him back down. Elegrea arched his back, heels digging into the floor, banging the back of his head against the boards, still struggling, but with less coordination.

 His slave was already drinking from the blood that ran down his lip as he writhed. He let the Stallion's weight and flesh hold the blade underneath him, smooth hot hands dragged up his chest, over his impaled heart, and down over his belly, moving over him with heated urgency, panting from exertion, flushed with the vicious energy his assault on his Master. It was him licking the Stallion, now as the agonized Horse clawed at the floor and struggled to rise, heedless of the slave that fed on his lips, his blood.
 The strength of the Unicorn was the stuff of myth, and Alexi's mouth was buzzing, almost numb with it...Like drinking sweet lidocaine...

Alexi pressed the heel of his palm over Elegrea's chest... forcing his heart onto the rocking point of the knife from the other side of his body.

"HhhhhuuuuuaaaahghyouFUCKER!"

He swung at the Russian, but missed. "F-f-f-fucker..."

Impassively, Alexi watched him, even as he bent to lap the involuntary tears that had run from his eyes, and the dried sweetness of the ones before them.

Watching him with a look familiar...the old Horse met his gaze, lips thick with silver foam.

He was regarding him with a strange bipolar combination of adoration, and cold, sadistic pleasure that somehow coexisted, and he exhaled hotly against Elegrea's damp cheek in reply as the Stallion struggled for breath, mouth gaping as his chest heaved convulsively. Over and over he sucked in the small amount of air the hemorrhage that compressed his lungs within his chest would permit him...

"Don't die too fast now, Master..." Alexi rumbled beside the ruin of his ear, straddling him now... much as he had done before, but this time, he was not thinking sex.
 He was soaking up the Stallion's death throes like he had done his thrusts into him before, riding him as he kissed him again, deeper, moaning softly as the Stallion's blood saturated his mouth, his throat, his stomach with Sweet. 
His kisses made the Horse struggle, cutting off his air, unable to breathe deep enough through his nose. He clawed at the Russian, who let him go after a few moments of it.
He wanted him to live...To struggle for life.

Alexi sat astride him, his thighs gripping strongly along his waist, panting as he withdrew from his lips to focus on the sensations beneath him. His nails flexed into his Master's chest.

"GOD yes..." He nearly sighed into the air above him, eyes closed, painted and flecked with silver from the edge of his bare hairline to his breastbone.

Riding him down... grinding him onto the knife.

Released to draw breath, the old Horse choked in a few more before another gout of blood overcame his attempts to respire, his spine arching to avoid the pressure Alexi was putting on the knife...

Alexi bit his own lip, and leaned forwards over him to grasp it underneath the Stallion's body. With the other hand, he pulled him forwards, and with two short jerks, loosened it before he pulled it free.

Blood gouted....and his Master came around and punched him again in the head, his fist landing squarely in the Russian's temple, sliding out from underneath his slave as the mage, staggered by the blow, fell to the side, knife in hand.

"Ohhhh..." Elegrea rumbled wetly...

Alexi rolled up, desperate to move... and staggered before he could get his feet under him, his knees going out as his vision reeled. Phi or no phi... he'd taken several punches to the head.

"ah...ah...I am...I am going to kick. Your. Ass." Hissed the Gift Horse, and then fell to one knee, then to all fours, gasping. Alexi bared his teeth at him, an instinctive adrenaline fuelled expression of defiance, and with accuracy born of desperation, he lunged with the knife as the Gift Horse sunk down, planting the blade through the pulpy flesh of his breast, and into his heart from the other side, moving with him as he fell.

"..." Wordlessly, his Master sank to the floor.

"Ha... hah..." The mage shook his head, eyes crossing briefly as he tried to focus his vision, and failed. He was still seeing stars... but he was flushed with heat as he realized he had somehow managed not to pass out. "Shit..."

"...Shit." He had gotten used to his Master being easier to kill. There was going to be none of that from now on.

Elegrea rolled to his side, wheezing, eyes rolled back in his head as he began to gasp agonally. His pulse was non-existant now in his throat, hands quivering, fingers twitching. Alexi left the knife in his chest, straddling him dizzily, and then bent forwards to kiss him again around his gasping, slower this time.

He was hard again, cock trembling in time with the wobbling motion that he could feel the dying Stallion’s heart made through his fingertips as they rested there on the hilt.

He was hurting, dry mouthed and concussed.

"ghhh ghhh.... ghhhh ....." His Master's head fell back as his limbs began to thrash...

GOD... he was going to hurt later. But maybe it was worth it.

Alexi drank, eyes closed, exulting quietly as the healing bloom of Phi pulsed through his body. He could hear it each time he swallowed...

He understood why the Li'Chee craved possession of his Master...

Why it would be willing to heal him...

Everything  Everything   Everything   Everything

His Master's very substance sang. The foreknowledge that he would lose him for an indeterminate length of time made it bittersweet.

Alexi stroked his cold hair as he covered his body, his own chest pressed up against the hilt of the knife... he cupped him close, rubbing his cheek against his jaw and ear. As the Unicorn shuddered and choked, Alexi felt his heart seize around the knife, and the old Horse cried out loud with his final breath.

The HuMan murmured close to his ear, soaking his shuddering with his own body.

Though the Horse's voice carried no words... his slave heard...

Mmmskyscraper, i love you

"I love you. Love you." He echoed the voice his Master had told him that he did not hear... that only HuMans heard...whispered it into his good ear as, eyes closed, immersed in the passage of his death... feeling it, through his fingers and lips, the old Stallion slipping away to be absorbed into Ocean.

GOD. Skyscraper.
Everything.
