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Chapter One
 
I’m fifteen years old, and I feel infinite.
There’s a man behind the lightly-colored oaken desk; he leans forward into the flickering light of burning candles. We’re far from the sunlight, and he wears upon his brown face an expression of faint amusement. It is the first time I really get a good look at him.
His expression is exquisite, unshakeable, and rugged. The lines of his skin tell me immediately that he has seen much hard work in his life. His papery flesh is a timeline of unending hardship. However, his eyes still shine with the reflection of the candlelight. They are tiny spots of blue in an otherwise colorless room, and he wears on his body a pale linen shirt with small wooden buttons.
Blue I suddenly realize is and always shall be my favorite color.
I associate blue with the ocean, that deep and dark place at the bottom of the Sea of Rwn. I am reminded of my lost home and my people who are no more. And I am convinced that Arioch, who rides the three chariots of fire across the sky, painted the heavens this color to remind all those who have seen death that life is a thing with no boundaries.
Blue has many shades.
The one in which I am most comfortable drapes the bright burning stars in a shawl at last sunset. The witching hour calls to me like a pair of amber eyes from the darkness, the prowling wolf that I have seen all my life, the hunter in the shadow. He is the one that taught me a man makes his own fate in life.
I call this phantom “Yellow Eyes” and though we never speak, we have mutual respect for one another.
Reluctantly, I take my eyes off him.
I’m nervous and a little uncomfortable.
His face, unlike mine, is concealed in bristling black whiskers, trimmed short and shiny and resembling a handful of steel wool. I utter no prayer because I have no god. Yet, I tremble at what he can see in my youthful face, which has seen human horrors but remains inadequate at hiding a lie.
I muse that I must seem a desperate urchin sitting there telling him my tale. I’m a street brat, malnourished and covered in dirt and mud, and my lovely locks of yellow hair are smeared with grease and ash.
“That’s quite a story,” he says. He reaches over his desk drawing himself closer to me and then grabs my hands. He inspects them, I suspect, for callouses.
I wonder if he believes me.
A ghastly moment of silence follows. I watch him study my face and my eyes. It is the perfect deception, this tenuous silence, meant to dislodge any notion I have for escape. He is my jailor now. This silence of his is meant to drown me in the subterfuge that I am a lost soul, the ghost of a man that calls out for help in the encroaching darkness.
I shudder, feeling hunger in my stomach, watching him play with a tangle of hair that droops near his ear. But I meet his eyes with mine. I never abandon a man’s gaze. And I watch him, those delicate folds of flesh over his pupils closing repeatedly atop spots of blue. 
“Kian,” he says, trying out my name. “Kian Lightfoot.”
He studies me again. I wonder what it feels like to have such power. I am a youth he could murder, enslave, rape, or punish as he sees fit. Only the candle flames move, throwing their shimmer on the black tile floor like torches on a tide pool.
“I’m called Marcel. I’m the Daymaster of the thieves’ guild here in Clothol. I’m a fair man if treated with respect, and I can be vengeful if wronged.” He pauses, scraping his nails across the oaken desk. They are long, like a eunuch’s nails, and equally well cared for. “Do you know why you were brought here?”
I shrug my shoulders. “Not really.” I search the room, straining to hear the mice in the walls. He cracks his knuckles, popping them one at a time, staring at me in silence. When he speaks again, it is as a man with no strength, a voice hushed to a whisper before a storm. And he withdraws back into the arms of his leather chair accented with gold stitching and red buttons.
“No one ‘begs’ in Clothol without permission from the guild. Those that do usually wind up in shallow graves.”
“Darn the luck,” I reply.
He studies me with his eyes, and I curl my bony toes nervously.
“Would you like to become part of our family, Kian? You have a strong spirit. I admire that. I admire you. I ask this as an opportunist...from one man to another.”
I chuckle. Is that a smile I detect breaking at the corner of his mouth? “What is it that they say about opportunity?”
“That it rarely knocks twice. You’ve been taught how to use a sword. I need someone that can kill people quickly and quietly and using a sword is part of that. I can offer you this clandestine sanctuary,” he indicates, “a place to live and to toil. It’s a petty thing to destroy someone for the sake of destroying. Don’t you think?”
I honestly have no other choice. But I wait before I say yes. I want him to think that I’ve options even if I’ve none.
He whistles then, and I hear the only door to the room open behind me.
I turn and a girl walks into the office, the color rose in her face. She has short-cropped brilliantly colored red hair and a small mouth. The girl’s eyes shine like eastern jade. She inadvertently entices me with her legs. They’re wrapped in tight leather pants, and she sports a bosom hidden by a modest suede tunic. I notice instantly that she has the bearing of a woman much older, and I can feel myself respond, my lust growing hard between my legs.
Marcel gestures at me. “This is Kian.”
I don’t say anything. She probably thinks that I’m queer, mute, or dumb.
“I’m Ambrell,” she replies, facing me.
I smile, and she regards me with those pretty green eyes right before wrinkling her nose. “He’s a smelly one, isn’t he?” she asks.
I swallow my spit. 
“Clean him up,” Marcel orders. “Get him a room and introduce him to Swift. Oh, and feed him. I want him ready for training in the morning. Constantine may want to see him. Kian’s exactly what he’s been begging for.”
Who is this Constantine?
“Anything else?” she asks, gently placing a hand on my shoulder. She gives me a reassuring squeeze with her fingers and winks at me. I like her instantly.
“Nothing else,” Marcel replies.
Without hesitation, she grabs me by my soiled smock. I can smell the perfume she’s wearing, and it reminds me of the drifting plumes of incense that once haunted my dreams in opium parlors across the city. Distilled from the poppy, I relied on opium for nearly a decade to kill the pain of anal sex before tortuous orgies that called for a pretty boy hole to please wicked men.
I’m now free of the flower, but the allure still calls to my soul. I’m drawn to drugs like a moth to a flame.
Those first weeks in prison were hell. I’d have never made it without Cutter. The knight showed me mercy and taught me what I knew of swords. He also gave me my surname, because the brand on my foot made me limp in a way that amused the guards.
I gaze at Ambrell over the bridge of my perfect nose. She fascinates me. She’s a glorious vixen who promises the biggest change of my life. “Let’s go,” she says, taking my hand in hers. “The air is beginning to turn a bit ripe.”
“Do I smell that bad?” I ask. I know that I do, but I want to hear her speak.
“If you really want me to answer that...yes.”
Ambrell ushers me into a torch-filled corridor, and I follow her down a flight of barren little steps made from planks of ash. We arrive in a sun-filled eating room where several lads sit stuffing their faces with gruel and bread from the myriad plates in front of them.
However, I realize that for the first time in my wandering, I’m in a safe refuge.
And the thought of no more running...well...it removes any thoughts I have of food, at least for a while. She opens a door for me, and there’s another stairwell going down. The walls in this one are made from closely fit granite blocks, chisel marks still clearly imprinted upon their surface like the fossils of a much older time. The stairs, like all others in this place, are made from the planks of closely fitted ash. This particular set is worn down in the middle where the deep brown varnish fades to a pale yellow.
“Did you take a dip in the sewer?”
“Yes. But, I had no choice,” I say, trying to justify my answer. “I-I just recently escaped from prison.”
She pauses at the bottom of the stair and regards me by torchlight. She purses her lips. “A fugitive, eh? We’ll have to cut your hair then. I’ll get you some clothes too...while you bathe.”
“Thank you,” I manage to say. My hair falls to the middle of my back. I wonder how I’ll look when she cuts it.
She doesn’t say you’re welcome. But her body language tells me that she appreciates my candor. We walk across the corridor to a portal framed in oak beams and into a brightly illuminated salon where a large iron tub lined with linen sheets squats on the floor directly opposite a pot of boiling water. The cauldron rests on a hook above a small fire. Other than these two objects, the only other pieces of furniture in the room are a table holding a pair of gloves and a chair made from pine.
“Here, help me with this.” She gestures at the pot.
I don the gloves and together, we heft the pot over to the iron tub where I tilt it and empty its contents completely into the basin.
“There’s a room at the end of this hall,” she says. “In that room there’s a well. You can draw as much cold water from it as you’d like.” Ambrell takes out a bit of string from a small bag of black satin dangling from her belt. Then she measures my waistline and the length of my leg and my arms. “All right,” she says. “Wash and I’ll come back in an hour. Oh and there’s towels in the cabinet there. And here’s some soap.”
When I don’t say anything, she responds, “You’re not stupid are you? You understand what I’ve told you?”
“Yes,” I say. “Sorry, I didn’t think you were through talking. That’s all.”
Ambrell lets out a sigh. Then she shakes her head. “It’s okay, you know. We’re equals here. You can interrupt me whenever you like. If I don’t like it, or what you say, I’ll tell you.”
I grin. “All right. That seems reasonable enough.”
She moves my hair from in front of my eyes. “I wonder what you look like under all this. You’re probably quite handsome.” She pauses as if considering something. “I think we’ll get along just fine, Kian.”
Before Ambrell leaves, she looks up into my eyes. I realize now that I’m maybe a couple inches taller than her.
“I’ll be back in a few with some shears. I think off the collar should be fine.” Then Ambrell exits, walking in the predictable manner of girls wanting a man to notice.
I grab the bucket sitting next to the iron tub and regard the steamy water with my tired eyes. “Equals,” I say to myself. “I’m going to like this concept.
I soak until my skin prunes, and then I get out. By now the water is only lukewarm.
With my eyes on the fire, I dry myself. I barely see her enter and drop the bundle of clothes into the chair.
I drop my towel on purpose so that she can see my naked body. I know I’m beautiful because I’ve been told that all my life. I walk to the clothes and study them, and her eyes follow me about the room as expected. I like it when people watch me like this. I feel her gaze crawl across my skin like marching ants, and I’m aware of a small gasp just about to burst upon her lips as she spies something unexpected.
She’s probably never seen someone my size before, and I’ve to act all innocent as if I don’t know how exceptionally endowed I am. The thing between my legs made my former master rich; men couldn’t believe such a slab of meat could be found on a boy of twelve.
And they paid purses of gold to suck on it until my skin grew raw.
But Ambrell surprises me. With professional reserve, she catches this expression at the last moment. Disappointment fills me, because it might have led to something we both might treasure.
Life is filled with these kinds of tragic irony.
“Thank you,” I say, breaking the silence. Her green irises lift from my steaming body, and she meets my gaze with a look I’m growing all too familiar.
“Sit down,” she says. Her voice has a lilt to it, barely detectable, but a lilt nonetheless. “Here, I’ll cut your hair for you. It’s better if we get to it while it’s still damp.”
I take a seat on the edge of the tub.
“By Tethyr, you’ve a lot of tangles here.”
She lifts a wooden comb to my yellow locks and smooths them between her fingers. Her touch is gentle and comfortable to me.
“Who’s Tethyr?” I ask. She snags my hair with the comb as she works on it and twice I feel a sharp pain.
She stops for a moment. “How can you not know who Tethyr is?”
When I don’t answer she continues.
“Tethyr’s the god of thieves,” she says. “Everyone knows that.”
“I didn’t.”
“Well... you’d have to be a dolt not to.”
She makes me chuckle. “Why do you worship him?”
Ambrell starts to snip at my locks then, and I see the golden curls of my damp hair falling to the polished tiles beneath my feet. “Tethyr,” she continues, “is the god that keeps us safe. He watches over us and protects us. He’s the great Father of all that we see.”
“Is he a good god then?” I ask. More of my hair is collecting on the floor. I’m surprised at how overgrown I’ve become.
“Well, I’d say that he’s neither good nor evil but whatever one makes of him.”
I laugh. “Does he really exist?”
She pauses her cutting then. “I think it all has to do with what a person believes. At some point someone must’ve seen him, or else we wouldn’t even know about him. Does that make sense?” She turns me around in the seat and holds a mirror to my face. “I guess that’s what faith is--believing in what you can’t see or touch. So in answer to your question…yes, Tethyr’s real. But don’t take my word for it. The priest upstairs assures me he’s like pain, hunger, or even the sun in the sky. Tethyr gives the faithful strength and magic! I’ve seen the priest perform miracles. That kind of power has to come from somewhere, right?”
“Magic,” I say with contempt thick on my tongue. “Magic is gone from the world. What remains are parlor tricks employed by entertainers to separate the gullible from their coin. You’re a fool if you think it’s real sorcery.”
“I’m not. I swear by Tethyr’s teeth that I speak the truth.”
I stare at her trying to find lies resting behind those pupils, but I see none. “How can you be so sure? Can you recognize magic when you see it?”
“Yes.”
“Real honest-to-god sorcery?”
“I know what magic you’re talking about,” she states. “And yes...spells. I’ve seen wounds close of their own volition.”
I’ve always been a bit secular in my outlook. I’ve never believed in any god, not after my people drowned in a swirling ocean of blood. There’d been temples and glories enough in the city where I lived. But no magic saved us. And I couldn’t bring myself to think that the priests in those temples hadn’t prayed to their gods for salvation. I meet her gaze.
“Have you always been this charming, Kian?” she asks me.
“Charming? In what way?”
She shrugs her shoulders. “You’re so filled with questions.” She pulls the hair back from my brow with damp fingertips. “I was right. You are very handsome,” she remarks.
There follows a moment of silence in which I wonder if I should kiss her.
“Thank you,” I whisper. I question her with my eyes; I look at her as if asking, “Do you really mean this?” but in fact I say nothing.
Her eyes fail to answer me. She fixes them on the pile of clothes that she’s brought in with her. “Why don’t we see if these’ll fit you?”
I grab a thick blue sweater and a pair of leather boots. I push my head through the top of the shirt and let it drop over my moist torso. The fabric feels course against my bare skin, and there’s a collar I can button around my neck if I want. The pants are a bit loose, but I tighten them with a belt. I stuff the ends of them into the tops of the leather boots, the insides of which are lined in soft rabbit’s fur. However, they’re awfully tight, and I figure I’ll have a few blisters before too long.
I finish combing my hair when the door opens and another youth about my age leans inside. He’s wearing a similar outfit, only his is brown. The youth wears a leather bandolier slung over one shoulder and a sword rests between his muscular shoulders.
I find him very attractive and admire his narrow face and dauntless turquoise eyes. His hair is medium-length and brown. I imagine it feels as soft as a mouse.
“Ambrell,” he says, catching his breath. He’s flushed from running, and his hair is a bit windblown and messy. “Marcel needs to see you.”
She presses her lips together. It must be a habit of hers. “Will you be all right?” she asks me.
“I guess so. Can I poke around a bit?”
She turns her back on me and waves at the young man in the door. He walks over to us with the gait of someone that’s exceptionally athletic and possibly a bottom. Then again, that’s probably my own lust talking to me. But if the gods are real, I pray that they give me a chance to find out. I note he has a piercingly genuine smile filled with gleaming teeth. “This is Talen,” she says introducing him to me.
I extend my hand, and Talen shakes it firmly.
“What do you think?” Talen asks me.
I shrug my shoulders. “Think about what?”
Talen smiles. “It’s a greeting. What do you think--a farthing for your thoughts--something along those lines.”
“Ahh,” I say. Then I wink at him. I must look stupid, but it’s the only thing I can think to do. Why the hell does my mind empty like this when I’m faced with an opportunity to make a friend?
“Are you hungry?” he asks.
I stare at the floor a moment. “Yes, but I don’t have any money.”
“I’ll buy. But you’ll have to listen to one of my jokes.”
“Okay,” I agree, waiting.
“Say, have you ever heard why dragons have big noses?”
I think for a moment. “No. I can’t say that I’ve ever met a dragon.”
Talen rolls his eyes. “Tough crowd tonight,” he says. “But I’ll loosen you up, old boy. It’s because air is free.”
I don’t know what to say.
“Get it? Dragons like gold? It’s supposed to be funny, Kian. You need to laugh when I tell you a joke or I might punch you.”
I smile. “Have you ever met a dragon?” I ask him.
“My mother,” he replies. “What a shrew. Follow me, Kian,” he announces and heads up the stairs two and three at a time.
I decide that even if he weren’t good looking, I’d want to be his friend. I can only hope he feels the same way.
I could really use a friend right now.
An hour passes, and I fill my stomach with a small meal of bread, meat, and cheese smothered with thick gravy. During this lunch, Talen and I exchange stories, revealing more and more of our past with each word.
His eyes are very big and trusting, and he swallows what I tell him without questioning. When it’s his turn to speak, he offers up delightful stories of his own life as a professional thief. Through his narrative, I’m surprised to find that there are kids much younger than I who call this place home. For the first time, I’m surrounded by people who are just as broken as me.
It’s humbling to contemplate. 
But there are also older men and women here full of wisdom and experience. I listen to their conversations and come to understand they live for the moment, always skirting a translucent curtain that divides the living from the dead.
Talen is loved by the people who live here, and his effect on them is magical. Even I fall under his spell, wondering what it would be like to make love to him.
I think I would like it a lot and imagine his asshole is comfortably tight. Talen brings people together that normally would not mix. Take Gage and Elliot. These two have been friends for years and were probably very much alike at one point. But with time, they grew apart as each became invested in other things. Gage shares my years, is a bit overweight, and a little dim-witted. Elliot is a bit older and is the smart one of the two. However, because of Talen, they remain in each other’s orbit. Gage has learned to trust Elliot, and goes along with whatever his friend says. He’s become a born follower. Some people are just like that.
Then there’s Trippy. I call him a spook because of his mood swings. They’re so huge, they lie somewhere between suicidal and manic, depending on what time of day it is and what drugs he’s using.
Trippy’s also into knives in a big way...always sharpening them and intimidating whoever happens to be close, by staring at them down the length of the blade. He behaves badly toward me, and I confess to Talen much later that I don’t like him very much.
Talen agrees with me, putting his arm around my shoulder. The touch of Talen’s skin electrifies my body, but I say nothing, even as my dick swells and pushes down my left leg almost to the kneecap.
Gods how embarrassing. There are some days I curse having been gifted a horse cock by the fairies that deliver such things to newborns along with eye color, hair color, and other such blessings.
“He uses all that knife-sharpening as a means of projecting hostility,” Talen states. “He doesn’t trust anyone. But I got into a scuffle with him a little over a year ago and almost killed him. I knocked out four of his teeth. Since then, he hasn’t messed with me and as long as you stay close, he won’t mess with you either. Course, you could kick the remaining teeth out of his mouth, make a necklace of it, and then he’d have a reason to fear us both.”
I’ve got to admit, a string of human teeth sounds intriguing; I wonder how many teeth are in Trippy’s head. Talen’s an instant best friend, and I feel comfortable saying that now. I just hope he’s no one else’s best friend.
There’s no use being best in anything if you have to share it.
Finally, I meet Sly and Misha who seem to complete our gathering of companions. If you’ve ever met anyone that thinks they’re clever and in reality they’re not...well you’ve met Sly. He’s a scraggly man in his mid-twenties with bald patches on his skull and the rest of his hair hanging long, limp, and somewhat greasy. Sly’s pear-shaped, meaning that his butt and hips are wider than his torso.
Misha on the other hand is refreshing in a bright way.
She looks upon the world with the eyes of a woman who has nothing to prove. She’s neither a braggart nor a drinker. Physically, she’s ugly with a larger-than-normal sized head. But I quickly learn this might be due to a larger-than-normal sized brain.
Misha’s very smart.
But her hands shake. Maybe she got dropped on her skull as a child. You don’t pick it out right away, but it’s there--that trembling--and it grows more noticeable when she’s playing cards.
Nicki is Misha’s friend and has gold-plaited hair and a silver laugh. When I say silver I mean it has clarity to it like the tone of a perfectly made bell. Nicki’s part of a troupe that dances in the town square for money. While she does so, another team of thieves sifts through the crowd cutting the strings to pouches and lifting noble men from the burden of expensive jewelry.
I use a piece of bread to mop the gravy pooling on my plate, and Nicki walks over and begins to perform the devil’s dance for us. There’s no music in the room, but my eyes can’t see anything else except for her narrow, sweaty waist which shines golden in the light. She moves her hips just so, swaying from side-to-side and places one of her feet between Talen’s legs near the bulge of his crotch.
That draws my eye as I note a thickening there in his tight pants.
Talen leans against the wall, folding his hands behind his head. And he watches her toss her hair over the shoulder and run her fingers suggestively on the top of her skin. Talen finally breaks down and seizes her about the waist. He pushes his long narrow fingers down the line of her tummy, under the cloth, and they come up wet.
Hell, I can’t blame him.
But for the first time in my life, I’m jealous of the girl.
She wants Talen, and she got him. I should have seen this coming. For the better part of an hour before the dance, Nicki took the curved end of a wooden comb and sucked on it, sliding it repeatedly over her lips, poising it, teasing it on her tongue.
Obviously, she wanted something other than to fix her hair.
I watch Talen and Nicki kiss and share each other’s breath. I stare at them...at his soft pink tongue flicking between his lips, which I only see briefly like the flutter of a hummingbird’s wings.
Nicki’s lips move. A soft moan follows every twitch of Talen’s buried fingers.
I tap mine nervously on the table wondering what the other guys around me are thinking. Secretly, I wish I could rub one out because my balls ache.
I know these men wish they were in his place. I’m the only one wishing I was in her place. I wish for the pleasure of a dark room, and Talen’s heated sweaty body looking magnificent by the light of the moon. He’s got a torso that I imagine is covered in muscular definition. But he’s probably never been touched by a boy, and I want to be his first. He’s one I want to explore and finger and wait until his hole loosens enough that I can comfortably fuck it while still bringing pleasure to his mouth with my own.
I leave Talen alone, which is more than I can say for the others in the room.
Voyeurs all of them and Talen’s the exhibitionist.
My new home belongs to the city, which is a stench-ridden, noisy, and crowded place. It’s surrounded on four sides by garbage-choked alleys and narrow streets so unimportant that they have no names. From what I can tell, the building proper has three stories with each story hanging over the one just below it by a few feet. The walls of the place are white-washed and there are windows all along the main floor and a few narrow ones on the floor directly above and on top. I count several stone chimneys on each side of the building. The bricks are old and pockmarked with ivy and easily scalable. As I’m standing there, I spot a pair of eyes staring down at me from the highest visible point. But when I squint and look again, there’s no one there.
Constantine.
The name that Marcel dropped from his lips in my first meeting surfaces in my mind. “Who are you?” I ask to no one. Something tells me that Constantine already knows everything about me. Yet I know nothing of him.
After Talen bred Nicki, he catches me rubber-necking a hungry crowd that’s encroached on the prone body of a street urchin perished from starvation. I’m two blocks from the thieves’ guild. I came here to watch a parade. Everyone I passed for the last hour spoke of one, but this is all I found.
“It’s the plague!” some of them exclaim.
How ignorant, I think to myself.
Talen athletically alights the wall where I’m sitting. He smells of ocean, but I don’t say anything. I watch this drama of marvelously simple people, gasp and point fingers, gathering their expensive clothes and robes about them to save themselves from a disease that doesn’t exist.
“Have you ever been anyplace else?” he asks me.
I’ve dreamt of other places,” I say. “In my mind’s eye I’ve seen faraway lands of forests and jungles. I’ve seen towering mountains clouded over with mist, revealing their majestic beauty for my eyes alone to behold.”
I glance at Talen. He jerks away--a reaction that indicates he might be attracted to me but is uncomfortable with this feeling. Or am I reading him wrong?
“I’ve never been out of the country,” he says, remorsefully. “I’m fifteen, and I don’t know what lies to the north or to the far west or across the Gulf of Ventikor. I was a broken lad when I came to stay here almost a year ago.”
He trails off with another story, and I suppose that he’s thinking about something that he doesn’t necessarily want me to know. I won’t prod him for his hidden truth. Everybody that comes to a place like this has a thing buried deep inside. It’s a vault in the heart which locks away the tender remnants of innocence.
If Talen wants me to know, he’ll tell me.
There are three suns in my world, and though I suspect other worlds do exist I could never imagine a sky not filled with their fire. I watch as first sunset (that time when the first of the three suns disappears completely beneath the horizon) embraces the world. For a moment, everything is brightened by simple colors of yellow and red. Then purple closes in and the skies darken.
The shadows lengthen.
I feel hungry again. “Can we go inside and eat?”
Talen’s sharpening a knife on a stone. “Yeah.” He feels around in his belt and pulls out two small engraved copper coins. “I can buy us dinner, Kian.”
“I’ll pay you back,” I say.
Talen regards me with a sober expression. God his eyes are beautiful. Then he laughs.
“You’re the first thief I’ve met that’s said that! How splendid. If we eat at the guild it costs us less. That way you won’t work up much of a debt.” He hugs me and for a moment I almost kiss him. “Come, my honest thief. Let’s eat.”
I follow him joyfully into the guild house where I get a meal and follow him up a set of stairs I’ve never explored. They’re much the same as every other stairwell in the house. But to my surprise, Talen shows me a room at the top that looks out above the entryway and into the guild through a set of double windows crisscrossed with wooden mullions.
I love small wooden rooms.
Talen invites Sly, Misha, and another girl named Ashley to join us. There’s a plate glass window just opposite the small fireplace and it fills the apartment with heat.
Over dinner, I crouch back on a stuffed leather chair next to the window and sip from my ale cup. Animated from the alcohol in his blood, Talen devises several clever stories and outlines them for us on the surface of a worn table using his finger.
After dinner, we play cards and take partners. Ashley lays her head experimentally against my shoulder. Misha changes our game to canasta at the turn of the hour, and I wait for a few minutes before I suggest strip poker.
All I want is a chance to beat Talen, to see him naked. Strip poker seems a safe bet.
But it never pans out.
Ashley whispers something to Talen. I can’t make out the words...an invitation to fuck her perhaps?
But the change in his mood is considerable. Talen balls his right fist and his angelic mouth that I can only dream of having wrapped around my cock, goes sullen. He tosses his cards and sits back in his chair, rubbing his eyes with his fingers. Then he steeples them before his chest.
There’s silence at the table now. I’ve heard say that an uncomfortable silence breaks every seven minutes.
I lament that I’ll not see him naked.
“Are you ready for bed, Kian?” he asks.
“Yes, I suppose,” I say.
“Let’s go and get you a room; tomorrow’s going to be a busy day for you. Good evening, gents. Ladies,” Talen says, nodding at Ashley and Misha. I can tell something weighs heavily upon his person, but I’ve no idea how to ask him about it.
I pause at the door.
Unexpectedly, Talen hugs me, and his eyes are filled with sadness and concern.
I realize what must have been said probably concerns me.
 



Chapter Two
 
My room’s on the second floor of the guild. I wonder why I’m not put on the sleeping porch with the other boys. Talen offers no explanation. It’s about six feet wide and eight feet long. But despite its smallness, it’s my home after so many years of having nothing of my own.
My room’s by no means luxurious either. The walls are made of plaster vandalized by the scrawlings of boys who lived here years before my coming. Many of them are in oiled pastel or wax, and I can’t read their names. Only the dreadfully young or those who can barely read have such poor penmanship. I’ve seen what proper scrawlings should look like. In my pre-pubescent days, I worked as a page for a money lender. I still had dreams back then, and I lived in a world where men didn’t pay to have sex with beautiful boys. 
To my chagrin, I discover that my room is on the east side of the house. And, when morning breaks, it becomes a sweat lodge with light piercing the burlap curtains unmercifully.
To make matters worse, a small fly is trapped in the corner of the window, and I hear its scrapings quite clearly, buzzing against the panes of glass and sometimes landing on my sweaty skin. Of course I can’t kill the damned thing ‘cause I’m still drunk with sleep. It’s frustrating. And my reflexes are slowed by the pounding in my head. 
I get up sometime around seven o’clock, and I stretch before reaching for my clothes. I hear footsteps then, coming down the hall. I’ve excellent hearing, and I can tell that the person making those footsteps doesn’t weigh much.
They stop just outside my door. I think to myself that if I open it, I can surprise whoever it is.
I watch the door for a moment, and I see the lock I’ve placed over the latch come loose. I look around quickly for something to defend myself when the door swings inward. I take a step back and place my hand on the window ledge. I take a quick glance out the pane of glass, realizing instantly that I could escape onto the street below with a simple hop.
“Hullo,” a voice says to me. “I didn’t think you’d be awake just yet.”
Framed in the doorway is a man older than myself. He’s in his mid-twenties I think. He has neatly trimmed black hair and deep set green eyes. He’s wearing a brown leather jacket and khaki-colored pants.
“My name’s Swift,” he says. “You’re Kian, if I’m not mistaken?”
“Maybe,” I say. “Why didn’t you knock?” I step away from my purchase on the sill and dust my hands off. I’m trying to hide the fact that he surprised me, or that I nearly bolted from fright and sailed out the window. I feel rather ashamed of myself, but at least I’m no longer sleepy.
“My apologies,” Swift says with a grin. “Let me explain. To begin with, I’m the trainer around here, and I’m supposed to break into the rooms on occasion.”
I chew on my lip just a little. “I don’t want you breaking into my room,” I start to say.
“It doesn’t end there chum. I also lock you out of your room too. If you can’t get in at night then you sleep outside until you can. It’s damned good motivation for greens like yourself to learn how to pick a lock. That and it teaches you not to sleep heavy. A man’s biggest enemy, after all, is sleep.”
I grab my belt off the bed and knot it around my waist. “Well, I’m not much of a sleeper.”
Swift regards me with a truly smug expression. “Don’t be sore, chum. I’m just doing my job.”
I hate people upbraiding me like that.
“Besides,” he adds. “Don’t you think we could be just a little grown-up about this?”
I look at him severely then, not blinking, but allowing my stare to fill the room with tension. It’s a painstakingly cultivated process, and I want him to realize just how close he is to losing his front teeth.
Swift shrugs and removes an eight-inch dagger from a sheath in his right boot and pitches it onto the bed. It’s an admirable weapon with a gleaming edge and a solid bone handle that’s been wrapped in shark skin. The back side of the dagger has sporadic notches in the steel.
I fidget at the sight of the knife. I roll my eyes at him rocking uncomfortably on the balls of my feet. “Nice blade.”
He indicates for me to take the knife. “I don’t much like playing games, but if you feel that you can draw my blood with that thing, I’ll give it to you if you can cut me once with it.”
“Cut you once?” I clarify.
“Yes...once” he says.
I grab the dagger in my left hand and spin about to face him. He withdraws into the hall, holding his hands up. “This isn’t a fight you want to cull,” he admonishes. “I don’t want to harm you.”
“Harm me?” I ask. “I’m the one with the knife here.” I make a feint and lunge, addling my feet a split second before I connect, changing my blow from an upper one to a lower one. I think I have him, but Swift is astonishingly fast. He rebuts my blow, coming round with a chop at my wrist which stings like hell. I also overstep my balance. He punches me in my spine just below the neck and kicks me in the balls. All in one disappointing motion, I’m on the floor counting dust bunnies and trying to keep myself from puking. 
I don’t know how long I lay there in this humiliating posture, holding my swollen testicles with mortal, trembling hands. I feel paralyzed, I feel both debased and overwhelmed by the awful truth of every painful contraction. He’s kicked my ass. I admit that to myself. And I think it’s one of the reasons I don’t want to pull myself off the floor.
Finally, Swift snatches me by the arm and hauls me up. “You’re a mess,” he says. Then he sheaths his blade again.
“Breathe slow,” he instructs settling me in a chair. “I’ll get you some water.” He walks off for a moment and returns with a tin cup. The pain is starting to subside into that dull throb all guys can relate to. I glare at him accusingly.
“Here,” he says, handing the cup to me. “It’ll help settle your stomach and get the taste of vomit out of your mouth.” I take the cup from his hand and drink it down. Meanwhile, he pokes about my room and my stuff. “Do you have a change of clothes?”
I set the cup down looking at my shirt and pants from yesterday lying in a pile at the foot of the bed. “Yes. Over there, on the floor.”
“Good. Don’t change into them until tonight. Your apprenticeship begins today. It’s hard sweaty work, and you’ll be thankful that you’ve something clean to wear.”
After I finish the cup, Swift takes me by the shoulder. His grip is firm and unyielding.
“Follow me,” he says.
He leads me out of my room and down the dusty corridor. Others on the floor are now starting to rise with dawn inevitably increasing to day over the city of Clothol. I find myself thinking of Talen and wondering when I’ll see him again or hear his perfectly splendid laugh cut through the silence.
There is, at the end of this hallway on the second floor, a small shrine where a table and heavily decorated altar burn incense to the god of thieves. The altar is draped with a grand tablecloth made from red silk with painted flowers, all roses, embracing the hand of a lovely damsel with blindfolded eyes. Her linens and robes are bloodied from the thorns, and her hand carries a scale with a dagger on one end and thirteen gold coins on the other.
The scale, I note, is in perfect balance.
Swift opens a cleverly disguised door and reveals to my eyes a restricted staircase made completely of maple wood planks that ascend into the gloom. Swift kicks me on my backside and once I’m on the first step, closes the door behind me. At my feet, the wooden planks sound hollow and empty and my weight as light as it is, makes the wood shriek loudly as if it were living and in constant protest of being trampled.
I look up the stairwell but my eyes pick out few details. The walls and the floor itself are made of the same wood. I put my boot on the next of these steps, and I hear it creak under my weight.
All of the steps that ascend the narrow alley between the walls are as poorly constructed as the first. All of them let out a shriek as if warning me that they’re just about to give out underneath my shoes. I climb these steps, counting them silently in my mind. There are thirty of them, thirty howling steps. As I draw closer to the top a door appears in the gloom. It’s unadorned save for a strange symbol, a knife or dagger lying in a pool of blood. The whole of it is engraved on the door which I reason is not made from the same wood as the stairs. I raise my hand upward to knock when a voice from the other side calls out for me to enter.
I hesitate and push on the door. It swings inward on well-oiled hinges.
What I see is truly amazing. 
The door opens onto a large room that’s a flat of oriental variety on the top of my house. The stone walls are covered in fine expensive rosewood panels, and it’s walled-in on all sides. Magnificent urns stand on pedestals on the deck, exquisite plants bloom under the open sky. Around the perimeter is a ten-foot wide deck that is completely railed-in by waist-high beams of rich ironwood. The floor is made from ebony beams cut unevenly so that some of the boards are narrow while others are wide.
A courtyard occupies the center, and I see sand covers the entire surface. It’s been painstakingly raked into pleasant designs. The heated air above these sunbaked swirls dizzies me.
The dark beams on the walls draw my attention to the arches which hold aloft the supports for the dome that lays open to the sky. There’s an overhang sheltering all of the deck and most of the yard. It’s made of the same wood as the walls and the door, and it’s highly polished…almost reflective. On the far side, I spy a set of three wooden steps that lead into a large chamber with a straw mat floor and a large wooden weapon rack. The three steps are girded by three candle stands, each bearing aloft a candle of a different color: one red, one gold, and one yellow, and they’re only burned about halfway down. The candle stands themselves appear to be made of cypress, carved in simple bas-relief and gilded in thin sheets of hammered gold.
The whole area has the smell of spice or incense about it.
From the entrance, I look around the corner but I see no one.
“Come in,” a voice says. “I am surprised you can hear anything at all with that racket you made coming up the stairs.”
I hesitate for a moment.
“My name’s Kian,” I say. My mother taught me introductions are important, but I also hope that I can get the stranger to speak again. “I was shown the stairs, and I assumed that this is where I needed to go.”
I take another step and look about trying to spot the owner of the voice. Once past, I let the door close behind me, and I wander forward to the edge of the deck. I could have jumped over the rail and onto the neatly raked sand, but on second thought, decide this action might not be welcome.
Instead, I follow the deck around the perimeter, tracing the wood paneling to the weapons room on the far side.
“Where are you?” I ask. “I can’t see you.”
The only sound I can hear is my own breathing. I reach the weapons room and peer inside, but it’s empty. 
As I turn, the voice says, “Stop.”
I don’t move.
“What do you see in the sand?” the voice asks me.
I look down at the courtyard. A little sweat rolls down from my brow, and I wipe it away. “Patterns,” I say. “Waves and circles...mostly circles, like ripples on water.”
“And do the circles move?”
“No. Of course not; it’s sand, not water. Ripples in water would fade as they hit the shore. The sand? Well, it’s kind of permanent.”
There’s a movement to my left, and a man stands where none had before. It’s like he just appears out of thin air.
“Were you there the entire time?” I ask.
The man turns to me. He has hazel eyes and hair that’s dishwater brown. His face is covered in a five o’clock shadow, and I put him at roughly fifty years in age. “You tell me,” he says. “Did you see me there?”
“No. I didn’t.”
“Do you believe everything you see?”
I think about this for a minute as he waits, studying me.
“Your eyes can deceive you young Kian. Remember that if you remember nothing else.”
I watch him with my eyes. He’s huge with a solid body and muscles of iron. I know right away that he’s stronger than I. His eyes, bloodshot and cruel, have sized me up long before I ever entered the room. But I resist the urge to bolt. My instinct instead turns to survival.
“Are you going to kill me?” I ask.
He seems surprised. “Kill you? I don’t think so. You’re different than the others.”
“How am I different?”
“You saw me for what I am,” he remarks then. “That tells me that we think alike. You’re a beautiful boy and a murderer, Kian. I like that combination.”
“I’m not a murderer.”
He snorts derisively. “You just haven’t been given the chance.” He has an unpleasant grin. It seems almost like a sneer. My dad told me once that if you frown 200,000 times, it’ll make a permanent line in your face. A little useless trivia, but somehow appropriate considering my current predicament.
“Then what will you do with me?”
“I plan to train you,” he says. “I plan to teach you how to kill. And then, you’ll see, you’re more like me than you even can begin to know.”
I decide not to say anything.
He regards me skeptically. His ugly smile turns upward in a hideous grin. “Pretty lad,” he says. “Finer than any I’ve seen with the rarest of blond hair. Close your eyes and tell me what you hear.”
I shut my lids and listen. At first all I hear is the wind. I still my breath and struggle to pick out the details.
I hear voices far away, and I realize we’re still only three stories above the street. From the positioning of voices, I believe the room is actually above the east side of the building. I pull my senses in tighter around me, and I can hear breathing. It isn’t my breathing. It’s his breathing and then it stops…like he’s holding his breath in an attempt to be quiet.
I jerk my eyes open and eye him coldly. He has a knife in his hand, and he’s watching me intently. “At first I heard the wind. Then I heard the voices from the street and finally you…breathing. That’s all.”
The man looks wholly unpleasant. “Did you hear the silence? A thief’s got to be silent if he’s to be good.”
“Yes. I heard the silence.”
“You’ve got good ears and good senses.” He compliments me, scratching his chin with his dagger. “Tell me something, young Kian, what’s the one thing in this world, that even if you name it, you break it?”
“That’s easy,” I reply. We’d just talked about that. “Silence.”
“You’re quick,” he states. “What in this world exists to give, but if you do so, you must keep it?”
“Your word.”
“Clever. Can you do hard work?”
“I’m not afraid of it...if that’s what you mean.”
“Can you tell the difference in coins by simply listening to them hit each other?”
“Sometimes,” I admit. “Silver sounds pure. It sounds good, almost musical.”
He pauses for a moment, looking me up and down with his bloodshot eyes. We’re almost the same height, but he’s standing on the wooden floor of the weapons room, and thus, he’s about a foot higher. I find myself feeling small in his presence. But I know I’m not small. He just wants me to think I am.
“Take off your shirt,” he commands. “I want to see what kind of body you have.”
I pause for a moment, considering his request. I unbutton the front of my shirt and slide it off my body. He steps forward and runs his rough hand down my chest much the same way as a man at market inspects a horse before buying. I flex my six pack abs and my ribs flare under the skin like rows of iron pipes.
“Hairless,” he says. “You’re in shape at least. You’ve got fine muscle tone. Your body is your resource, Kian. Remember that if you’re to be a killer. You must only eat enough to nourish it and I stress…protein only. If you indulge in gluttony you’ll get fat, and a fat man is a dead man in the bitter business.”
He grabs me by the right hand and pulls me into the room that he’s standing in.
“The exercise I put you through will feel like torture, Kian. I want you to give me one hundred percent and then another one hundred percent. I want your sweat to sparkle on the floor like puddles of rain under a summer storm. And after that we shall begin. You need to be stronger and leaner than you are now. If someone dares to punch you in the gut, I want their hand to break on your washboard abs. I want your toes and fingers to be long bony things covered in sinew, skin, and veins. To accomplish this, I’ll have to push you to the brink of death. I want one-hundred sit-ups and then fifteen pull-ups in three repetitions every day for the remainder of this week. In the weeks after that you’ll work at these numbers until you can do sit-ups indefinitely and until all of the muscles in your body are ripped and burning. You can use that bar over there. After that, I’ll help you warm up.”
He walks over to the wall and gestures at a plain rod. “This rod,” he says, “is made from bamboo. I’ve seen it split open a man’s skin with one hit. I’ll use it on you if I ever feel that you’re not giving me everything that I’ve asked you to give.”
I swallow hard, looking at the rod which seems to have a bit of red along parts of it. “Yes sir.” I say.
 And so I begin my grunting and sweating.
“My name’s Constantine,” he declares, watching me. He sits down then, enjoying a smoke, and watching a faint breeze brush the leaves of his trees and watching the clouds darken over above. It smells to me like a storm is on the horizon.
By the time I finish my last pull-up, I’m breathing hard and sweat drips from my body. He allows me to take a ten minute break, but he insists that I keep moving to avoid unwanted stiffness. The air cools, and I hear the plop of drops hitting the roof above. I welcome the shift in temperature.
“Kata,” he says, “is a breathing exercise which will also teach you grace and put your mind in balance with your body. The universe,” he adds, “is a combination of the three principles of mind, body, and soul. Tune the one and the others shall follow suit.”
He stands up and gestures for me to imitate his movements. Constantine begins to stretch and guide his hands; he is a shadow instructor settling for nothing short of perfection.
“I learned this from an oriental prince named Ashimuri. He’s a great and powerful man, and he taught me the ways of the ancient Doma. Consider yourself blessed that I now pass them onto you.”
“A prince?” I ask him, carefully eyeing the placement of his toes.
“Yes,” he replies, continuing with the strange movements. No part of him remains still just like the waves of a churning ocean. “Ashimuri is a direct descendant of the Chrysanthemum Throne, which traces its lineage back to when the first tribes of man crawled from their fishing boats to behold the chain of volcanic islands that are home to the land of the eternally rising suns. Prince Ashimuri is the finest warrior I’ve ever met, and a master of the death kick.”
“The death kick?” I say with some inflection, hoping to lead him into an explanation of this particular maneuver.
“Imagine the power to crush your opponent’s rib cage through what appears to be heavy armor, Kian. This is what the death kick can do. Its performance eludes me, but I use martial arts to center my being and not as the ultimate field of my study. Perhaps in a few more years, I will understand its secret.”
I continue performing the kata following his graceful and sometimes difficult actions. I do this for about an hour, and the rain suddenly becomes a thick downpour.
Without warning, Constantine stops. Water pours from my wet bangs.
“That’ll be all for today, Kian. Be here tomorrow at precisely dawn.” Then, he turns his back on me and walks into his room.
I gather my belongings into my extremely sore arms, and I’m surprised to find some money there whereas I’d none before. I don’t say anything, and I leave Constantine without so much as a wave. I think he wants it this way.
I find Talen later that afternoon outside near our perch on the fence that overlooks a busy road. I’m tired and aching in every muscle, but before I can speak, he hugs me. I manage to take a whiff of his hair and find the scent pleasant. I close my eyes and let it drift into my petite nostrils. Then he tells me that Ambrell has gotten hurt.
“She was on a mission to rob a weapons store last night and got cut badly by some falling glass.”
Ah, so this is what he learned about last evening.
I try not to let the disappointment show in my eyes because I’d rather have lived a few more days thinking that Talen was worried for me and not some girl. For example, why couldn’t Talen be concerned that Constantine has chosen to take me as his pupil? That at least might get me laid tonight. Would it be ethical to play the sympathy card?
I realize I don’t care about ethics.
If it gets Talen’s lips wrapped around my vein-covered prick and my low hanging balls onto his chin, I’ve no doubt I’ll play any card in the deck just to have him on his knees swallowing my cum. Just thinking about it makes me hard in my trousers. I turn sideways because in these pants, only a blind man will miss the bulge creeping down my leg.
I just hope Talen isn’t looking.
He rubs his eyes, still distressed over Ambrell. Good. I pray my erection subsides soon. I think of the waves of sand in Constantine’s garden and breathe slowly, trying to calm the lust in my blood.
“I’m sure she’ll be okay,” I say. It’s lip service. I don’t know just how hurt she is. To change the subject, I tell him about my day. When I mention Constantine, Talen looks at me with trembling eyes--a reaction I didn’t anticipate.
“He’s the guild’s assassin, and the most feared man in the city.”
Talen pauses to turn his head toward the sky which has grown thick with lightning. I love the color of all that electricity reflecting on the mirrored surface of his irises.
“Be careful around him, Kian. He’s extremely dangerous. I don’t think that Marcel trusts him. The students he taught before you...they’re all dead, Kian. He killed them.”
I’m not afraid of Constantine. But now I have a card to play.
I look at Talen ready to put my tongue in his mouth when I spot tears rimming his eyes.
Fuck. Why does it have to be tears?
He knew them all, I imagine. I want to lay a guilt trip on him, get him into bed, and bugger his bubble butt all night. But I know the right thing to do is to console my buddy…to somehow comfort him. So, I put my arms around him in a genuine hug. I feel his hand rub me gently on the back, and for the first time in my life, I feel I’ve a purpose. I need to stay alive for him and to avenge the boys that Talen knew.
Constantine’s a butcher, and I’m not getting laid tonight. They are two facts I find unsettling.
“He won’t get the best of me,” I whisper.
 
*****
 
Swift catches up with me after dinner, and he tells me that it’s time for me to learn how to walk silently. From the snickers I hear coming from my friends in the common room I gather this must be quite the experience.
In the basement of the guild there’s a training room where the members can practice their skills. Swift introduces me to a man named Whistler. He’s what you’d call a dwarf--a short person with stumpy arms and a severely misshapen spine that gives him a hunchback. He has a large torso and head and eyes me coldly, like a new piece of meat. 
Whistler takes one look at me and snickers to Swift. “This is the one that’s been making all the ruckus around here, eh?”
Swift nods, and then makes introductions. With that done, he takes a seat on the straw mat. By the looks of him, he probably has nothing better to do.
“Beings quiet is all about the position of your feet. That and it depends a lot on how balanced you are, and how much you weigh,” Whistler says. “When a man wants to walk quiet, he rests his weight on his arch and carries the load farther up on his foot. To do this for hours is tiring for all but the most athletically gifted.”
“I don’t tire easily,” I say.
He rolls his eyes looking at Swift. “I suppose you don’t.”
Bragging aside, I can see what he’s saying. For the majority of my life, I never consciously practiced the art of stealth unless it meant buggering in a way that didn’t wake a man’s wife who slept in the next room. It certainly didn’t matter as a prisoner except when I broke out. But when I did that, I remember moving along on the balls of my feet with all the weight resting forward on my toes.
“Listen up, young fella. The art of the unheard footfall is also a matter of learning when to put your weight on something. And,” Whistler adds, “when that weight is going to be too much. When something breaks,” he snaps his fingers for dramatic effect, “it makes noise. Whenever anything tears or moves, it makes a sound. That’s how nightingale floors are constructed. You hire a carpenter specifically to build a floor just so...and when any weight is put on it, the boards rub together like a cricket rubbing his legs against his wings. Music to some,” he mutters, “an alarm to others.”
“So,” I start to say, “If I’m going across one of these floors or climbing…say…a flight of stairs that’s built like this, how can I quiet up?”
Whistler ponders this for a moment.
“There’s a number of ways, and you’ll get better at it with practice. First of all, wear leather gloves. Get them as thin as possible so that you don’t lose any of the feeling in your hand. You also want to be able to move your fingers as well with them on as you do with them off. But you’ll want to have a good grip with them too. When you cross the floor, place your hand on the wall helping to disperse your weight. The less you weigh the less stress you’re going to put on the boards beneath you. You also want to keep moving. Dead weight has nowhere else to go but down. Live weight responds to the direction in which you’re headed. If you’re running across a floor, your weight is going down and across at vectors that are at right angles to each other. The result is that all of your weight, instead of going straight down, is carried at an angle across the floor. That’s why you can skip a stone over water. All of its weight isn’t going straight down.”
I frown. There’s a lot more to this being quiet stuff than I originally thought.
“That’s not all my dear boy. Oh no,” Whistler states with a chuckle. “If you’re exceptionally able at it, you’ll get to where you’ll require only an inch or so of space, walking on a single wooden beam, etc. That minimizes the amount of movement any board can make. As for stairs, you’ll get to where you’ll be skipping steps on a regular basis. The less surface area you touch, the less noise you make. It’s that simple.”
I look over at Swift. He winks at me in an encouraging sort of way. “You’ll get it chap. It just takes time. It took me three months to get really good at it.”
Whistler laughs. “Master Swift is modest. Only one boy learned the art faster.”
I turn to him. “How long did it take Talen?”
Whistler looks askew for a moment. “Tethyr’s teeth, but you guessed his name. Two months and young Talen was the quietest one around here. It’s unusual to get the technique down so quickly, but the boy’s got feet so graceful they’d shame a dancer.”
Suddenly, I have a goal. I believe...no, I know I’m more talented than Talen. It’s like I have a hollow space inside that hungers for validation, and it’s urging me to prove to everyone just how capable I am. My mastery of the art of the unheard footfall will give me a chance to prove my worth both to myself and to my friends.
“Show me,” I say.
“Well,” Whistler says. “I was just coming to that bit of unpleasantness. I’ve come up with an invention…” As his voice trails off, he points at a roll of cloth on his seat. He picks it up and presents it to me. “I took two pieces of cotton cloth and sewed several tacks into them. I put these into your boot to keep you from putting your weight down on certain areas of your foot. If you do put your weight down, well, these tacks are nice and sharp. You’ll draw a good deal of blood if you stand on them with any force.”
I must’ve looked despondent. Just envisioning these things under my feet brought back memories of prison. I swallow hard and meet his gaze with mine. “Tacks in my boots?” I ask. I wanted to make sure I heard him right. He nods and dispels any notion of mine that I hadn’t heard him right. “Is that all? I thought it’d be harder than that.” I stop myself at that point.
Confidence in the face of pain is dignified. Overconfidence is just plain stupid.
Whistler smiles at me and motions for me to sit on the stool. When I do so, he kneels next to me and takes my left boot in his hand. He probes with his fingers down and around my ankle and pulls the leather boot off, setting it aside while looking at my foot.
I’d been walking all day, and my feet look a bit damp. Because of my race, my sweat doesn’t produce the foul odor that plagues most other humans. Atlanteans are prized sexual objects because of this, and our perspiration is considered an aphrodisiac.
“You’ve got quite a nasty scar here,” he indicates trailing his finger along my arch. It tickles, and I jerk my leg ever so slightly. “Number ninety-eight. I think that’s what it says.”
Swift leans over and takes a look. “Yup,” he agrees. “Number ninety-eight.”
I shrug, dismissing it as unimportant. I can’t read. It’s one of the things that I’m deeply ashamed of because only stupid people can’t read. And I don’t want to be called stupid. I can’t say, however, that I’m surprised a number has been branded on me. It’s easier to abuse a number. If you know it’s a human being, then it’s harder to rape, beat, and even kill.
“There are a few adjustments I need to make here, Kian. It’ll only take a minute.” Whistler starts cutting cloth and holding it to the bottom of my arch to make sure that when he places it, that it’s perfect.
“Do you have elven blood in your veins?” he asks me.
I look at him skeptically. “I don’t think so,” I say.
He looks up at me, his expression whimsical. “You’ve got beautiful feet. As perfect as they come with fine bones, long lean toes, and clear nails. These are the kind that people would pay to suck, you know? There are lots of wealthy patrons looking for pretty boy feet. They’d pay handsomely to get their tongues on these babies.”
“I’m well aware of that,” I say with distaste.
“Ah, I’m just making conversation. Your feet have a kind of grace that’s usually elven in nature. That and you’ve got a runner’s arch here. I’ll wager you can run fast and for a long time.”
“I’m Atlantean,” I say.
Whistler pauses and I feel eyes looking at me.
“Did I say anything wrong?”
“There are no Atlanteans, boy,” Whistler says. “They’re civilization was swallowed by the oceans many years ago.”
“But perhaps he is just yet,” Swift murmurs. “It explains everything about how he looks. I’ve heard of Atlanteans and many of their books and scrolls survived the destruction that sent the cities of Atlantea to the bottom of the sea. Obviously, these books and scrolls were carried by refugees and survivors.”
Whistler mumbles something I can’t quite understand under his breath. He fits my arch with the cloth and tacks, and then wraps my foot in a layer of cotton gauze to further hold them in place. Next, he does the same to my other foot.
After it’s done, I put my boots back on and stand up. It feels like I’m being forced to go around with all of my weight on my toes. With some adjustment, though (and I admit there are a few minor sticks) I’m able to discover rather quickly the most painless way to walk. Tethyr’s teeth am I quiet!
“You don’t have to thank me,” Whistler remarks. There’s a trace of sarcasm in his voice.
“When can they come off?”
“Barely put them on and already asking when they can come off.” Whistler puts finger to chin in a thinking pose. “Perhaps in four months. That’s the average time. Of course, if you can prove before then that you can walk across dried leaves or rice paper without a sound, I’ll take them off right then.”
I grind my teeth together and look down at my leather boots. I swear to myself that I will have them off in less than two months. Failure is not an option.
 



Chapter Three
 
In the next five days, I train my body with a routine so strenuous that I liken it to torture.
At times, I’m so exhausted that I wonder if I can keep my heart beating. But always, I find odd encouragement from my master’s words. He says all of this work will make me stronger, leaner, and able to withstand the rigors and punishment of someone that kills for a living.
I wake up every morning before dawn and go directly to Master Constantine for what he calls a “warm up”. There are some hooks that he’s pounded into the ceiling that I jump up and grasp with blistered hands; then he attaches heavy weights to my ankles. I pull my legs up until they’re level with my chest and twist and turn them from my left side to the right one hundred and fifty times. I call this the cork screw, and I always begin my day this way.
I allow myself thirty seconds to catch my breath before I move to my next routine: push-ups done with one hand or chin-ups while wearing a one-hundred pound chain mail shirt. Every other day, I vary my routine by trying to get one extra set in before I stop. If I let the pain in my muscles halt me, that’s okay. Master Constantine never strikes me with the bamboo rod, because he knows I’m trying my hardest. But he always keeps it near as a reminder to give my all.
The fourth exercise I do is called “the spring.” After resting long enough to catch my breath and while wearing the chain mail shirt, I hold my hands out in front of me and squat as low to the floor as my body will allow. Then I spring upward and land in the same posture. Each time I jump, I strive for more height, sometimes putting a bar on the ground that I attempt to hurdle over and over again. I always do at least a hundred of these before he allows me to move onto my fifth exercise, affectionately called “the flag.”
The flag rips my abdominals into shreds. The first time I try it, I fail. But Constantine keeps at me hour after hour and eventually helps me by offering marginal support with his hand beneath my feet. Now, I can suspend the entire weight of my body off of a wooden bench. I hold myself rigid as a flag in the wind, using all of the muscles in my body. From my abdomen to my shoulders, from my back to my arms and legs, every part of me strains to maintain a stiff posture. The only part of my body that touches the bench is my bony shoulder blades.
But after a few days, the flag itself is not enough for Constantine.
He tells me to move my legs up and down, sometimes wearing wet leather boots for added weight. And each day, I try to keep the flag going for longer and longer.
After these five warm-up exercises, I’m ready for the day. I work with specially designed weights that Master Constantine has engineered himself. He has them in five, ten, twenty, forty and one-hundred pound increments. At first, I think they’re a strange and foreign idea, but the Master assures me that the designs are sound. He tells me the Emperor of Shaitan gave them to him.
I learn that Shaitan’s a country that lays far to the east. Constantine tells me it’s far more technically advanced than the West. I’ve a hard time imagining it, but he tells me the emperor of this strange and wondrous place lives within a city inside a city that makes the grandest court in the West look like a common sitting room inside an alehouse.
The grand palisade, as he calls it, is made of thirteen marble steps that lead to the Emerald Throne of Shaitan. And these thirteen steps are covered in richly embroidered carpets made from a rare wool called cashmere and dyed in purple and vermillion color. Seamstresses line these carpets with thread of silver and gold so brilliant, it’s like sunlight and moonbeams. On either side of this palisade are dragons made of gold, platinum, silver, and copper. The throne itself is lined in the most beautiful of peacock feathers with emeralds and sapphires adorning the headpiece directly behind the red silk cushion where the Emperor of Shaitan rests his head.
After I finish working with the metal weights, I stretch my legs, my back, my arms, and my neck. I’m naturally limber, but the stretches Master Constantine makes me do are intended to force my joints into a position so unnatural that when complete, I could contort my body to fit inside a bread box if I wanted. Simply putting both feet behind my head is the easy part. It’s learning to dislocate my shoulders that cause the most excruciating pain.
The middle part of the day is always reserved for meditation.
During this time, I spend most of my reflection period with my eyes closed or with a blindfold on, clearing my thoughts of anything and everything. Sometimes, meditation is difficult because of the pain in my shoes or the bleeding the tacks cause when they cut my skin. But at other times, meditation is a welcome relief.
Sometimes, it’s the only thing I look forward to.
I spend four or five hours a week learning about nutrition from Master Constantine. He teaches me the kinds of foods I can eat that will keep me alive in the wilderness. He shows me the kinds of foods that will keep my energy reserves high and the ones to avoid--the ones that will make me sleepy or that might make me fat. Constantine says that at my age, it’s important to eat things that will make my bones strong. That it’s important to eat the right kinds of meals that will keep my senses keen and the healing properties of my body at their peak.
For many weeks of training, my master fixes my meals himself, always showing me exactly how much to eat and proffering me a taste of foreign spices, which he says are good for the mind, the body, and the soul. Some of these dietary supplements are excellent at fighting colds and infections while others are excellent at speeding up the metabolism or just giving me an extra energy boost during the high time of the day. I’m fascinated that food is so crucial to a person’s health and even more so when it actually does the things that he’s told me they’ll do. As I’ve said earlier, I’m a skeptic by nature.
Every night before I sleep, I force myself to go down the flight of stairs to the basement of the thieves’ guild and I walk across the dried leaves. I learn quickly it’s as much a feat of concentration as it’s a feat of skill. Each night I fail, because a leaf splits under my weight and makes a sound. I return to my room and wash the blood from my boots, apply ointment that Whistler has given me to my wounds, and then rest until morning when I must don the bandages again. One day, the pain in my left foot becomes unbearable, and I know I need to do something. That’s when I go and see the friar, for Whistler tells me he’s a doctor as well as a man of the cloth.
The chapel of the god Tethyr, though small, feels like a holy place. I’m at once humbled and awed by the simple things that my eyes see. Candlelight rests in all four corners of the room and on the altar to the god of thieves. When I first peek through the door, the room is empty. I walk across the smooth polished wooden planks and follow along the left side of an aisle lined by pews made from brown oak. Each of the benches is pockmarked or scratched with age, but I can see that every bit of their polished brown surface has been lovingly oiled by a mysterious hand.
I run my fingers lightly over the tops of the pews as I walk toward the front of the room where the altar is shrouded in a simple cloth of red and hung with tassels of gold. They dangle from the four corners to almost touch the ground. The top of the altar is decorated with five candles of differing length and I spy a chalcedony offering bowl. Water inside the bowl rises halfway to the rim and is flecked with shiny pieces of gold. A flask of wine stands on the side opposite the candles, and the glass of the bottle is decorated with a raised image of a jovial face. The eyes of this face stare directly into my soul, and I feel a stirring within me. It reminds me of my father and the few good times that linger in my memory. I recall days now gone when I could look up at the sky with sweet innocence and wonder at its beautiful color.
I hear someone enter the room behind me, and when I turn my eyes behold the friar. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen a priest of Tethyr. He’s a round man with yellow skin that has splotches of white about the neck and left ear. He’s wearing a simple robe of white with a single strip of black running down the front that’s embroidered with silver jackals. From his neck depends a medallion identical to the symbol on the wooden door that marks the entrance to Master Constantine’s dojo. However, this symbol is made of platinum, and I can see that its surface is bejeweled with small rubies, making it a precious and beautiful thing despite the fact that it’s a simple knife lying amidst a pool of blood.
The friar’s face is deeply lined. He’s an old man. His eyes are green and he’s mostly bald possessing a single ring of hair just above his ears that encircles his pate like a crown. 
He clears his throat upon seeing me and asks, “Hast thou come for prayer?”
“No—I—my foot hurts,” I tell him.
He approaches me and instructs me to take a seat. After I lower myself onto the bench, the friar slips my boot off. He murmurs quietly to himself and then looks at me. “You need to stop wearing tacks in your shoes. You’ve developed a bit of an infection.”
“An infection?”
He nods. “It’s what happens when your body tries to fight off the bad things that accumulate in unclean places, like the inside of boots. Since you’ve an open wound, it’s making it difficult for your body to fight these toxins.”
“Is it serious?”
“This? No...no. Very simple to fix. But infections can be serious my young man. Sometimes legs and arms have to come off to try and stop the spread of them. At other times, death is the only result.”
He lifts himself onto his legs and moves over to a strong box made of iron. Inside he gathers a few things and then closes the heavy lid to the strong box and walks back to me. He lowers himself ponderously and with much snorting. I can see he has bandages of gauze, a strange blue liquid bottle, and some cotton cloth. He douses the cotton cloth with the blue liquid and washes my injured foot clean. Soon my skin tingles and begins to burn. I wiggle my toes and clench my teeth hoping that the burning will end. He seems to be almost enjoying himself. Then he wraps the gauze over the small wounds that the tacks have left on the sole of my foot.
“I can’t stop wearing them,” I say. “Not until I can walk across the dried leaves downstairs.”
“I’ll speak to Whistler,” the friar says. “They should come off.”
I grab the hem of his sleeve. “Please don’t. If you do, the others will think that I can’t handle it. They’ll think I’m second rate, and I’m not.”
He opens his hands. “Child, Tethyr will not judge you by these material abilities. He’s an open god, willing and able to embrace all his children.”
“Tethyr won’t judge me but my peers will,” I reply. “Please...swear to me that you won’t talk to Whistler.”
He regards me with those green eyes for just a moment longer and nods. “I’ll not say a thing unless it’s by your consent.”
“Thank you,” I say. “Thank you very much.” My eyes wander down to his chest where the beautiful medallion rests against the front of his robes. I don’t know why, but I reach out and touch it with my fingers; it sparkles on my palm.
“What’s your name?” the friar asks.
“K-Kian,” I whisper, enraptured by the medallion. 
“You’re unfamiliar with the ways of God?”
I look into his eyes. “Not really. Tell me about him.”
“What do you wish to know?”
“Have you spoken to him?”
He smiles, “Of course, every day in fact.”
“Does he know me? Does he talk to you about Talen or Constantine?”
“What he says to one who prays to him cannot be told to another lest evil things befall the one who speaks them. Tethyr is the god of intrigue and trickery. His is the faith of thieves and cutthroats. His following is amongst those of the dark path, of the path of shadows, and of things best hidden from the light. He is God, and his power is vast. All the devout of Tethyr say one thing: in darkness no one is judged and all are the same.”
“How can I talk to him?” I ask.
“Through prayer. Call him by his name and say a prayer to him, and he’ll receive it. Honor Tethyr, and he shall honor you.”
I leave the friar feeling much better. For the first time that night, I say a heartfelt prayer to Tethyr and hope that he hears me. And on the next day, my training continues.
Master Constantine integrates martial arts lessons into my daily routine. Following my weight training, I begin sparring with him, performing kicks that he demonstrates to me time and time again. Master Constantine is obsessed with form, and he demands nothing short of perfection from me. He tells me that he’ll stop bad habits now, so that as I get better, I’ll inspire fear with every strike. Master Constantine shows his sadistic side in these lessons too, and I think he enjoys the pain that these leaps, strikes, and lunges inflict upon me.
That first week of martial arts training, I learn the basics of what he calls the wheel kick. A wheel kick is a difficult maneuver to perform, essentially spinning your body around very quickly and slamming your foot into your opponent in a vulnerable place.
Sweating and breathing hard, I watch him.
Constantine lowers his body and lifts himself neatly on one leg. He snaps his torso about so swiftly that my hair rustles in the wind. His foot connects with a wooden beam with a thud so powerful, the whole thing quakes in the sand. Dust dislodges from the rafters above and falls like rain.
“Always remember,” he says, “that the body’s strength comes from within the soul and within the mind. Like a circle in the sand or like waves on the ocean, you touch and affect everything within a given realm. If you’re true to your body, your soul will reflect this, and your mind will become like crystal: clear but able to focus much like the evaluation of an idea or the angling of a magnifying glass to bring light together and make a fire. Flesh is only as strong as the will that unites it. Be unified and powerful. Now, you try the wheel kick.”
I fling my most despair-filled look into his teeth. “But Master, I-I’m wearing tacks in my boots!”
Tethyr’s teeth, enough is enough.
Constantine’s eyes narrow. It’s my only warning. “Do the wheel kick, Kian,” he repeats.
I realize my protest means nothing. I resolve myself to this one physical action and repeat in my mind that if I do it perfectly, he may let me stop. I clear my thoughts and repeat the word “balance” over and over again.
When I’m ready, I step up and hold my leg out, poised to strike. My balance is better achieved on my left foot than on my right. I whirl about on my heel, using the momentum of my body to generate power. I strike the dense wooden beam with my boot, and just as I fear, pain shoots through every nerve in my quivering body.
I feel the warm rush of my own blood inside the leather of my shoe. But I don’t cry out. “How is that?”
Constantine frowns. “Poor,” he utters. “Your foot needs to be higher...at least as high as mine.”
“But you’re taller than me,” I blurt out. “I can’t kick that high!”
He grabs the bamboo rod so fast I’ve hardly time to react.
Without warning, he snaps it down hard across my back. I try to get out of the way but he kicks my legs out from under me and beats me across my chest. I raise my hands and use them to ward off his blows. He stops after his fifth hit.
I’m still holding my breath, still wondering if he’s going to kill me.
I suck air into my lungs and look through my bloody fingers and see his feet disappear into his meditation room. I roll over and gaze at the sky. I see its bright blue color and am reminded of drifting on a calm ocean. I’m hot, bloody, and my skin stings. But I’m alive. I’m alive as the day my family died and I somehow survived. And this life burns in my throat as a final warning to me that to stay alive, I’ll have to survive and overcome the things that want to defeat me.
That is the end of this day’s lesson.
Time passes.
Aside from my five daily exercises and my weight training, Master Constantine supervises my rehearsal of the wheel kick. I try over and over again. And when I think I can’t do it anymore, I manage to reach into a well deep inside me and find the strength to perform the wheel kick a few dozen more times.
My springing exercises start paying off. With each leap I achieve greater and greater heights. I’m also getting faster and stronger. Constantine tells me I have a natural grace rarely seen in boys. At first I don’t believe him, but soon I learn to land without injury. It’s as if my body finally adjusts to how it needs to stand with the tacks in my boots. And with it, I perform everything in almost absolute silence. One day, I land a kick so high that I almost touch the roof with my toes. Constantine tells me the place I landed the blow is ten feet from the ground.
“Not even I can kick as high as you,” he admits while peeling an orange.
Oftentimes, after lunch, I run laps around the guild house with the tacks in my boots. The first few days I fail and only bloody myself. But I never give up. My body likes its new power, and I’m quickly learning to ignore all but the most agonizing pain. A well-known Sulasian philosopher once said, “That which does not kill us, makes us stronger.” I learn the meaning of these words by living them. At times I’m a bloody mess. But I know my body will thank me once it repairs itself.
I save the money Constantine gives me, and I buy some gloves made from fine kid leather. I toil at holding my weight with my hands pressed against the wall of the many stairwells in the thieves’ guild, trying to walk the nightingale steps without making a sound. I eventually succeed, and I even surprise Constantine one morning when I arrive early. He admits to me that he didn’t hear me coming up the stairs, and I’m very proud that I’ve learned this part of my new trade so quickly.
It’s also important for a good assassin to overcome all types of locks and traps.
During the first month, Talen schools me on the fine art of mechanical lock picking and the detection and removal of simple traps. This time he spends with me is good for our friendship since I’m so busy in my training that I don’t have much time to do anything with him.
Talen’s touch is very sensitive, and he encourages me to do as much work with the little mechanical locks and devices as possible without wearing gloves. As my training broadens, he introduces me to devices using tumblers and then onto other more intricate devices that require the use of specialized keys. Talen shows me the best way to overcome the debilitating effects of rust and corrosion caused by time, dirt, and wear.
Talen is the foremost lock pick in the thieves’ guild, and he has a friend in the city who’s a chemist. She makes a solvent with a pungent odor to it that’s very good at removing grime from small mechanical devices. This makes it easier to trip the tumblers and switches necessary to open a lock. He shares some of his solution with me, and I keep it stoppered in a small glass vial that I put in a pouch that I carry with me always. After I learn all that I can from him, he fashions me a set of rudimentary tools to use in the event that I’ll need them. Per his instructions, I sew these tools into a shirt that I always wear and that I can get to in the event that my hands are shackled.
Marcel is impressed with my progress.
He tries to get me to accompany Talen during a nighttime escapade, but Constantine adamantly objects. Master Constantine is a feared man in the thieves’ guild of Clothol, and when his word slides across Marcel’s desk that I’m not to be used on such missions, I no longer see him except on rare occasions. Even then, he says but few words to me.
Everyone here fears him, but no one more so than Talen.
I find this a little startling.
Talen’s my best friend, and I look up to him even though he’s the same age as I. I think I may even love him now, which makes it more difficult to ask him if he’d have sex with me because I don’t know how this could change our relationship. I’m probably better off sticking with girls.
I hear bits and pieces about his history from the others. One starry night, Ambrell sneaks into my room to fuck me. But when I tell her no, we talk for many hours.
She tells me that Master Constantine came to stay at the guild a year ago this day. He’s been searching for something important, so important as a matter of fact, that it’s almost driven him insane.
Ambrell thinks whatever it is that he’s searching for must be in this city or he wouldn’t be here. She also says he’s a rank one assassin known only as a Nightshade.
A Nightshade is a fearsome and deadly foe. They’re the most highly trained killers in the world, demanding fields of gold for the execution of political leaders, powerful sorcerers, and influential priests. Their actions can overthrow entire governments. There are many urban legends concerning the Nightshades, and I know that if Ambrell is right, Constantine has other motives than the tutelage of a small town kid in the ways of killing. I think that there’s only a few Nightshades–one per Great House–of which there are eight on Wynwrayth.
On Wynwrayth, individual countries come together to make a Great House.
For example, Clothol the city is a member of Great House Bakora even though it resides in the kingdom of Ventikor. I only know the name of one other Great House. Named for the god of wisdom, it’s called Sulas. But it lies far to the east across the ocean. If Constantine is of that much import, then what he’s looking for must be--or is--equally important. I’m suddenly filled with questions. Like all new adults, I want answers but without arising the ire of my wicked and talented master.
Ambrell shrugs and kisses me on the cheek while I’m thinking about this. She starts to warn me. “Maybe...just maybe...that’s why he kills his apprentices. Listen to me, Kian. He’s a dangerous man with no love for anything except himself. Be careful, okay? And, never trust him.”
With that bit of advice, she leaves, closing the door quietly behind her.
 



Chapter Four
 
I don’t tell Constantine, but I start attending church with the friar three nights a week. He’s my friend, and he wants to make sure my feet are healthy. I like him, and I love to hear him talk about Tethyr. He tells me he’s got something special planned for me, that I’ll get to meet three other men who claim to have seen Tethyr himself. However, I must tell no one of the meeting. The friar says he wants to arrange a secluded place where, if I listen carefully enough, I’ll hear Tethyr’s voice speaking to me. I’ll have to purify myself beforehand using his explicit instructions. I also must promise to obey his orders exactly.
I can hardly believe it. I’ve barely learned about Tethyr, and yet he’s already responding to my prayers through his priest. The fact that this is happening to me is proof that he’s listening and that I’ve finally found a god to love.
That night I sleep with comfort knowing that my god watches over me.
Just before dawn, I find myself sitting at the edge of my bed looking out at new morning’s sunrise and staring at my feet, which are pale, wounded, and sore. I feel strange and somehow invincible. 
I don my boots but without the tacks and the strips of soiled cotton cloth. These I wind up and take with me downstairs. I toss them onto the breakfast table made from planks of cherry wood where Swift sits watching the transparent rays of first sunrise break their way through fragile panes of glass.
He looks at me. “Is it time Kian?”
“I think so. I’ve worn them for weeks now, and I don’t want to anymore. I want to take the test.”
Swift stands up. He’s wearing a satin doublet made from deep magenta cloth. “All right, let’s go downstairs.”
I follow him across the room and down the stone steps. I’m not afraid, but my body erupts with a tingling brought on by a toxic combination of excitement and nervousness. My stomach also turns a little uneasily inside me as the training room comes into view. It’s lit by braziers that leave smoke trails on the walls.
We’re the only ones here for it’s still early and thieves are by nature, creatures of darkness. He walks into an office and removes ten large sheets of delicate paper from a cabinet. These he takes in his hands and lays them out on the floor before me one by one. The pupils of his eyes grow large in this dim light, and he studies me as if to observe in my face some fatal resolution hidden there. Or perhaps he wants to see failure there--a kind of schadenfreude--to see me weary and bloodied again by the tortuous tacks. I look, for a moment, at the rice paper. It’s like a narrow carpet splayed before me, two feet wide and ten feet long. And I know that it’s the most difficult stuff to traverse in all the world.
I gaze at my boots and decide that I’m not going to take them off. No, I won’t have to…
I try a meditative stance for just a moment, refusing the idea that I’m being put to the test. I get nervous under scrutiny, and the butterflies inside will oftentimes make me throw up. I murmur the word “balance” over and over again and try to find my center. I recognize a familiar calm within my soul, a gut feeling rises to the surface, and I recognize it for just an instant.
It’s the kind that says, “Move now. You won’t fail.”
Then, I open my eyes, I take my first step, and I almost falter.
A bead of sweat rolls down the side of my face, and by all that’s holy, I swear I feel Tethyr’s hand in mine.
Am I hallucinating?
All of the experts say the first step is the hardest one to take. With that behind me and no torn paper beneath my boots, I realize that my destiny lies completely in my hands. But because Tethyr is now watching me, I resolve myself to success only. I take the rest of the steps one at a time rejecting all notions of failure. 
I pass, and I smile at Swift feeling elated and relieved. I wait to see his reaction, and I listen to the silence. Adrenaline courses through my veins like liquid fuel.
Swift laughs softly. His manner is impulsive. “I don’t believe it,” he whispers. “H-how exactly did you do that?”
I shrug. “You either do it or you don’t, right? I worked hard on this. I-I resolved to have the skill. And once my mind knew, my body and soul came along for the ride. Have I met your expectations, sir?”
“Yes,” he says. 
I don’t know why, but I realize I like Swift. Maybe it’s because he now sees me in a different light…almost as an equal.
“I’m sorry if I ever doubted you, Kian.”
I shake his hand. “Thank you, sir. You don’t know how much that means to me.” I swallow hard and try not to cry. I’m not sure why I’ve got all this emotion bubbling up now, but I do.
Then Swift does something unexpected. He hugs me. And finally, I realize I don’t care if I beat Talen’s record so I don’t even ask. It’s no longer important.
I leave him then for I have only a few minutes to make it to my training. But I walk with the knowledge that I can do anything if I set my mind to it. That’s probably the most important lesson I can take from something like this.
A month passes, maybe two.
I’m now sixteen.
The long summer arrives, and it’s the hottest one in history. Even the ancients in the guild can’t recall when temperatures soared so high. Constantine allows me only ten minutes at a time in direct sunlight every four hours, tells me to drink clean cold water all day, and gives me a ‘priapus’ to wear. It’s a very small comfortable garment, similar to a loincloth, made of supple black leather that barely covers my miniscule patch of blond pubic hair and maybe a third of my butt. The first time I wear it, I love it because it cradles my large balls impeccably, as if molded to them. Around the top is a belt of metal woven into the leather waistband from which can be suspended weights to aid with my workout. The whole of it is only 28 inches in diameter, but it’s a perfect fit and locks into place so that up to twenty additional pounds can be added.
He also presents me with a pair of almost knee-high boots that fit my feet exactly. Made of luxurious black leather, they have many buckles and the soles have thick heavy tread that has enough resilience to render me silent as a cat. Constantine tells me they’re expensive, are made to protect my feet and ankles so that I can kick harder without injury in the hot sand of the courtyard, and they’ll protect my long, delicate toes. Once they’re buckled on, I keep them on for sixteen hours at a time. Constantine tells me in the summer to wear only the priapus and my boots while I train because it’s so hot.
The summer heat makes my feet sweat fiercely but the leather soaks it up. And I discover the one drawback of the priapus is that it traps water around my balls.
Within just a few days, the outline of my toes permanently stains the top of the leather boots, and they quickly take on my musk. Because of a chemical in my sweat, no foul odor results from my profuse sweating. Constantine says this is a great advantage, because I can wear my boots all day without fear of fungus. Still, he insists that I bathe every single night without exception. Hygiene is extremely important to him, and he drills this into me over and over until I can’t sleep without my daily washing.
My training continues, and I grow stronger, swifter, leaner--all of these things at the sake of a life without girls, friends, and Talen.
By mid-summer, I think my body is ugly. I’m nothing but skin-covered muscle. I’ve thick ropy veins trailing down my arms and over my chest, abdomen, and legs. They even rise up from the priapus that barely covers my groin, set off by my Apollo’s belt--the deep v-shaped cuts in the flesh near my hips. And the globes of my butt don’t touch together unless I flex them. At least my face doesn’t change. It’s the only place on my body that retains a little body fat.
Constantine teaches me new special maneuvers from a style called the “Clicking Lotus.” It’s an ancient discipline that focuses on the use of the legs and feet. “Clicking Lotus” is all about kicking and there’s about twenty different ways to perform a kick, and each one has a different purpose. Once I demonstrate my mastery of the wheel kick, we proceed to learn the axe kick.
An axe kick, simply put, is a swift downward blow with the feet against a standing opponent. When administered properly, it can knock an opponent to the ground, stunning him, or even knocking him unconscious. The effects vary with the execution. I can jump down onto an opponent, using vertical strikes with the side of my foot, and it might not do anything but make him angry. But that’s because I’m not that good at it yet.
So I practice it.
After a week I’m still not much better. So I practice even more.
During Master’s siesta one afternoon, I visit with the friar in the empty church. I want to know if he’s planned anything more regarding the clandestine trip to meet the men who saw Tethyr. I present the friar with half my earnings in tithe, a thing I’ve been doing for a few weeks now. The friar has a new robe and horse, so things are going well for him. He embraces me, but I feel embarrassed because I threw on Master’s plain burlap coat over my naked back and button it in front of me.
Panicked thoughts fill my mind: How could I come to a holy place dressed like this? What was I thinking?
And to make matters worse, underneath, I’m wearing only the priapus and my boots.
“I don’t have much time, father,” I say. “But is their word?”
He looks at me and says, “There is, child. There is. But won’t you have a seat and take off your cloak? Let us catch up. There’s always time for God.”
“I-I can’t. May I leave it on?”
He shakes his head. “No child. Not in the House of Tethyr. He sees into your heart. Hang up your cloak on the peg and sit a while with me.”
I nod and unbutton it. I drape it on the hook next to the door. When I turn around, he’s staring at me, mouth agape. I feel ashamed, angry at myself, and stupid.
“I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “It’s how I train. It’s the heat, and I’ve no time to change or bathe. Please…I mean no disrespect.”
The friar closes his mouth and tells me to sit. “Apology accepted, Kian. We all came into the world wearing much less.”
Feeling a little relieved, I plop down on the chair and wait for him to tell me more.
“I want you to come down here tonight at eleven o’clock. Tell no one. You should come dressed just like that but with a cloak concealing your body of course. Otherwise Tethyr may not recognize you as you’ve dared to come for consul dressed in these garments.” He pauses, glancing down at my boots. “Are those…sweat stains on the tops of your boots?”
I nod. “I’m sorry. I can change them—maybe get some new shoes before I go. And I promise to bathe.”
“Nonsense. Those are fine. Do not change out of them.”
“But I bathe—”
He cut me off. “Not tonight. Come as you are from your training. It’ll be better that way. I’m preparing a special potion that I’ll finish this evening just for you. When you get here, I want you to drink the entire thing without exception. Is that understood?”
“Yes, Father.”
“Good. It will purify your inner body to be worthy to receive Tethyr’s wisdom.” The friar looks about the room and his eyes settle on a jar near his chamber. He walks over to it and brings it back, tipping it to one side, and some clear olive oil flows onto his fingertips. “I must anoint you,” he declares.
I nod, listening to him say a couple of magical holy words. He places the oil first on my navel, then my elbows and hands, and finally on my shoulders, the tips of my boots, and on my forehead.
He clears his throat. “I must anoint your genitals, Kian. It’s part of the process.”
“Of course,” I say, and obediently slide the priapus down my muscular thighs. My thick cock spills out and hangs low before my body. He licks his lips to moisten his mouth, probably to say a few more of the holy words. I really admire the fact that he can speak for so long before the congregation and yet his voice never gives out. And then, he goes and makes time for me like this.
The friar firmly takes my balls in his hand, anoints them, and then rubs oil over my penis. I look to the side and think of nothing, but he continues to massage the oil into my skin and smooth it over the glans. The sensation, unfortunately, causes me to respond.
“I’m sorry, Father,” I whisper, shutting my eyes tight.
He removes his hand.
“It’s all right, Kian. You may cover up again,” he says. “But that reaction needs to be controlled. Tethyr will never suffer the presence of a teenager who has no discipline.”
I swallow, “I’ve got discipline.” I pull the priapus back over my cock which is growing soft again now that I’ve been disgraced.
“Maybe tonight is not right. I think I’ll call this off.”
“Please, Father. Please don’t call it off. I’m truly sorry.”
He shakes his head. “I-I just don’t believe you, Kian.”
Tears stream from my eyes, and my cheeks grow hot. “I’ll do anything to prove I’m ready--to prove my devotion,” I whisper.
The friar frowns. “I want this for you, child. Truly, I do.” He grips the holy symbol hanging about his neck. I stare at it as he rubs it with the hem of his fine robe.
“There’s one penance, swallowing the gift of life from a holy priest of Tethyr. But I’m loathe to suggest that because it would require you to…suck on my cock…and I’m not a faggot. It would be torture for me. I like you, Kian, but I don’t want to torture myself.”
I wipe the tears away and stare at his fat body. I’ve done this before with other men, but here, it’s different. The idea of the priest cumming in my mouth fills me with revulsion. “Is there another way?” I ask, voice almost a whimper.
“Not if you want to hear Tethyr’s voice tonight. Not if you want me to introduce you to those other men. But, it won’t work if you’re enjoying this, Kian. You grew hard with just my touch. I-I’m not certain if I can trust you.”
“It was a reaction,” I plead. “I couldn’t help myself. I don’t find you attractive at all.”
The priest frowns and his face takes on a greasy shine. “Of course you don’t, my child. I’ll tell you what, let’s go through with this, but I’ll ensure that you’re not enjoying yourself. How’s that sound?”
I blink the tears away, feeling hope surge in my chest. “It sounds wonderful. Like more of a sacrifice to Tethyr.”
He walks over to a table and comes back with a rubber mallet. “I’ll strike you in the groin with this before you take my cock into your mouth. It’s blessed and shall ensure that your sacrifice doesn’t go unnoticed. I’ll have to sacrifice too, Kian. Just to be erect between your…soft pink lips…I’ll have to—” He pauses to look around, “drink from that cup on the shelf. It’s a trinket stolen from the shrine of the goddess of love and will allow me to experience a hard on which I normally…” his eyes trail down my body, “would be incapable of. But I don’t do this lightly. The act will give me nightmares.”
I stare at the cup, and then offer him the rest of my money. “This is all that I have. Constantine pays me, and I want to tithe it as penance for my transgression…and as recompense to you for this horrible task that you do for me.”
He checks the bag, lifts up the shiny gold coins and lets them tumble through his fingers. “Tethyr accepts your sacrifice. Shall we begin?”
I nod.
He walks over and pours wine into the cup. Then I fall to my knees before him. 
The friar pushes me back with his right hand so that my groin is elevated and exposed. The outline of my dick and balls pushes tightly against the strained shiny black leather of the priapus. He strikes me hard with the mallet, and pain surges through me, tears pour from my eyes, and I double over in spasms. When I come up again, he swallows the wine in the cup, parts his robes, and presents me with a rigid cock to wet with my tongue. I’m surprised that he could be hard within an instant of drinking the wine.
The magic in the goblet must be powerful.
“Lick it like a kitten would a bowl of milk,” he commands.
I oblige and watch his eyes for instruction as I slide my tongue over the end and along the sides, taking his nuts into my mouth one at a time, all the while tears streaming from my eyes. My nuts hurt that badly.
“Cover your fucking teeth,” he states, and pushes his dick between my lips.
I nod and work his shaft with my mouth, sucking as hard as I can, and occasionally looking up at him past the roundness of his belly, with the tip of his penis resting against my tongue. And the throbbing grows into a dull pulsating ache between my legs. The priest sets the goblet down on a table and grabs my hair with his fist, thrusting his hips at my face.
“Take it all,” he whispers, grunting. Then he stabs at the inside of my cheeks with his cock.
Four minutes later, he grabs my ears so roughly with his hands that I think he might tear them off. A second later, hot semen shoots down my throat. He pulls out and spurts a long ropy line across my face and pushes me away with his hand, almost slapping me on the cheek.
“Be here at eleven tonight,” he commands, covering himself. “You’re purified and ready. Say nothing of this to anyone.”
I try to get to my feet, but my testicles hurt so much that I can’t do so without crying. Still I murmur my thanks, and wipe my face and hands off on the inside of the burlap cloak. I hope I’ll have time to wash it before Constantine notices it’s missing. Then I leave, feeling the ever present need to throw up. But it’s all worth it if I get to hear Tethyr’s voice tonight. He’s my god, and I will do anything for him.
When I return, Constantine is waiting for me. I quickly throw the burlap cloak in a corner and turn to find him staring at me. But he says nothing. Instead, my master teaches me the basics of a flying double kick and when evening comes, he orders me to practice for several more hours.
“I’ve an errand to run. You’re not to leave here until I return. Is that clear? And you’d better work out the rest of this time, Kian. No resting. You get twenty minutes for a break. That’s it. You may also take one hour for dinner, but you’ll take your meal here. I’ve rice for you and fresh smoked fish. You’re to eat as much of the fish as possible as you need the protein.”
I almost object, but I know better than to question him. “Yes, sir.”
I secretly pray that he returns in time for me to make my appointment, especially considering what I went through to be worthy of Tethyr.
So, I do as I’m told. Evening comes. I drink plenty of water, I eat dinner, and I watch as the suns set. I’m in the circle of sand practicing blows on the martial arts dummy when I catch a glint from within Constantine’s meditation room that I previously never noticed.
I stop and walk over, sweat falling off of me in rivulets. Hanging from an iron hook pounded into a wooden beam is the friar’s holy symbol. It’s suspended on a string that drips with blood.
I take it in my hand and stare at its shiny surface.
Then a strong hand grips me by the shoulder, I feel metal nails dig into my tender skin. Constantine whirls me around but without scratching me. I see the nails are from his gauntlets--he can easily rip the flesh from my bones with a single strike.
My master is dressed from head-to-toe in armor, wearing a black cape with a white fur-lined cowl. Taller than me by almost four inches, I cower before him.
“Stupid boy,” he says. “I should cut your face.”
I tremble, but I’ve no idea to what he’s referring. Or at least--I don’t want to know. I don’t want to think that he’s killed my friend.
Then I spy something in the shadows of the dojo. It’s a bloody sack. I spot the balding pate of the friar’s severed head. Next to it are three large lumps…men I’ve never seen before.
I turn to him with wide eyes, “W-why?”
He grips me about the throat and pulls out a knife. Without warning, he presses the sharp blade carefully to my cheek just below the right eye. “When I was growing up, I hated pretty boys. I’d say they were like you but there’s no one like you, Kian. Do you have any idea how rare you are? No one has this color hair, or your eyes, or this body. No one.” He pauses before slamming me up against the wall. The priest’s holy symbol falls out of my fingers. “Let me get one thing straight with you. I own you. I own this body. If I wanted to fuck it every night, I would. But I’m not into that. Instead, I’ve chosen to make you my apprentice. Do you have any idea what kind of investment that is?”
I don’t answer.
“I hated you the moment I saw you because you were so pretty. I wanted to break you in two, see you fail, and hurl you from the rooftop to watch you splat against the street. But you’ve got incredible athletic gifts, my apprentice. Your looks, however, are a distraction. They’re causing people to notice you and that shines light on me. I don’t like the light. That priest was going to seriously hurt my investment. I don’t care that you gave him all your money. I do care that he sold you to three Timeron knights for enough platinum to afford a mansion near the rainbow gardens. All with the promise that they’d get to breed you until your anus ripped asunder from so much use. And then they’d start eating you piece by piece. They had no respect for my property, and that seriously pisses me off.”
I start to cry. “He said I’d get to hear Tethyr’s voice.”
“A priest of the god of cutthroats and thieves lied to you,” he scoffs, letting go of me, but leaving blood from his victims on my skin. “That’s why I’m moving you here. I forbid you to sleep anywhere else from this day forward. I’ve made a room for you next to mine. You’ll rest there, take your meals with me, bathe every night in the tub that I have, and if you leave this area for any reason, you’ll wear a long-sleeved shirt, full pants, and a mask on your face.”
He pulls out an elaborate thing of silver and black leather. It has holes for the nostrils, eyes, and mouth. Then, he hands it to me. I see immediately that it’s designed to slip over the head, covering the hair and chin, but leaving the neck exposed. “You’ll also wear this cloak.” He tosses me one similar to his, with a hood made of black leather and ringed in white fur.
“But it’s summer,” I pleaded. “It’s very hot.”
“It will cool soon,” he says, turning his back to me. “Kian, this is important. I want no one to know that you work for me, and you attract a lot of attention by just being you. I’ve killed boys for far less than what I’m asking, and that’s because I need your talent. If you refuse to wear the mask, I’ll disfigure your face. Mark my word, it’ll happen right now. Don’t make me do that to you.” He turns around and I see compassion for the first time in his eyes. “You’re a rose growing in my garden. I hate to pluck it before its time.”
I swallow, look at my hands, and whisper. “Yes, Master. I-I’m sorry. I’ll wear the mask, always, outside this place. I swear to you.”
He walks forward then and hugs me. I smell the stink of fresh blood on him. “I’m sorry,” he says, patting me with his cruel gauntlets.
“For what?” I ask. “Killing the friar?”
“For not killing him sooner,” Constantine states. “I’ll kill Whistler tomorrow for having sent you to him in the first place. You can’t tell me that fool of a dwarf didn’t know what kind of predator the friar was. I just wish I could have prevented the friar from molesting you. He used his religious influence to take advantage of a child that has only curiosity for the gods.”
“God,” I say. “Only one god…Tethyr.”
“Let me tell you something,” Constantine says. “Tethyr is a bastard. He’s a thieving conniving son of a bitch and answers no prayers. Trust no one that follows him, not even me.”
“I’ve no choice, but to trust you,” I say.
He nods. “I know. You’re my property. But if you’re wise, you’ll start using that brain of yours to figure out some way to prevent me from killing you on the day you seize to be useful. All roses die, Kian. In the end, winter comes for us all.”
He starts to move away when I step forward, “Am I grounded to this place then? Am I to never have any friends?”
“I didn’t say that,” Constantine replies. “You may have guests here as long as you aren’t training. The boy…Talen…you fancy him, I know. Or Ambrell, for example, should you want to swing that way. But you must never speak of me.” He hands me a frightening look over his shoulder. “I know you like Talen. He’s smarter than you. You should foster that friendship or more if you desire. Just make sure your relationship does not impact your training one bit. If it does, I’ll make you castrate him right before I kill him.”
 



Chapter Five
 
The third kick I learn is called a flying double kick.
To initiate the maneuver, I must be moving.
I leap into the air and strike with my legs to either side, kicking twice before landing. I practice this in the morning when it isn’t as hot. Then Constantine shifts me to sweeps, circle kicks, and back kicks. I finish my day doing a variation of all of these.
In time, I develop my own particular style. Constantine calls me “a perfect kick boxer.” But all of this training comes at a steep price. I don’t leave Constantine’s dojo for a month. At that time a new friar calling himself Abbath is now ministering to my guildies; I beg my master to be allowed to attend services once a week and he finally relents.
Talen and Ambrell sit on either side of me at church. But I’m not allowed to take my mask off, and no one questions the fact that I wear it. Constantine does provide me with fine “church” clothes to wear and new suede shoes lined with rabbit’s fur. Talen doesn’t say anything about the mask, but I can tell it concerns him. And I’ve no idea what’s going on in the real world except what I learn at church.
I’ve no idea who is dating whom or what anyone is saying about me.
It’s like I’m living my life inside a bottle.
Constantine makes sure that all of my “human” needs are met. I get plenty of water, milk, and meat. He keeps my hair cut to a decent length and instructs me to shave with a straight razor, and I exercise seventeen hours a day…much of that sweating buckets while wearing only the priapus and the thick-soled boots he bought me.
One day I try to skip services early with Talen and Ambrell just so I can catch some chit chat. I meet him, Sly, Elliot, Misha, and Gage in the hall, but the other kids treat me like I’m a leper or something. I wonder if they blame me for Whistler’s death, or maybe they blame me for the fate of the last friar.
I get the feeling they all feel sorry for me. It’s awkward.
I ask Talen, “What the hell is going on?” since they don’t speak to me, but just stare with sad looks. But before he can answer, Swift appears and cuts him off.
I know Constantine has said something to Swift. I just wish I knew what it was. It’s almost like everyone’s afraid of me. Or maybe they’re afraid of what Constantine might do to them if I’m even a minute late.
So I say goodbye to Talen, and I leave feeling like I’m in prison again. Only in this prison, the jailor never strikes me. He never lays a hand on me in fact, and I can only assume it’s because I make him happy with my progress.
In the end, I guess things could be worse. And I can’t help but think that maybe Tethyr has a plan for me. I pray to him every single night using the old friar’s holy symbol which I keep wrapped in a silk cloth looking as shiny and new as the day Tethyr blessed it.
Constantine does occasionally go beyond just the physical training.
One night a week, we spend several hours playing chess. He calls it a mental exercise to keep my mind sharp and calculating. But it’s also fun, and it’s when he lets me take a drink with him or share a smoke or two from his pipe. Sometimes he tells me stories, and those are the best because he’s been so many places, and I wonder when it’ll be my turn to see the world.
So that’s my life for my whole sixteenth year.
By next summer, I’m so strong I can shatter several hard blocks of wood with one blow. I can kick out the feet of my opponent oftentimes faster than they can draw a sword. Honestly, I think if I end up against a true master in martial arts, I’d be in some trouble. But after a year of training, I’m really good.
Each and every day I push myself to stretch farther than I ever could the day before. Now, I can arch backward and touch my head to the backs of my knees and my palms to the backs of my heels. But despite my leaping exercises, I’m personally disappointed with my vertical leap. So Constantine teaches me circus tumbling using techniques he learned in his youth. Because of arthritis, he can no longer tumble as well as he used to, but he tells me to set no such limits for myself.
In three months I reach the first of my personal goals by being able to increase my vertical leap by three feet.
One afternoon, I leap so high that I catch onto the awning above the sand circles in the center of the training ground. Constantine looks pleased and smiles at me. I pull myself onto the ceramic-tiled roof of the guild house without much effort. And the view is marvelous!
It’s my first time up there, and my body trembles so much that I almost lose my footing and fall to my death. Here I am, a creature overcoming every physical limitation. I’ve learned to fly in my own way. I’ve learned to soar like a dream, like a vision, and the power of my splendid body is like an incomprehensible thing--rarely understood by me--but merely recognized as being beautiful and lovely.
I’m glad I’m not afraid of heights.
In months to follow, the master adds a few more martial arts maneuvers to my agenda. The first of these harkens from the school of the “Twitching Mongoose”. Called the “claw of the eagles” it’s a way of punching that develops callouses on my bony, vein-riddled hands. Constantine is very careful with this, as he doesn’t want my dexterity or touch sensitivity to be compromised. But he also doesn’t want my fist to crack from breaking a man’s ribs.
To accomplish this, he has me thrust my hands into a bowl of rice pellets for a few minutes every day. And sometimes he has me punch on a hard plank of wood for an hour from only an inch away. I bloody my knuckles, but I develop a thicker skin. And the fine bones in my hands grow much stronger from repeated micro-fractures that my body must heal. The pain makes for many sleepless nights.
That which does not kill me makes me stronger.
The seasons change once more to winter and then to spring.
One morning after breakfast, Constantine tells me I’m ready to learn the art of vital areas. He presents a special rosewood box holding several anatomy charts given to him by the Emperor of Shaitan. Constantine received these as part of a bargain between the two of them, and they contain within their folded sheets all the knowledge that the doctors of Shaitan ever assembled regarding the human nervous system.
I’m fascinated.
These drawings reproduced on vellum sheets for my master are the most detailed scrawlings I’ve ever seen. Made with squid ink, they’re somewhat faded with age. But the master smiles at them for he knows he has in his possession an ancient trade secret.
With much pride, he begins to show me how to take advantage of certain points.
“I protect my balls,” I tell him one night. “Is that a pressure point?”
“Yes, but everyone does that. Use less obvious ones. If you hit a man under the bridge of his nose it’ll send shards of bone into his brain. Death is almost instantaneous.”
“What other ones are there?”
“There’re sensitive points to the leg. A sharp blow to the muscle in the thigh will drop a man. There’s also points behind the ears that are painful. And don’t forget the temples on the side of your skull and the one here…on the neck.”
One day I ask him if there are any pressure points that can bring about sexual pleasure.
It gives him pause, and he laughs. “Yes, Kian, there are some,” he says.
“Please teach me,” I reply and he does. He shows me on the charts where I could apply touch in both men and women to bring forth the desired result.
I stare at the organ called the prostate and marvel at how it can only be reached from the backside. But now that I know it’s there, I’ll be sure to stimulate it in my next male lover. As for women, I learn the mythical spot that seems to bring about the most pleasure. It has nothing to do with a stroke and everything to do with pressure and placement.
“Always remember, Kian. Women are much more complex than men.”
“Do you have a woman?” I ask him.
He doesn’t answer immediately. “I do. But she’s a wicked whore of a woman. I fear she may be my death someday.”
“Then why do you choose her? Surely there’s someone else that would be better for you,” I say.
He puts his hand in my hair, gently stroking my locks. “We don’t choose who we love, Kian. You’re too young to know that. At seventeen, lust controlled my body. I’m sure it’s the same with you. But someday, you’ll know I’m right. There’s no choice to this thing called love. It enslaves you, and I suggest you avoid it at all cost if you can.”
I learn what I can from him and spend a year outside of my usual training on studying these points and committing them to my memory. But of all the questions that plague me, I wonder secretly if there’s a single all-powerful point on the body which can kill a man with a single blow.
“It’s called the Dim Mak,” he says to me on the evening of my eighteenth birthday. He’s drinking heavily from a bottle of rice wine, and a cold rain is dancing along the rooftop outside. “I’ve no idea how to do it but there’re some people in the world that know how to use it. It doesn’t have to kill either. You can use the Dim Mak to paralyze someone permanently--to make them a vegetable. I’d like to learn it, but I don’t think I will.”
I don’t know that I believe him, but I agree that there are very sensitive points to a man’s body. But one that’s all powerful? Somehow, I’ll believe it when I see it.
In time, Constantine polishes my training by showing me how to perform simple wrist and elbow locks. Once I’ve mastered these, he shows me more complex, advanced maneuvers.
He cautions, “Holds are not the way of the assassin, because it brings us too close to our victim. An assassin never wants to be that close to his prey. However, it’s important to keep in mind the paralyzing power of a hold, in case you find yourself in one. That way,” he reasons, “you know how to break out of it.
“For example, if someone grabs me from behind, the correct maneuver is to turn my body and punch directly to the groin. I place one of my feet between theirs and with both hands, press against their knee cap. I don’t care how big they are, if done properly, he’ll be on the ground in no time.”
I nod, listening to his words, and then add this to the repertoire of things I already know about defeating my enemy. Constantine has honed me into the killer I never thought I could be even though I’ve never actually taken a life. 
How ironic.
And to my dismay, I’ve had no sex for three years unless you count my right hand. Boys younger than me already have families, yet the only pussy or cock I’ve seen has been in text books.
It’s the longest dry spell of my life.
At night, Constantine teaches me the secret cant, the nonverbal language of thieves, where words and feelings are conveyed by a simple movement of the fingers. In this way, I can carry on two entirely different conversations in a crowded room. It takes a terribly long time to get good at it, but practice makes perfect.
Master Constantine continues to train me in hand-to-hand. He tells me that I’m the best and the brightest student he has ever had and that the other nightshades if they knew would be jealous of him.
“You, Kian, might very well be a prodigy at the Art of Talus...the art of killing. I tremble at what you could possibly become.”
It’s so weird hearing him say things like that. It’s almost like part of him fears me, but part of him is in love with his pet project like a sorcerer laboring to summon a demon.
And there’s still one thing that plagues me…one thing that I want desperately to know.
I have a deep-rooted desire for steel. Cutter, the kind knight who saved me from the prison by teaching me swordplay, now resides only in memory. But the feel of his sword in my hand is as real to me in my dreams as it was three years ago.
For me to truly be an expert at this “Art of Talus”, I need to master steel. So, one day I ask Constantine.
I lower my sweating body to the straw mat in his room for a bit of a respite from the morning’s toil. It’s summer again, and the placid sky is a large, open, sweltering spot above the Bay of Dreams. I’m gazing out at the sky above the white sand courtyard and waiting for him to answer my question. There’s a remarkable amount of clouds, and I think a summer storm’s on its way. I hope so, because it’s unbearably hot, and I’m already as naked as I’m allowed to be while training.
I close my eyes for a second, praying for a breeze to cool my wet skin, when I feel the cold flat weight of steel resting against my hot flesh. It’s unmistakable.
I turn my head and regard the remarkable weapon he holds.
“It’s a katana,” he states pulling the sword away.
The blade dazzles me. It has a slight bend to it and ends in a handle that’s wrapped in thin cloth strands. I muse that it’s probably silk. Who would dare to wrap a weapon of such quality in anything other than silk? The pommel consists of an exquisitely crafted dragon’s mouth holding a pearl in-between its teeth. I’m slack mouthed the entire time I stare at it.
“It was given to me by a weapon’s master when I was about your age,” he says. With his left hand he brushes back my blond hair and plucks a single strand that he drops across the edge. The blade slices it cleanly. “How old are you?”
I think for a moment. “Nineteen,” I say. I had a birthday about seven months back, but I kind of glossed over it. Birthdays don’t mean much to me. I guess that I should count myself lucky that I even know when my birthday is.
He swings the weapon about a few times and then hands it to me. I must say that it’s the lightest and most well-balanced weapon that I’ve ever wielded.
“It was folded so many times that the metal has over thirty-two thousand layers, and it’s made from the finest steel in the world.”
“It’s remarkable,” I whisper, still held in thrall by the polish of the blade.
“It is. But I’m going to possess an even finer weapon, Kian. A weapon crafted by a god to be wielded in mortal hands. It has been a lifelong quest for me, and if you’d like, I’ll tell you the story.”
I look at him in amazement. “A weapon forged by a god?”
He scratches his chin, wrestling with the stubble of his partial beard. “Bloodbane,” he says voice distant, “sword of rogues.” He looks at me and can see that I’ve no idea what he’s talking about. He smiles and puts his hand on my shoulder. “The world was not always like it is, or for that matter, as you see it. There’s been a war in heaven, and it continues even now as the old gods dispute unsolved questions and differences of opinion. From time to time, man gets involved in these wars and the result is bloody indeed. Some of this blood, as I understand it, is as powerful as it is ancient. In the third Age, Tethyr himself, having slain a prince of hell, took up its blood and bound it into a wondrous weapon the likes the world has never seen. From millennia to millennia it has at times resurfaced but only under dreadful conditions of war and upheaval. It’s been credited for murdering thousands of history’s most elite soldiers and generals, and its thirst for blood is legendary. It disappeared seven centuries ago in the battle outside the ancient city of Mal Ruen and has not been seen since. But in its blade is contained the breath of a god and the soul of a great evil.”
I turn and look at the katana. Admittedly, I’d not been out of Clothol before, but this story could not possibly be true. A weapon forged by a god? Why would a god need a weapon? It didn’t make sense, because a god should be able to do anything.
Constantine senses my disbelief.
“I don’t care if you believe me,” he says. He gestures at the sword. “You can keep it. I’ll show you how to use it and several others of its like. Kian, I’ll be leaving in two months’ time, and you’ll be on your own. You’ll be ready to make your mark in the world, but I may call upon you from time to time. You owe me this much. I’ve an important journey to make. My first obligation that I pass to you is to take my place at this year’s guild war.”
“What’s a guild war?” I ask him.
Constantine opens a bottle of whiskey and ignores me for a moment. He takes a long drink and then follows it up with another. He pauses waiting, I assume, for his thoughts to coalesce. He has about him the air of human ambition, and I shall never forget that look--a dizzying combination of splendid physique and arrogance.
“The guild war,” he explains, “happens irregularly over the course of a decade, and it’s a way for rival cities to settle accounts and determine who’s top dog. This year, it’s going to happen about the time that I leave.” He shrugs his shoulder, indicating in that one smooth gesture how unimportant local politics are for him. “A shipment of jewels is coming in from the Nimmermore mines to the north, and it’s heavily guarded. Its destination is Ladika which is southwest of here. That’s Lyran’s territory. However, the stakes are high enough that this guild is getting involved.
“The Daymaster and Nightmaster both want a handful of our best to go into Ladika at night and retrieve the jewels. Lyran will be after the same shipment, and they want me present to kill as many of his bastards as I can. They also want me to shiv their guild assassin who’s gotten quite a name for himself because he’s killed twenty men.” Constantine scoffs. “Twenty men. I’ve killed more than that in an hour breaking out of a prison. This guild assassin might seem formidable to them, but to you and me, he’s a self-important blundering oaf. You shouldn’t have a problem with him. But just in case, I’m going to train you on how to use that thing properly,” he says. “And on how to garrote someone and of course, on the use of poisons. Poison is an assassin’s best weapon, lad, but it can kill you too which is why you must be cautious.”
“What kind of poison?” I ask him. “Strychnine or cyanide perhaps?”
He takes another swig from his bottle. After swallowing he watches me for a second before he attempts a reply. “No,” he states. “Those poisons are for amateurs. You can bet that they’ll be expecting you to use that. My pupil, however, will use a rare and valuable toxin called caasak. It’s derived from the captured fumes of corobidian, the rarest of all metals. If you’re lucky enough to have a few scraps of corobidian you can burn it over an intense flame. The fumes kill on contact. There’s no cure; no onset time. It’s untraceable. When you distill the fumes into a liquid, it retains its potency. One drop will kill a man on contact. I’ve one vial of the stuff that I’m going to give to you. But until then, I want you practicing with lemon juice. You’ll be able to tell if you get it on your clothes or on your hands. With caasak there can’t be any mistakes. Kian, we’re entering the phase of your training where you must be absolutely perfect. Do you understand?”
I nod. Inside, however, I felt my courage wither.
“We’ll begin training tomorrow.” He pauses staring at me with bloodshot eyes. “How long has it been since you got laid?”
I blink, surprised at the question. “It’s been over five years, sir. Never if you count that as a child, I was raped. In time, I learned to enjoy it but that’s only because I wanted to make the best of my situation.”
“Did you kill your molesters?” he asks. There’s a hint of sympathy in his voice.
“No sir. But I killed the man who owned me. That’s what landed me in prison. When I escaped, I came here and you pretty much know the rest.”
Constantine thinks carefully before speaking again. “I’m giving you the rest of the day off. You have seventeen hours before we start training with poison. Do you think you could get laid in that time? I don’t want you resorting to a prostitute either.”
“I-I don’t know.”
“Well, I want you to enjoy yourself. Go and get your friend Ambrell and bring her to your room, or…if you want a boy…then get Talen. I honestly don’t care. Find someone--I want you rested and at ease with a mind ready to focus. I want you to flush all that pent up aggression you must be feeling out of your system tonight. There can be no mistakes once we begin studying caasak.”
“Yes sir,” I say with a grin. “I think I’d like to spend the evening and night with Talen, if he doesn’t have anything planned.”
“Make sure he’s gone by tomorrow morning. Training begins at sunrise.”
I walk back to my room, grab my mask, and drape a cloak over my bare shoulders. On my way out, Constantine intercepts me by putting a hand on my chest.
“What’re you doing?” The question surprises me.
“I-I thought we discussed--”
He shakes his head. “Not dressed like that. You’re all sweaty, Kian, and smelly. Go and take a bath right now. And brush your teeth.”
I realize he’s probably right and oblige him. When I emerge from the bath with a towel around my waist almost an hour later, he gifts me with some new clothes that he’s tailored for my physique. I see a pair of nice black leather pants, a pair of shiny black boots lined in soft fur, and a silk shirt dyed gray. I pick each item up with my fingers, and I realize suddenly…I love new clothes. There’s something about being the first to wear an outfit, to break it in, and it delights me to no end.
I slip into them without question and stand before the mirror in Constantine’s room to make sure I look my best. However, before I can don the mask to go out into the guild house, Constantine brushes my damp hair and smooths it over my ears with a wooden comb.
“A young man must look presentable when he courts someone.”
I can’t help but smile. “You make it sound like I’m going to buy him flowers. Guys don’t do that for each other.”
“Why not?” Constantine shrugs. “I’m going to put a carafe of water and some fresh fruit in your room for you and your guest. Additionally, there’s going to be a small jar filled with a special kind of oil called Jade Nuru. It’s very expensive, colorless, odorless, and is used in the best brothels of the East to smooth the friction of intercourse. Apply it generously, Kian, for I don’t want you or your friend injured if your activities become amorous.”
“Thank you sir,” I say, cognizant that my cheeks are now hot. I check my nails to make sure they are filed down. I’ve been fingered before by someone less courteous and it hurt. I smooth a couple of them with a board of fine sand paper and blow the grit away with my mouth. Satisfied at last, I head out for the evening.
I find my friend playing dice with Ambrell near the kitchen. Talen’s shiny hair is neatly combed, and he’s wearing tight brown pants and boots that rise to his ankle. He has on a brown cotton shirt, open in front, revealing a white hairless chest dampened with a little sweat. As I approach, I feel eyes following me about the room, watching what I do, yet no one says a word to me.
At last, Talen sees me and he looks up with wide eyes; I crouch in front of him.
“Kian!” he exclaims. “Wait…d-did Constantine actually let you out?”
“I’ve earned a few hours. W-would you like to spend some time with me today?” I can’t believe I’m stuttering. I hope Talen doesn’t notice my sweaty palms.
He looks across the room at Nicki who I notice has got a bit of a swelling in her belly. She’s obviously pregnant. Is it his? She’s no idea how lucky she is.
“I was going to spend the afternoon with m-my girlfriend…,” he states, voice trailing off.
“Oh that’s fine,” I say, “forget that I asked.”
“Are you sure?” Talen inquires. He stares at me with those lovely eyes, and I find it hard to lie to him. But I know I need to. I need to start letting him go, or at least, letting go of this idea that somehow he and I could have sex and live happily ever after.
“It’s not a problem. I-I probably don’t have that much time anyway. I think I might just see the city or look up Gage or Elliot. I’ve been cooped up for a while, and it’ll be nice to walk down to the harbor and toss bread crumbs to the fish.” My eyes fall to his crotch, and I see the outline of his manhood there, restrained by the brown leather…Tethyr’s teeth would I love to taste that.
I glance back at Nicki, but she ignores me and waves at Talen. I suppress the jealousy rising inside me. It’s not her fault that she gets to spend time with him, and I don’t. I grind my teeth together and rise to leave, but the unexpected happens. Talen grabs me by the wrist and says, “Nevermind what I said. I’m coming with you. Kian, I’m sorry…I just don’t have my head on straight.”
“Honest? You really want to come?”
“Yes. I never get to see you outside church. What are we doing exactly?”
I pause for a few seconds. “Come up and see my room. I’ll show you around Constantine’s dojo. And then we can figure out what we want to do from there. Maybe we could sit on the roof. The view’s gorgeous up there, and we can watch the suns set.”
I pinch my eyes closed. Tethyr’s teeth that sounded a lot like a romantic date. I hope Ambrell doesn’t see right through me.
Talen nods with excitement. “Lead the way.”
I bid goodbye to Ambrell and motion for Talen to follow me.
When we get to the door that leads up to the dojo, Talen stops to stare beyond the portal into the stairwell.
“I’ve heard so many things about this place,” he says. “So many kids I knew over the years went up this way never to be heard from again. It kind of frightens me.”
“Don’t be scared,” I tell him. I hold out my gloved hand for him to take. “Trust me.” Behind his shoulder, I spot Nicki at the end of the hall peering around a corner. Her eyes look a mixture of curiosity and anger. I wonder if she’s jealous of me.
I glare at her and think angry thoughts. Your boyfriend won’t be back until morning, and I’m going to bugger him so hard tonight that you’ll smell me on him the next time he takes you to bed. How do you like them apples?
I wish I had the courage to say that to her.
Instead, I close the door before Talen has the opportunity to spot her.
“You seem distracted by something,” he remarks to me.
“W-what?” I ask. “It’s nothing. I just…had a thought is all.”
“Care to share?”
My mind races. “Just…I’m grateful you said you’d make time for me.”
“Well,” Talen says. “I-I realized when you asked that…you’re my best friend. No one comes before you.” After a moment, he clasps his fingers around mine, and we ascend together. Talen marvels at the nightingale staircase and both of us make no noise as we climb into the gloom. Talen is so graceful, and his small delicate feet find quick purchase on the wooden steps.
“Incredible construction,” he states.
Once at the top, I open the door to the dojo which is lit by the setting suns. He gazes in wonderment at where I train. I show him the sand circles and the practice dummy. Constantine says nothing to us, but sits staring and smoking from a pipe from inside the meditation room. Occasionally, he casts his eyes up toward the blue sky.
“This is so weird,” he whispers.
“Come on. We can talk in my room.”
Once we get inside, I slide the wooden screen door closed. When I turn around, I find him inspecting my katana.
“This weapon is sick,” he says. “Is it yours?”
I stare at the shape his butt makes in his tight brown trousers and swallow my spit. “Yes. Do you want anything to drink?” I pour him a cup of cold water and offer it to him.
“Thank you,” he says, and then sips from it. Afterward, he grabs an apple and bites into its tender flesh. The juice runs down his chin.
“There’s wine here too,” I say.
“Are you trying to get me drunk?” His eyes flash mischievously.
I sit down and fold my arms around my knees. He joins me on the mat. He has a marvelously thin waist, delicate sloping neck, and fine bone structure. I stare at him…at his narrow angular features, beautiful nose, and long eyelashes.
“Kian,” he says after a moment, “d-did all that hurt?”
I blink. “Did what hurt?”
Talen gestures at my mask. “When he disfigured your face. We all heard about it…how you hide behind that thing because he burned your skin and cut your nose off. I cried all night. You were so…this is going to sound weird…breathtaking. I’d never seen any boy that made my heart skip a beat until I saw you. Gods…why am I even saying this? I-I want to kill him for hurting you. Gage and Ambrell said they’d help me. Swift will too…he’s mad as hell that Whistler’s dead. Tethyr’s teeth,” Talen says with tears dropping from his eyes, “I’m so angry he mutilated you. But I can see past that. You don’t have to wear the mask around me. I just want to look at you one more time and imagine the boy I used to know.”
“I’m not scarred; I haven’t been mutilated,” I say without hesitation.
Talen stares at me uncomprehending. “B-but why the mask—”
I pull it off and smile at him. “See. I’ve no missing nose and certainly no burnt skin.”
“By the gods,” Talen says, putting his hands on my face, “it’s all a lie. I’m relieved but why the deception?”
“He doesn’t want people to know what I look like.” I reach up and take Talen’s fingers in my own and squeeze them lovingly.
“That makes sense,” Talen states. “I don’t know why I didn’t bother to ask you.”
“D-did you mean all that stuff…about finding me beautiful?” I ask.
Talen smiles and his cheeks turn red. “I’ve a girlfriend who’s pregnant, but yes. I’ve been in love with you for years. I know you’re straight and proba—”
I cut him off by kissing him. At first it’s awkward, but once Talen realizes what’s going on, he drops his water cup and puts his arms around my neck. His tongue presses against mine and we make out, my hot breath rolling over his, almost stifling him.
“Your breath is so minty,” he exhales.
“Yours isn’t bad yourself,” I reply, pushing him back onto the mat.
“I-I’ve never done this before,” Talen says, gasping for breath. “Not with a boy.”
“I have, but it was always against my will,” I say. “This is different, but I know how it’s done, and I can guarantee you’ll have a lot of fun if you just let me be in charge. I like being in charge, Talen, if that’s all right with you?”
“It’s definitely all right. Have you done this recently with anyone?”
“No,” I whisper. “You’re my first in five years.”
That makes Talen gulp. “Why are you honoring me like this?”
I nibble on his lips for a moment, and then pause to reflect on my feelings. “Because I love you, buddy.”
I start unbuttoning his shirt and he unbuttons mine. He lets out a gasp when he sees my body. “Tethyr’s teeth you’re ripped.” He runs his fingers over my washboard stomach and down to where my pubic hairs poke from out of my pants. Then he sucks on my neck, leaving small pink welts on the skin. “I love all your muscles.”
I continue to kiss him in return. I rub the front of his pants. His dick is hard as a rock and poking down one leg. I pull off his boots and slide him out of them so that he’s naked. Talen looks perfect, like a boy of no older than seventeen, with pale skin and mousy brown hair.
A few seconds later, he has my dick out in his own hand. I’m so large it spills past his wrist halfway to the elbow, and he gazes at it in awe.
“I’ve never seen a cock this big before,” he gasps. Talen wets his fingers with his mouth and rolls the foreskin around gently with his palm. I stay utterly still, allowing him to explore all of me. After two minutes, I push his head down with my fingers and watch him take the length and girth of it between his petite pink lips.
“Cover your teeth, pal,” I whisper. He nods and I gag him further with my meat.
Careful not to choke him, I slowly fuck his face, and he uses his soft tongue to spread love all up and down my shaft and to flick my swollen low-hanging balls. Occasionally, he blows air upon them, sending sensations quivering through my body.
“You smell so good,” he breathes right before he licks my asshole. His fingers scrape over my muscles. “Tethyr’s teeth, you have no fat at all,” he says desperately. Then he rakes his nails across my skin as I take his smaller circumcised dick into my mouth. “You’ve got the body of a Thularumite Olympian…so powerful.”
I reach for the jar containing the Jade Nuru and spill a generous portion into my hand. Carefully, I massage it around the creamy ring of satin flesh that girds Talen’s virgin hole. I slip my fingers in and out, carefully and purposefully relaxing his sphincter muscle. When I insert my middle finger, I gesture in a “come hither” motion and stroke his prostate. It sends him into wild panting.
“That feels so good,” he gasps. “What are you doing?”
“I’m touching you where boys are meant to be pleasured,” I say softly.
I spend many long minutes probing him, stretching him with multiple fingers. Each time he quivers, I grin and shove until I can get three shiny fingers sunk past the knuckle.
A short while later I take Talen’s cherry by pressing him into the mat with my hand and doing him from behind. I settle the weight of my body over his bottom, and I slip my greased up mushroom head between the globes of his bubble butt. I apply some of my own spit and wait for him to signal that he’s comfortable with me going deeper. When his sphincter gives way, he gasps and claws at the floor and I halt for a second to give him time to adjust.
“Fuck…,” he gasps. “You’re massive; it hurts so good.”
“Relax,” I whisper in his ear, and give him a tender nibble. “Push out a little…like you’re going to the bathroom. It’ll force you to open up.”
He nods and I feel his muscle respond around my cock. The sensation drives me wild, but slowly I sink further into his gut.
At first, I move in and out slowly, massaging his muscular globes and spreading them apart with my fingers. Each time I thrust a little deeper, my goal being to be halfway inside of him before I cum.
I breed my best friend. Hours pass and he flexes those incredible spheres over and over, milking me dry to a point that I swear I’ve nothing left. I’m at his mercy even though I’m supposedly the one in control. At one point, I beg him to stop, but Talen’s body will have none of that. And I shudder as I empty with such force it leaves my nuts aching. When Talen finally reaches his climax, he showers my fingers with a string of ropy white that’s hot with life.
Sweat pouring from my body, I try to compliment him. I try to say “your ass feels so good, buddy, it’s like velvet on my skin.” But I can’t. All that I manage to say is “Nnnnnngggghhhuhhh!” When I blow my nutter for the final time that night, it coats the inside of him just as I intend. Sensation after sensation cascades through my limbs, and I curl my toes in pleasure. I make sure to let him know how much I love him for allowing me to do this by kissing him on the shoulders, on the back of the neck, and on his lips. I make sure that I’m gentle because at this point, his body is much more fragile than my own. And each time I seed him, it flows out of him with heavy drips.
I love watching that.
I pull my dick partway out and look down and see the white semen pour out of his gaping anus, and he moans so loudly that I think everyone in the guild must know what we’ve been doing.
When it’s over, we part kissing, and I loan him a towel to clean up between his legs. Even still, when he dons his pants a small stain forms between his butt cheeks. I say nothing because it’s his trophy for the night; he should be proud of our sex.
“I love you,” he says to me, and I repeat it back. Then I hold him in my arms and we fall asleep for a few hours.
Sometime before morning, Talen leaves me, walking bow-legged, and with a few white spots dotting his boots. As the door closes, I get up and don my priapus and my own boots to ready myself for the day’s training.
As I tighten the last buckle, I wonder what Constantine has in store for me.
 
 



Chapter Six
 
For eight weeks, I trespass in the shadow lands of death. Constantine tutors me from morning until night. I take lunch in his room, and even though I may have Talen sleep with me if I desire, I choose not to. Not with these kinds of poisons around. I won’t risk that he’ll get curious and somehow get a single drop on himself when I’m not watching.
If that happens, I would lose my mind.
Poison. Caasak. I come to understand it. Scentless and colorless, this liquid is fatal in every form. I respect the simplicity and fear it all the same.
The katana, though similar to a longsword, is a superior weapon. He also shows me how to garrote and teaches that, for lack of a melee weapon, I’ll never be unarmed. I spend one afternoon fashioning a perfect one from a coil of corobidian ribbon that Constantine has among his supplies and use it to replace the one sewn into the collar of my favorite shirt.
During the latter part of the eight weeks, Constantine reviews all that I have learned. In addition, I practice daily with lemon juice so that I can use the poison he’s going to give me without hurting myself.
When I’m done with poisons for the day, I usually take up sword fighting.
He blindfolds me and tells me to rely upon my keen senses to guide my swing. I learn to pay attention to the smallest difference in air movement. I learn how to recognize subtle changes in air flow and temperature caused by the approach of a heat source to my skin. Constantine informs me what to watch for…of what to be aware…and I prove a quick learner. Soon I can sense a hand that approaches my face or recognize a moment’s breath for a closing door, an exhalation, or for what it might actually be…a short and quite natural gust of wind.
I master seven ways to disarm a person wielding a knife. I study four ways to disarm an opponent with a sword, and six different ways to disarm a person with a club, axe, or mace. The only way any of this schooling will be useful to me is if I can somehow perform these actions out of habit. So I practice hour after hour, trying to make my blocks and my parries a reflex action.
Then, the last week of my training arrives.
I never thought I’d be sorry it ended, but there’s a pang in my soul that longs for more. I say, “Master, is there nothing left to learn?”
Constantine laughs. “You never stop learning Kian. You’ve only begun to scratch the surface. But we’ve just about reached the limit of what I can teach you. The rest is practice, trial, and error.”
He hands me a jar of sticky black grease.
“This is called weapon black. Put it on your blade and anything else that has a reflective surface. Remember always that your hair is like sunlight and that your skin is as white as snow. I think either might create a problem for you should your mask become loose or your clothes rip from fighting. Try covering your face with black makeup. You can pick some up at the local theater house. And you might think about dyeing your hair black before a job.”
I nod and watch him unfold an article of heavily-embroidered silk tied with a thick rope of gold twine. Inside is a set of exquisite throwing knives with small holes in the handles. I presume they’re for suspension from a ring like a key chain. The knives are made of polished steel, and they are very well balanced. To my surprise, he hands me the set, ten of them total. “These are yours as well, Kian.”
“M-mine?” I manage to stammer. “I don’t deserve it Master.”
“W-what? You’re my only apprentice--the only one that’s made it to the end of Nightshade training in thirty years. Don’t be silly. These could save your life.”
He holds them carefully and shows me the proper way to grasp the knife so that I can throw them with deadly accuracy.
“I had these made for you,” he states, “about three months ago. The craftsman just barely finished them in time. Each is calibrated for perfect balance and weight. They cost me twenty gold crowns a piece, so don’t toss them about needlessly or use them to chop vegetables.”
He pauses, watching me cradle them like a baby, and laughs. “When held properly, it’s almost like they know where to strike to kill.” With a flick of the wrist, he flings them at a pole across the courtyard, and they sink into the wood--all of them--within an inch of each other.
I retrieve them, barely avoiding a slice on my own finger.
When I try to mimic his action, I blunder, sending them skittering into the sand.
He slaps the back of my head. “You can do better than that.”
I nod and behold the knives with the wonderment of a child gutting his first fish. They’re razor sharp and cold in my untrained fingers. But as the day marches on, I gain skill rapidly. Over the next two days I perfect my throw. I’m not sure I can hit anything else with as much accuracy, but I can nail a moving target between the eyes at forty paces with these knives. In the pit of my stomach, I feel that I’m ready for a night of murder.
It’s about time.
On the last evening before my master’s departure he calls me into his meditation room on the far side of the courtyard. There under the moonlight of silver-hued Mondath he presents me with a fine suit of armor. Part of it looks made from silk, but in fact (as he informs me) it’s comprised of gossamer strands of interwoven corobidian mesh.
He says, “I commissioned this for you some eight months ago when I realized how talented a student you are. It’s worth more than this entire guild house and everything in it. But it’ll protect you far better than anything else you can wear. It’ll be skin tight to your body alone and the breast plate, greaves, and wrist guards are solid pieces of metal. The mesh is to provide flexibility at the elbows, knees, and groin. The cup that protects your manhood is molded from a used priapus that I took from you a year ago. It should fit you nicely, although the smith was impressed with your size.” Constantine winks, and I blush. “This metal here,” he indicates, “is black corobidian. All of it--I’d say about twelve ounces in two fist-sized rocks. On the black market it sells for more than two-hundred thousand gold crowns. You should find it so comfortable that you may be tempted to sleep in it, albeit a bit stiffly.”
My mouth hangs agape. “How can you afford this?”
He laughs. “I didn’t pay for it. That’s a black market price. If I was to look around here, people wouldn’t even know to what I referred. Clothol is an ignorant if not humble town. I had some of the ore with me, and I know a man who’s able to make it into what you see before you. He owed me a favor. In the bitter business, you come to collect a lot of favors. The most important thing about being an assassin is knowing when to spare a life and when to take it. Now, for example, you owe me one, should I choose to collect.”
I nod with acknowledgement. I really owe Constantine everything. He’s opened a door for me that I never knew existed, and it thrills me that I can walk any street of the world and never be afraid again. Rather, I’m the one to fear. And people will come to understand this over time.
As I stare at the armor, I hear my mind whisper a name to me. It’s my assassin name. I’ll not go by Kian. No…I’ll go by Hunter. I choose this nom de plume knowing the image it can conjure.
I pick up the armor, still filled with surprise and gratitude. I surmise that the whole of it weighs less than ten pounds! And, it’s as pliant as thick cotton. I can tell instantly that it’ll fit my every curve with perfection; that it will wear like a second skin both protecting my body and looking absolutely grand at the same time.
“There are new boots to match,” he indicates. “Black ones with good tread and a place to put your throwing daggers. They’ll accommodate your feet without socks and wick away most of the sweat. And I took the liberty to insert a garrote into the collar which will close about your neck like a metal manacle. But the collar can turn away the sharpest spear. You can reach the ends of it with your fingers...like so,” he demonstrates, exhibiting the small loop which serves as one end to the garrote.
“Here, as well, is your tool belt and bandolier.” He shows me that the bandolier will hold my katana on my back, and he also indicates that I should wear it upside down like I’d seen Talen do, so that I can reach it more easily. Inside one of the belt pouches is a vial of caasak, a small mirror, some flash powder, and a six-inch rod that can be snapped to form a hook and attached to a rope. He presents me with a special scabbard for my blade, outfitted with a secret compartment holding twenty feet of fine silk rope. “It should hold about 180-pounds or so before breaking. That’s more than enough for you.”
It’s almost too much for me to take in all at once.
“You need to be careful with corobidian,” he declares. “The metal has the tendency to build up an electric charge when moving around. Associates of mine in Mon Arcanos have called this property “super-conductivity.” If you move around fast enough, lightning will start to course down your arms.
“However, there’s nothing as hard as corobidian in all the world. A single strand of it as thin as a hair is as strong as steel cable thirty times its thickness. But the lightning will give you away. I’ve gotten around this by making these grounding bands.” 
The grounding bands he points out to me look like they’re made of chestnut colored leather.
“Always wear these on your ankles on the outside of your suit. This will cancel out the static effect.” He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Now, listen very carefully my pupil. There’s something that you can do for me. In this shipment of jewels there will be a stone about the size of my thumb. It’s red as scarlet fever, but otherwise unremarkable. It shall be locked away in a decorative tube and set aside on a cushion of faded blue velvet. You will retrieve this item for me. That’s all. Don’t let anyone see you take it either. If you do, you must kill them.” He pauses to chew on his lower lip. “Do you understand?”
I shake my head. “Yes, is that all you want?”
He smiles. “It’ll be enough.”
“What is it? I mean...what’s the stone?”
He muses quietly to himself, I think, judging on whether to tell me or not. “It’s one more piece of the puzzle. One more clue to follow to Bloodbane’s resting place.”
Bloodbane...I think to myself. More nonsense about this strange weapon. But even as I consider these thoughts, I begin to question as to whether I have any right to deny its validity. Who am I but a lowly beggar turned Nightshade’s apprentice? And I’ve a far more convincing argument before me as to its profound, if not enigmatic, existence.
“Where will you be going?” I ask him, clearing my mind.
“To the south, across the sea and into the steamy jungles of the Mirimar to meet with the assassin’s council in Soulwarden. It seems that others of our profession have a few gripes with me and have brought them before the Guildhouse of Assassins.”
“The Guildhouse,” I start to say, but don’t know exactly how to broach the question. “What’s the Guildhouse?”
“The Guildhouse, Kian, is my employer. They’d employ you were they to know of your existence, which they do not. A Nightshade does not take a pupil lightly. You would hold the title of ‘Reaper’, of which there are only five in the world at present. They desperately want more, so it would be best if you kept our association private should anyone come asking. But if I have my way, they’ll never know about you. It’s thousands of years old and has a great investment in keeping rules to the bitter business. Without rules there’s chaos, right? We are the enforcers of the Art of Talus, and we take assignments to kill those that seek to diminish our profits.”
“That’s a very simple way to boil things down,” I state flatly.
Constantine agrees. “There’s no use in complicating things. Murder is a serious business, my boy. That, by the way, is the key to everything. Be simple, Kian. Don’t pause to boast or to gloat. Kill and be done with it. Make it quick, not sloppy.”
He hands me a leather pouch with ten coins in it. “This should buy you food for the next couple of weeks and anything small that you may need. Of course you have your personal fortune unless you’ve given it all to the church by now. Whilst I’m gone, I don’t want you or any guest in this meditation room. You may have them anywhere else. And in my absence, I expect you to stay in peak physical condition. When I return, I’ll send for you.” He strokes my hair then and lays a single kiss on my blond head. “You’ve so much potential, I wish I could stay to polish it.”
“I’ve worked hard.”
“Aye, that you have,” he agrees. “But I’m still not where I’d like to be, and I, Kian, have been at it for decades.” He pauses, looking at my eyes in the moonlight. “Get some sleep now. I shall see you in two months’ time. Keep the stone safe…and let no one see it.”
“I will. I promise.” Then I leave his side carrying his many gifts, and place them carefully in my room. I fall asleep watching the silver light of the moon drift through my door which is slightly ajar.
Strangely, I dream of a black wolf with yellow eyes. The beast stalks me through the woods as I fuck Talen. I’m wearing my new armor, and only have my codpiece removed. We’re both sweating profusely, and he hardly notices; naked moist feet on my shoulder pads, glistening face staring at the moon. He grunts with each of my powerful thrusts. But I notice. I pause in my work and look through the tree trunks. It stares at me hungry, even as sweat splashes from my nose.
There’s blood on its teeth. I know without a doubt that it’s human, and it awakens an appetite inside me that can only be sated by killing.
I sleep uneasily on my lumpy mattress and by the time dawn arrives I feel tired, but my body tingles with excitement. I climb onto the roof and for the better part of an hour, I watch first sunrise--that time of the day when the principal of Wynwrayth’s three suns appears above the horizon. The sky above Clothol fills with clouds, washed out as if the finger of God has come along and spread them thin with a fan-shaped paintbrush. The light reflects for a few minutes off their underbellies, coloring the sky with glowing red gold.
Down in the street below my window lattice the dirty pavement is covered in mud and leaves. Worms lie about near the storm drains, their pink bodies soaking up the last of the cool night air. I spot a glow coming from the bakery downstairs, and I smell fresh cinnamon and bread. The imagery of hot rising dough makes me salivate.
I stand and stretch my arms and legs. Dressed in only my priapus and sweat-filled boots, I jump down into the sandy courtyard and start my corkscrews. It’s the first time I’ve exercised when Constantine isn’t here. It feels strange at first but also liberating.
I grasp onto a bar above the sand and lift my body up and turn my legs over and over until I ache. Then I rest and try again. I do three reps in this manner before I move onto my squat/jumps and the two hundred push-ups I do with one hand. I use a bench to do the flag. Then I work with the free weights that I keep in one corner of the room, doing curls until the veins on my biceps pop out of my skin.
Once I finish, I wipe my dripping body down with a towel, making sure to get at my armpits. I rinse my hair out with a water bowl, and I grasp a clean pair of khaki-colored trousers and slip them on. I throw on a white linen shirt and don a brown muslin tunic over this. Finally, I change into a pair of soft leather boots. I tie a length of rope around my waist, and put on a pair of kid leather gloves. I run my fingers quickly through my blond hair to get it to lay the way I want. Lastly, I thrust my head into my mask, put the cloak about my shoulders, and exit the dojo at the top of the stairs.
I step into the hallway, the soles of my boots treading lightly on the wooden planks beneath me. I close the door to the stairwell slowly and walk ten paces down the hall to the sleeping porch where I know I’ll find Talen along with a roomful of other young men. The door is made of cheap wood and is pockmarked with small holes, scratches, and chips in the varnish.
I try the knob with my left hand and find it locked.
Blast, I left the lockpicks in my room upstairs.
I retrieve them and once back at the door, I select two long and slender instruments made from dull black metal. I fish around in the keyhole, feeling the tumblers. At last, I find the one I want and scrape my tool across its surface. I hear a faint click and try the knob. The door opens. Satisfied, I withdraw my implements and place them in the left front pocket of my trousers. Inside, I locate Talen lying on his bed. It’s cold in the room because the boys sleep with the windows open. It probably cuts down on the smell, as most bathe only once a month. He’s got his area cordoned off by hanging blankets to afford some privacy. From everywhere around me erupts the sound of snoring, and I wrinkle my nose at the man musk floating in the air.
I’m thankful my boyfriend is a quiet sleeper.
“Talen,” I whisper, “are you awake?”
I slide behind the curtain; my eyes adjust to the gloom. He’s lying on top of his blanket wearing a sweat-stained shirt. He opens his right eye and quickly shuts it tight, pulling his pillow over his face. Just seeing him like this makes me hard in the priapus. I realize I’m hoping he’ll want to wash my cock and balls clean with his tongue. Subconsciously, it’s probably why I didn’t wipe my groin down with the towel.
I’m such a bastard, but I think he’ll relish the taste of my sweat if things go that far.
I sure hope they do. There’s nothing like a blow job in the morning.
I crawl onto his bed and crouch over him. I start poking him with my finger. “Go to breakfast with me,” I say with as much innocence as I can muster.
“I’m not hungry,” he answers. His voice is muffled by the thick pillow covering his head.  
I straddle his midsection with my legs, purposefully placing my groin only a few inches from his face. I make sure to lean back a little so the ambient light can outline the bulge in my pants, but not so much that it’s obvious what I’m doing. Talen pulls his head out from under the pillow and looks up at me with his beautiful eyes half covered with sleepy lids.
“What the hell are you doing here anyways? What time is it?” He looks over at his window and the sunlight streaming through the panes startles him. Then the sight of me just inches from his mouth dawns on him. “Kian,” he starts to say before his eyes settle near my belt. He puts his arms around me, and I playfully wrestle with him for a moment. I almost lose my balance and end up with my body tangled up with his legs and the single blanket he uses as a cover when he sleeps.
“All right, all right” I say, feigning breathlessness, “you win.” 
“I can’t believe you’re here,” he states, lifting my mask. “Is Constantine ill?”
“I’m done,” I tell him. “I’ve graduated.”
Talen’s eyes twinkle. “You’ve graduated?”
“In a manner of speaking, I suppose. I’m going to be leader in the guild war with Ladika this year. And I’m going to pick a team, and you’re my first choice.” I rub his nose gently with a finger.
“I suppose you want a graduation present.”
I nod. “Yes, I very much do.”
Talen kisses me then, and I hungrily lap at his mouth which always smells minty to me. Then I feel his fingers run over my trousers, and he quickly unties my belt, and slips my erect penis into his palm. I almost giggle as the wetness of it drips from his fingers and makes for a slippery mess. But without complaint, he hungrily slips it between his lips, eagerly slurping and sucking.
Gods that feels good.
I quietly allow him to blow me, and it feels so exquisite my eyes roll into the back of my head.
“Please don’t stop,” I manage to whisper. It’s the only thing I’m even capable of saying.
It’s harder than I think to stay quiet, with him going up and down between my legs, and I bite my lip several times to prevent a sound. When I cum in his mouth, it flows from my engorged glans in thick ropy spurts that go on for almost ten seconds. Somehow, Talen swallows it all watching me as he does so. Then we kiss some more, and he gently tucks my cock away in my pants.
“Tethyr’s teeth I love the taste of your semen,” he whispers, burying his nose in my palm.
“Thanks,” I say, blushing. And I kiss him tenderly and hold him for a few minutes. When we break, Talen moves to the edge of his bed and reaches for a black shirt.
“The guild war...that means Constantine isn’t going. Has he left…has he left for good?”
I slip my head back into my mask before anyone wakes. In the years since I’ve joined the guild, I only recognize a quarter of the faces I see. There’s plenty who have no memory of what I look like, and that’s a good thing, according to Constantine. With each passing day there’s fewer and fewer who can recall my appearance.
“Yes, he’s left. But I don’t think it’s for good. As a matter of fact I know it’s not for good.”
Talen slips the black shirt over his head and smooths his chocolate-colored hair back with his long fingers. I note some are still stained with my drying semen. “Did he say anything about it? Did he tell you if there’s going to be killing this year...and...if he did...who’s supposed to die?” He grabs a hold of my hands. “C’mon Kian, I’m your best friend. You’ve got to tell me. It’s a matter of principle.”
I think about this for a second.
Talen’s completely right--sharing anything with your best friend still qualifies as keeping a secret. “Constantine told me he’s going to some place called the Mirimar. I don’t know exactly where that is but he’s meeting with assassins from all over the world to discuss important stuff. I’m supposed to go to Ladika, kill their guild assassin, and make sure that our people return alive. But, I’m also supposed to retrieve something for him. It’s supposed to provide more information on a sword he’s obsessing about--a magical blade called ‘Bloodbane’ if you believe in that kind of thing.”
“I’ve never heard of anything called ‘Bloodbane’, but I know where the Mirimar is. It’s a jungle...mmm...and it’s where parrots come from. “ He purses his lips together. “It’s south from us, I think. And you have to take a boat to reach it.”
I steal a kiss from the side of his mouth. I guess the mask just isn’t meant to stay on.
“You’re incorrigible,” he whines but kisses me back. “Are you randy again? I just blew you for fucks sake.”
“I’m fine…really. Talen, what’s a parrot?” I don’t mind asking him because Talen never makes me feel stupid.
He pushes me pack onto his mattress, and I let him, loving the way his body feels on my chest. It’s like a real-life security blanket that smells wonderful, exudes warmth, and has a comforting heartbeat.
He beams. “A parrot....geeshhh,” he ruffles my hair. “A parrot’s a talking bird. Haven’t you seen any of the hats that the noblewomen wear? You know...the ones that are made from white wicker and have the wonderful blue and green plumes streaming from them. Those are parrot feathers. Parrots are great companions, and you can teach them to talk. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.”
“I know you can teach crows to talk. I’ve seen that. But crows are ugly birds.”
“Parrots are beautiful, Kian. But they don’t like cold. They live south where there isn’t any snow at any time of the year.” Talen sits up and adjusts his shirt. Then he selects a pair of black trousers and slips his bare legs into them, fastening the button at the top. They’re loose fitting on his narrow frame and he, like me, tightens a rope about his waist as a means of holding them up. Then he slides his feet into his boots and walks over to the wash basin to wet his hands and splash cold water on his face.
I leap to my feet and hand him a towel so that he can dry himself. Once again, he combs his hair back with his fingers, making minor adjustments. “I don’t know why girls take so long getting ready,” he states quietly to his reflection in a mirror and then looks askew at me with those bold blue peepers that I so dearly love.
Talen sets his towel on the only chair in the room, and I open the door for him. In the hall, the Daymaster of the guild, Marcel, surprises us. He looks out the corner of his eye, and when he sees me he opens his mouth to speak.
“Oh, there you are. Good morning, Kian.”
I make certain my mask is on properly and step into the hall. Behind me, Talen closes the door to the sleeping porch and locks it.
“Good morrow to you too, sir,” I say.
“Kian, come and take a walk with me,” Marcel invites. “I’ve some business that I need to discuss with you. Your friend,” he says, seeing Talen standing there looking awkward, “is welcome to tag along. I assume he’s already aware of most of this anyway.”
Talen just nods, not minding that Marcel is talking about him as if he weren’t here.
Both of us fall-in, and Marcel takes us to the end of the hall. Light from a glass window sheds daylight onto the well-worn planks of the floor. “Constantine recently left my office,” he begins, “but not before delivering the unfortunate news of his departure. And, it seems, in the worst possible time. He did, however, have much praise for you. And, he suggested to me that you should take his place in the guild war this year. You come with high recommendations, young man. Can you do everything that your master is convinced that you can do? Or am I to believe my instinct and to appoint another, more qualified person, to this mission as a replacement for our resident Nightshade?”
I look at Talen for reassurance, but I can tell from his posture that he doesn’t want me to drag him into our conversation. Meanwhile, the Daymaster leads us to a narrow and steep stairwell consisting of five oak steps, heavily worn, and unpolished.
He descends, I follow, and Talen trails behind me.
We find ourselves in a narrow hall with three offices. The first one on the left belongs to Marcel. There are two other doors, both of them shut, and with black iron sconces next to each. They are filled with glowing coal which provides the light. There’s an old, moth-eaten rug on the floor. It’s covered with gold letters and meticulous needlework that in its day must have looked impressive.
Someday, I hope to learn my letters. It’s frustrating not being able to read.
In front of me, Marcel rounds a large desk and takes his seat in a big stuffed leather chair. He invites Talen and I to sit in two uncomfortable wicker ones that have cushions on the seats made from threadbare red satin with a single button occupying the center.
On his desk is a rosewood humidor with tiny brass handles. He opens it, revealing a pocket chamber containing twenty individually wrapped smoking cigars. He offers one to me and to Talen before selecting one for himself. I tuck mine away, but Talen cheerfully examines his prize, snips the end off with his knife, and allows the Daymaster to light it with a small box containing a dancing red flame.
My lover takes two great puffs from it and sits back in his wicker chair, letting the aroma of the smoke fill his mouth before expelling it into the air, which quickly grows thick with a grayish-white cloud. I love watching him smoke. I guess I like seeing him happy.
I start the conversation. “Who’s qualified to replace me?”
Marcel removes his own cigar from his mouth and holds it in his hands. The end he’s been sucking on is wet and discolored from being in his mouth.
“Swift” he declares. “Swift is much more qualified. He’s not an assassin–not anymore. But he’s been on two previous guild wars, and” he pauses to place the cigar between his lips, “he knows Ladika well. Swift has been on every single mission and every single job that we’ve run against Ladika in the last ten years. He’s dependable, he’s intelligent, and he’s familiar with the obstacles you’ll face. I’d have already picked him if you weren’t Constantine’s pupil. That, my boy, is what makes all the decision-making so terribly difficult.”
I shake my head.
“Please, Marcel...I mean...please sir, I know I can do this. I’ve never been to Ladika, but I’ve been training for three years of my life. I-I’m as good as Constantine. Maybe you don’t believe that but I do. I’ve confidence in myself, and I’ll pick a team of people that’ll make up for what I don’t know.” I grip the edge of the desk with white knuckles. “I’ll find someone that knows Ladika as well as Swift does. I’ll take his advice, and I’ll listen to the people that are on my team. But let me take them there, sir. Please. It’s a chance for me to prove myself to you and to everyone else. I want to show I haven’t been wasting my time with one thumb up my ass.”
He grins.
“I know Ladika, Marcel,” Talen offers. “I go there all the time to visit friends. It’s not a big city, and Kian already invited me so I’m in on the team. Besides, we work great together…best friends and everything.”
Marcel arches his left eyebrow and sucks on his cigar some more. The smoke in the room is beginning to sting my eyes. “That’s exactly what I want to hear, Kian,” Marcel remarks. Then he eases back into his chair. “You’ll be in charge. But I want you to take a special someone with you…aside from young Talen that is.”
Marcel opens a drawer with his left hand, and I can hear paper scraping against paper. He pulls out two sheets of parchment. They’re both yellow with age and detailed in a faded black ink. The scrawlings appear brown because of the poor light within the room. I think that he expects me to read, but I can’t.
Talen watches my eyes curiously, and I wonder what he suspects.
“The top page, there,” he indicates with his right finger, “is a map of the port city of Ladika. It’s fairly accurate and where it seems to be lacking, young Talen should be able to make up for that. The second sheet of parchment is a letter from the Nightmaster, Benet, who wrote this to a mole that we have in the city. A mole,” he explains, “is a person that we have on our payroll but who’s working for the other guild. As of last month, he was still loyal to us. His name, I think, is Wriln. But I’m not absolutely positive of that. As I come to understand it, Wriln used to work for Lyran as the head of the Beggars’ Guild. At some point, Lyran shuttled Wriln off to some other duty in the commerce section of Ladika and that’s how the bad blood started. He’s quite bitter about his demotion to a common footpad, and this provided us an opportunity to approach him on a strictly ‘professional’ basis. He accepted our money of course and has ever since provided us with much needed intelligence. He no longer has access to sensitive guild agendas and issues, but he’s provided our thieves with safe egress from our rival city on more than one occasion.
“Wriln lives somewhere in Old Ladika, which are those ruins you see on the west side. More than thirteen years ago, there was a huge earthquake that leveled everything up and down the coast for two-hundred leagues. It’s the same one that destroyed Atlantea. The Ladikans decided that it’d be easier to build their city to the east of the old one rather than going to the expense of refurbishing buildings that needed a lot of structural support. Ironically, the funds for the new city were provided by Phyros, the most successful whore in Ladika. She had enough money from her customers to pay for the new city out of her own pocket.”
“She must have been quite a lady,” Talen states, admiringly.
“I don’t think ‘lady’ quite describes her, my boy,” Marcel says. “The ruins are an overgrown mess, but they’re home to our kind of people, Kian. Lyran, as you’ve probably surmised, is the single man with the most power in the thieves’ quarter, and his HQ’s located somewhere in the ruins. I’d advise you to stay clear of the place unless you can’t avoid it.”
I set the papers down on his desk and cross my right leg over my left, settling back into the wicker chair. “What does Wriln look like?”
Marcel takes another toke off his cigar. “I don’t know. However, Wriln loves music and entertainment and likes to drink. There’s a tavern in Ladika called Black-eyed Jack’s. It’s a rough and tumble kind of place that frequents sailors and whores and other low-born ilk. From what I hear, they’ve got three minstrels every night that perform a play called Margaritte. On the weekends, they have a jongleur by the name of Kestain. If you go there, I’d say there’s a damned good chance that somebody knows who he is and can point him out to you.”
I nod, looking once again at the yellowed papers now in my possession.
“Who did you want to go with us?” Talen asks Marcel.
“Ahh. Almost forgot. His name’s Logren. He’s a half giant mute who works for the Shipbuilder’s Guild. He’s a personal friend and very strong. He won’t follow you when you perform your duty, which is primarily what I’m concerned with. After all, he’s not a stealthy creature. But his strength will prove useful to you, and he’s a regular to the city gates and taverns of Ladika, which provides Clothol with ship-building supplies like pitch, twine, and nails. Because the locals are used to seeing him, he won’t cause a stir.”
Talen looks at me skeptically.
“You recommend him?” I ask Marcel. “I’m quite physically strong, you know--”
“Not like Logren,” Marcel interrupts. “Yes, I recommend him. He’ll make your job easier. I guarantee it.”
“All right,” I answer, trying to imagine how someone could have muscles bigger than the ones I’ve made in three years of exercise and eating meat all the time. “He’ll be on my team.”
“This is going to be a big heist,” Marcel states. “Once you get to Ladika, how you go about seizing the jewels is entirely up to you. I do know that they’ll be in small pouches and carefully guarded by well-trained men from the Iron Brotherhood. Once you catch up to Wriln, he should be able to give you more details: where they’re being stored, how they’re being guarded, and the number of guards on the premises and that kind of thing.”
He looks at me then and drills the lit end of his cigar into a ceramic ash tray, which is decorated with pictures of black jackals. “Who else will you be taking along?”
“I haven’t decided on that yet,” I say. “Ambrell, I think…and maybe Elliot.” I look at Talen. “Would Nicki want to go?”
He shakes his head. “She’s going to have my baby anytime now, and she’s big as a house. The milk is great to suck from her nipples, but I’ve kind of gotten sick of her moodiness. And the sex has been awful.”
Marcel laughs. “You shouldn’t have knocked her up then. You find another girl to stick your cock into?” He looks at me, “Talen’s always had any girl he’s desired that’s walked through the doors of this place. How many kids you got now? Three?”
“I’ve had a lot of pussy,” he admits, then shrugs. But he can’t avoid locking eyes with me for at least a few seconds. “I broke it off with her, and she’s pissed as hell. But whatever I make, Marcel, can be split with her. I want my child to have a home here.”
The Daymaster nods and says nothing, looking to me to continue.
I blink, trying to overcome the shock of Talen having kids. “I-I’ve to ask the both of them then is all.”
“And what about Swift?” Marcel asks me.
“Do you recommend him?”
“I do.”
I hope that when I wince it doesn’t show all that badly. “I’ll ask him as well…as per your recommendation.”
Talen grins and jumps to his feet. After I thank Marcel once again for letting me lead the team into Ladika, I stand and join Talen at the door where the both of us exit. At the last minute, I remember to take the two pieces of parchment that I’d placed on the edge of his desk only moments before. Once I retrieve them, I walk out of the room considering my options. I can assume that Lyran is going to be watching for thieves to arrive in his city, and this means he’ll have his men at the gates watching for us.
Talen takes the lead up the narrow stairwell, and I follow his footsteps down the hall past the sleeping porch and to the main stairwell that goes to the mess hall where thieves from all over the house are collecting for morning slop. I want to ask him about his kids, but there just isn’t a convenient time to do so.
Talen and I walk over to Ambrell’s table.
She’s saved spots for us.
Ambrell’s hair is scooped under a bright green cap, and her expression is light and carefree. She’s wearing a tight-fitting green jerkin with a white shirt underneath this. And she’s added two or three shiny buttons to the front of it. I sit on the bench across from her, and Talen takes a seat next to me. Gage, who works the kitchens in the morning, brings us a bowl of steamed porridge with cinnamon and butter. There’s also a slice of fresh bread, and he collects a copper shilling from each one of us at the table.
“Mmm...,” Ambrell says, sniffing her bowl. “I love the smell of cinnamon.” She closes her eyes, and I smile at my own bowl behind the mask because I like the smell of cinnamon too.
I lift up the bottom of my mask and take a bite of my bread and nod when Talen proffers an empty wooden mug and a pitcher filled with cold water. Seeing my acknowledgement, he fills it to the brim, spilling a little on the table and then does so for Ambrell’s mug and his own in turn.
I swallow and look around at the room while stirring my steaming bowl of porridge. I notice Elliot walk into the room. His hair which is red like fresh smelted copper looks rather windblown and messy today. And he’s wearing a red shirt which seems to make the freckles on his face less noticeable.
I stand up with the backs of my knees against the bench and call out to him. He’s about to sit down at another table, but I catch him in time. He strides over, arms swaying back and forth as his stilt-like legs seem to carry him mechanically, one leg thrust forward as the other tries to catch up.
“Kian?” he asks. “Whoah...it’s been years since I’ve seen you at breakfast. How’ve you been man? And where the hell have you been hiding out at? And why the mask? Did you get your face messed up?”
I hold out my hand, and he pulls me into his arms to give me a hug. He ruffles the back of my shirt with his hand. “Can I join you guys?” he asks. “Hi Ambrell,” he says and then gives her a wave from his left hand.
“Hi Elliot,” she returns. Ambrell has always had a nice smile and she smiles now, just moments before she spoons more porridge into her mouth. Her eyes drift back and forth, first looking at me and then back at Elliot. I put my hands in my pocket and nod for him to sit down next to her.
“No, my face isn’t messed up,” I answer. “Talen can verify this.”
Talen gives a thumbs up.
“I just wear it because Constantine told me to. I’m hiding my identity.”
“Oh,” Elliot nods. “That’s probably smart.”
“I-I want to ask you something. Actually, I want to ask both you and Ambrell the same thing so this works out great.”
Ambrell sets down her wooden mug. “Something bothering you, hon’?” She continues to stir her porridge around in the ceramic bowl directly in front of her.
I take my seat and wait for Gage to slip up to our table with Elliot’s bowl of porridge. Talen offers to fill Elliot’s cup with water, and he accepts so Talen empties the last of the pitcher’s contents into his wooden mug. “Not bothering me, Ambrell. More like...hmm, a business proposition.” Both of them look intrigued, so I start to explain.
“I’ve been working with Marcel on the details of a secret trip to Ladika to recover some jewels. Now, before you two make up your mind, I can assure you that I can lead this assignment. But I’m going to need good people to go along. Ambrell, you have a lot of experience with covert operations and Elliot...well...you’ve the gift of glibness. You’re also really sharp and this isn’t a kind of assignment that accepts mistakes easily. It’s dangerous. You may even get killed--”
“Kian,” Ambrell interrupts, “I’d be happy to go on any assignment with you, and I’m sure Elliot feels the same way. But word is that Ladika’s closed down because of plague right now. Is it wise to go into the city?”
“Plague?” Talen queries. His expression shifts to one of horror. “Marcel didn’t mention any plague.”
“N-no he didn’t,” I echo.
“He might not have known about it,” Ambrell says. “I just found out myself. I’ve a friend that lives in Ladika, and I just heard from her today. Her letter describes houses being burned. Additionally, the Necromancy Guild is burying people in mass graves outside the city.”
I watch Elliot blow on a spoonful of porridge. Then he quietly tastes it, swallowing it down with a contented expression.
“I need to get started on this assignment tonight, plague or no plague. Elliot?”
“Yeah?”
“Can I count you in?”
The carrot top shrugs his shoulders. “Hell yes. Anything to get out of this place, even if the place we’re going to isn’t much better.” He looks around for a second. “These walls start closin’ in on me after a while. Some days I feel like a caged rat.”
I relax a bit and finish eating the rest of my porridge, which is now cool enough that there’s no threat of my burning the inside of my mouth. Swift, who I’ve ignored up ‘til now, stands up from a table on the other side of the room and walks over with a self-assured cockiness I’d recognize anywhere. He’s wearing a pale blue shirt, and I can see that he’s armed with at least two knives. He’s wearing shiny black leather pants that look good on him, and he struts right up to where I’m sitting and kneels down so that his eyes are even with everyone else’s.
As much as I find him a threat, I can’t necessarily dislike him.
“Good morning,” he says. “Planning without me.”
“This is my duty,” I utter without hesitation.
“So I’ve been told. Marcel must have a lot of faith in you, Kian. I know if I was Daymaster, I’d never have left something this important to someone as green around the ears as you are.”
“Well you aren’t Daymaster.”
“Noted.”
“Are you trying to say that you’re better than me?” I ask.
“I’m better at this kind of thing than you are, Kian. And y’all,” he nods with his head, “Know that I’m better, so if you’re smart, you’ll just let me plan the whole thing before someone dies.”
“That’s enough, Swift,” I say. “If you want to come along, that’s fine. But you just remember that I’m only letting you come along ’cause Marcel recommended you.”
Swift locks eyes with me. I see he isn’t going to say anything more, especially since no one at the table has jumped to his defense. “All right. This is your fish to fry. But if people start to die, I take over.”
“If anyone dies,” I say, “it’s because they’re our enemy, and I want them to die. You got that?”
“Easy, Kian,” Talen says. He interlaces his fingers in my hand. “Dial it back a notch.”
“Kian,” Ambrell interjects, “when are we leaving?”
I swallow hard, jerking my eyes away from Swift. “We’ll meet in the courtyard an hour after last sunset. I’ll have everything ready to go by then.”
“Right,” Ambrell acknowledges. She stands up and wipes her mouth with a cloth napkin. “I’ve some things to prepare before then.”
Elliot looks up at Swift and quietly excuses himself. “I’ll see you tonight, chum. I’ll be ready.”
“Thanks Elliot...” I murmur.
“No problem.” He nods to Swift and Talen, saying their names once and walks off and up the stairs to the sleeping rooms.
“Well...” Swift begins, “I guess I’ll see you tonight as well. Glad we could talk, Kian” He nods to Talen. He doesn’t leave right away but lingers, floating from table to table, talking to the guys in the mess hall and occasionally pointing over to Talen and I at my table.
“Don’t be upset Kian,” Talen cautions. “C’mon, he’s just sizin’ you up...that’s all. Swift is all hot air. He’s probably just a little envious of you too. A lot of the guys in this guild are.”
“Envious?” I state with incredulity. “I don’t know anyone. How could they be envious?”
“Okay, I caveat that you probably don’t know that many people. But they know you. The day you showed up here, every girl here wanted to bone you. That’s rubbed him wrong for years. And now, all the guys are afraid of you...they think you’re some kind of killer. And nearly all of them want to be in your shoes. If not for the girls, then for answers to questions everybody is asking about you when they go to bed.”
“Questions? What kinds of questions?”
“Mostly what you can do. For example, have you ever killed anyone? Or, if you’ve killed someone, how’d you go about doing it. Or, could I take him in a fight or would he smoke me like a bad cigar? Those kind of questions.”
I laugh. ‘You’re not serious.”
“Look around you. Guys like to measure their dicks against one another. I’m perfectly serious Kian. Look at the way everyone seems to step real careful when you’re around. I don’t ’cause I know you. I know I could kick your ass in a fight and that makes it possible for me to sleep at night.”
I smile. “Yeah right.”
Talen doesn’t smile, but his eyes do all the talking.
He could only kick my ass because he knows I’d die first than see even a bruise on his skin. Talen has a peculiar ability to express himself through those eyes of his, and I wish I had that same ability.
“How do you suppose we should get into the city?” I ask.
Talen leans back on the bench. “Well, Ladika has three gates into the city. Normally, these would be open for anyone to come and go as they please. If there’s a plague, well, that makes things a lot harder. They’ll close the city to anyone that doesn’t have a government permit. They also won’t be letting people out of the city. Government quarantine will keep everyone there until this whole thing blows over.”
I suddenly have an idea. “I could buy corpses.”
Talen’s face grows ashen. “Corpses? As in dead bodies? What the hell are you thinking?”
“No...just follow my idea for a minute. If I buy us a wagon load of cadavers we can dump them in the mass graves outside the city. The guards at the city gate will think we’re carrying the stricken and diseased out for proper disposal. They’ll let us in with an empty cart and once inside, we do as we please.”
“It might work,” Talen says approvingly. “But the idea of riding fourteen hours in a cart with dead bodies is a bit repugnant. Can’t you think of anything else?”
“Not unless you can come up with forged documents.”
“No. Not this soon I can’t. Maybe if I had a week or two to hunt them down.”
“All right,” I say. “Then it’s going to be the corpses. Where’s a good place to buy them in the city?”
Talen puts finger to chin while he’s thinking. “Go to the Necromancy Guild. It’s near the cemetery on the north side of Clothol. You’ll recognize it because it’s an oval building with twisted towers rising from the grounds. They have a crest with a skull on it. It’s an absolutely dreary place.”
“Can you get us a wagon and some horses to pull it?” I ask him.
Talen nods. “That’s the easy part. I can have that by noon.”
“Excellent. See you after noon then.”
I stand up and pick up my half-empty bowl of porridge and hand it to Gage who’s busy bussing the tables.
 
*****
 
I walk to the Necromancy guild, and I have very little trouble finding the place.
The grounds surrounding it are barren of life, and everything’s gray and colorless, probably compounded by the fact that the sky is overcast and threatening rain. The main building has a sign out front with words I can’t read. But there’s also a picture of a skull with a hole in it.
I don’t need to be literate to understand that message. Brains are removed here.
I uneasily poke my head inside the door, and I see blank-faced men with numbers tattooed into their foreheads. They ferry dead bodies to furnace rooms on magically floating platforms. These men have grayish skin, and their eyes are an unwholesome yellow. They speak not, ignoring me as if I don’t exist, and move with a shambling gait. After a moment, it dawns on me. These things aren’t living.
They’re zombies. Remarkable.
I shudder and continue to watch from the doorway. A figure in black with greasy shanks drifting about the shoulders glides across the cold marble floor to greet me. He’s living; I’m certain of it. But from his complexion, he looks to be at Death’s door.
“Welcome to the Mortuary,” the figure says. “What services may I provide?”
I look at him carefully through the eyeholes of my mask. I discern shallow cheekbones and a yellowing to his half-lidded eyes.
“I want to buy five corpses,” I declare. “Fresh ones if possible. They’re for the Clothol College of Medicine.”
“Five medical cadavers? What an unusual request, considering that the school has already picked up their orders for the semester,” the man states. “Medical-grade cadavers can be difficult to come by. If you’re looking for some not earmarked in this manner, I might be able to help you. But let’s not split hairs, shall we? No one from the college comes to us wearing a mask. Are you planning to feed ghouls? We have specially prepared bodies for these purposes.”
“I’m not sure,” I say, not really knowing what a ghoul is. “I won’t need any specially prepared bodies...just fresh ones...five of them.”
The strange looking man accepts my proposal. “Very well. Five fresh bodies will cost you a gold lion a piece. Five gold total...payable now.” He holds out his hand for me to deliver the coins to him. I swallow in repugnance as I pay him the sum from my change pouch. His hand is skeletal, and his skin’s as sallow and unhealthy as they come. A touch from him would send my skin crawling from my bones.
“I’ll pick them up tonight. Could you wrap them in burial linen? Nothing extravagant.”
“As you wish,” the man replies. His thin lips and wry smile make his mouth look long and overly large for his face. “We pride ourselves in our service.”
I leave the Mortuary with a supernatural chill settling into my bones. To make matters worse, rain starts to fall out of the sky in heavy droplets. It’s going to be a cold and miserable evening.
I gather my cloak about me, which is wet and shiny from the rain, and I descend the hill on which the Mortuary stands. On my left is a band of green grass running parallel to the cobblestone road. Areas of this grassy stretch are choked with thistle and razorvine. The whole of the crawling mass of it grows up and over a high granite wall marking the boundary between the city proper and the cemetery. I pass by a gate made from twisted black iron when I’m forced to stop, my eyes drawn to a girl standing before a gravestone.
Quite clearly, she’s sad despite the falling rain.
Her eyes are violet, like the heart of the ocean that sometimes haunts my dreams. And she has raven hair, black like a murder of crows, with a sparkling highlight of auburn making that wondrous hair of hers look marbleized. She is slender and beautiful with fair-colored skin and high cheek bones. I can see around her throat a band of gold which cascades down the front of her sweater of midnight blue like a rivulet of liquid sunshine amidst a tumultuous sea of expensive wool. She’s wearing shiny leather boots and pants made from black suede. She wears a midnight blue cloak with the hood pulled up to keep the rain out of her face. And the whole time she gazes with sad eyes at the headstone before her.
I can’t pull my eyes away, and she eventually notices me. Those gorgeous peepers lock onto mine for the briefest of moments, and a smile breaks the despondent composure of her face. Even though she’s inconsolable, I feel warmed.
Despite my feelings for Talen, my pulse quickens. I can’t help what I feel.
I turn away, blinking, and then risk a look back but she’s still standing there. I’m such a bastard, but maybe my heart is big enough to accommodate two lovers. Wait…why am I even thinking this? Had she looked at me? Or had I dreamt the whole thing?
I place my hands in my pockets and continue on my way, following the cobblestone path, sometimes walking in the grass, and sometimes jumping into puddles. I walk to the bottom of Cemetery Hill and into the busy streets of the City of Dreams.
It’s probably best, I reason. I’ve got a good thing with Talen, and I don’t need distractions. Not now when I’m embarking on a new career. And I won’t see her again anyway. And even if I do, she looks like a noble. I used to be a prince, but my people and my kingdom lie on the bottom of the Sea of Rwn. What chance have I in proving myself to the likes of her?
But Tethyr’s teeth our kids would be beautiful. I’ve always wanted kids. I could be a good father…
I pinch my eyes closed. “Concentrate damn you.”
I walk into the alley that leads to the thieves’ quarter of the city, and my mind continues to spin with regard to the girl I’ve seen. I nod to three boys my own age who are sitting on top of a wall made from castle rock. They are in turn watching Talen play with a small sack of cloth that he bounces from foot to foot. I stop for a moment to watch him too. He takes the sack and tosses it up, stalling it with the side of his foot and then, he catches it with his mouth and lets it roll down his mid-section only to kick it up again and again.
Talen signals to me as I approach, wiping the sweat from his brow with his left hand. He finishes a particularly difficult maneuver where he sails the sack around his back to catch it on the side of his other foot. He smiles at me and says, “Good afternoon.”
“I saw a girl,” I say to him, taking a seat on the stone steps in front. They’re wet from rain, but I don’t care. Talen drops his sack in a puddle.
“I’ll have to let it dry out now,” he says, somewhat dismayed. “So chum, tell me about this girl. Was she pretty?”
“Yes.”
“Are you in love?”
“I don’t know. You can’t just fall in love can you? I mean...I don’t even know her name. I saw her only once, and it seems to me like she was sad.”
“I’ve fallen in love almost instantly. Where did you see her?” Talen asks.
“On Cemetery Hill. I think she was paying her respects to a grave.”
“Ahh,” Talen says, voice soft. “Could be that she was a ghost. I saw a ghost once.”
“What? A ghost? No, I think not. She was the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. Definitely not a ghost.”
“Does this change things between us?” he whispers.
“No. Absolutely not,” I say rapidly. “I just want you to know the truth. I’ll never lie to you.”
Talen nods. “I appreciate that. I got us the wagon and the horses. They’re around back in a building the guild uses as a storage shed.”
“I should’ve introduced myself to her. Do you think I made a mistake?”
Talen shrugs and says, “Difficult to say. But you’re asking a boy whose heart belongs to you. I’m glad you didn’t introduce yourself, because I don’t want to share you. But I will if I have to…just like you’ve shared me with Nicki.” He sighs. “Is she the kind of girl that could return love to a cutthroat?”
I think about this for a minute. “N-no I don’t think she could at that.” My own words are very disheartening. “I’m going to get some rest before tonight.”
“May I join you?”
I nod, and Talen follows me to Constantine’s dojo. We end up not getting as much rest as I’d hoped--Talen especially so.
I know he’ll have difficulty walking tonight, but that’s not my problem.
 



Chapter Seven
 
The clouds grow thick above the city as the afternoon turns to evening and thence unto night. A thunderclap wakes me. Talen stirs and rubs the sleep from his eyes. Outside, the patter of rain against the glass panes grows louder as the wind slashes the heavy droplets against the walls of our home. I sit up in my bed and pull on my boots while Talen does the same. I grab the bag that holds my equipment for the trip tonight. Then, I wash my face in cool fresh water and open my window to watch the storm. Lightning flickers and dances under the purple clouds, and the smell of the rain fills my nostrils. The wind throws my hair about my face as I gaze into the courtyard below my bedroom. I love the smell of autumn storms.
I close the window and latch it tight before kissing Talen passionately.
“Good evening,” he whispers, slipping into his shirt. He moves a bit stiffly, and I comb his hair for him while he gets ready.
Together we set out for the floor beneath the dojo where three younger boys are playing darts on a makeshift board they’ve hung from the wall. The corridor’s gloomy, lit only by a few smoky sconces that burn whale oil, an expensive fuel but practically the only means to light a dark room when not using candles.
I tread lightly past the boys who are spooked by my mask. They stare at Talen and me with fear-filled eyes as if they think we might kill them. This actually feels awesome, but I’ve no time to savor the rush such power gives me.
We arrive in the mess hall, which is completely dark. I follow Talen to the kitchen. He lights a small candle using the coals from one of the ovens. With the flame happily bobbing about on the end of our candle and casting its glow about the room, I open up a grease jar and scrape some of it into a wooden drinking mug. Talen watches on with silent curiosity but soon figures out what I’m doing.
I sort through the ovens till I find one that’s somewhat cool, and I scoop soot out with a spoon and mix it with the grease. I stir the putrid concoction for a bit; it has a nauseating smell. The result is a thick black paste which I place in a canvas bag that Talen finds in a cabinet above the chopping block. I tighten the ends carefully and put this into my pack which is now overflowing with stuff I might need; the hilt of my katana juts out the top.
Talen holds the door open, and we leave through the mess hall, taking the outside exit which hangs slightly ajar in the windblown deluge.
“It’s raining hard tonight,” Talen remarks. He positions himself in the entrance under the awning as I step out to join him. He has his jacket on and turns the collar up to shield his pale neck from the cold. Lightning continuously bursts above the city, and thunder quickly follows making every window above rattle.
Talen strides boldly into the rain, and I fall-in beside him. “I don’t think the horses will get spooked by the thunder, Kian. But we might want to be prepared for it in any case.”
I nod as he walks to the far side of the guild house and over to the building that we’re using as a temporary stables. It might have been living quarters in its heyday. But now, it’s two stories of chipped and painted rock, boarded up windows, and broken glass. Someone at some point knocked a hole in the side and mounted two large doors from a pair of frail hinges. Directly inside these doors is a swinging oil lamp, and I spy Ambrell, Elliot, and Swift who make ready hitching the two horses to a wagon equipped with large wheels and a connecting harness. The front part of the wagon comes with a single board for a rider to sit on--not luxurious accommodations by any means.
I look around in the gloom, my eyes adjusting to pick out details. The floor’s covered in dry straw and horse dung, and I hear mice scurrying inside a pile of rags, rotten blankets, and a nest in the northeast corner.
The entire place reeks of putrefaction.
Ambrell tosses me a thick brown blanket that has fleas jumping off it. “Should help to keep you warm tonight,” she explains. She and Elliot are both dressed in soiled brown smocks. Talen and Swift don non-descript threadbare robes covered in many stains. I’m almost certain they’re as vermin-ridden as the blanket in my right hand.
“Where’s Logren?” I ask.
“Marcel told me to pick him up at the one league marker outside of Ladika,” Swift states.
“Marcel told you?” The challenge is obvious in my questioning tone.
“Yes. He knew you were sleeping, and I told him that we’d best not wake you.”
Talen crawls into the back of the wagon and offers me his hand. “Come on, friend. I want to get this night done and over with.”
I grasp his hand and pull myself up into the back of the wagon. Ambrell and Elliot crawl in and settle down beside me, and Talen creeps forward to guide the horses. Swift opens the doors wide while Talen slaps the flank of the animals with a riding crop; the wagon lurches forward and pulls us into the rain-soaked night.
Behind us, Swift closes the doors as best he can and runs after the wagon. He grasps hold of the side and pulls himself in, landing next to me with a loud ‘whoosh’ expelling from his lips.
“Where do I need to go?” Talen cocks his head to stare at me.
I stand up and bend my narrow frame over the front of the wagon so he can hear me better. “Go to the Mortuary up on Cemetery Hill,” I say. “There’s five of them hopefully wrapped in burial linen.”
Talen laughs. “Hopefully? You seem unsure.”
I shrug my shoulders. “This is the first time I’ve bought dead people. I’m not sure what to expect.”
“Come to think of it,” Talen says, “I’m in virgin territory as well. I seem to be saying that a lot lately.” Then he jabs me in the ribs with his elbow.
I wink at him, and he giggles.
Talen clucks at the horses, and they start down the alley and into the city of Clothol. The streets of the City of Dreams are eerily quiet tonight. The rain forges vast puddles that dance wildly in the falling droplets. And the only laughter and sign of life emanates from the taverns and inns that stand on the threshold of darkness on the main road to Cemetery Hill.
Within minutes I’m soaked to the skin, and I throw my blanket on, not caring much that it’s so dirty. Besides, everything I know about fleas indicates they’re fairly helpless when wet. So, in the end, it doesn’t matter all that much anyway.
To my surprise, Talen has an easy time managing the horses even when the thunder claps and resounds off of the windows and walls that loom on either side. Negotiating the seedy bureaus of Clothol is like traversing a narrow and steep canyon. There’s an open sewer in the middle of the cobblestone avenue that swells to a mini river, and the clustered houses echo the uneven face of a gulch, their faux cliffs only an arm’s length from our rolling wheels.
Few people are out braving the storm. In all, I spot two desperate men: they’re both beggars. One’s wearing a yellow and brown smock that’s been patched with bright red cloth. The other’s equally mismatched. They’re old men with stringy gray hair falling in clumps about their wrinkled faces. The two eye our party from underneath an awning created by the ceramic roof of a moneylender’s shop.
I also count a few desperate whores standing with soggy hair and damp clothing. They too watch passers-by, makeup running in streaks from their wet cheeks. Each hopes to score a John for the night, or it means a beating from their pimp.
“Hello little sister,” I say to one of the girls near the bottom of Cemetery Hill. She nods at me, and I fish inside my pouch for a coin. I toss it onto the cobblestones at her feet. “Get yourself something warm to eat and get some rest.”
Tethyr’s teeth, she can’t be more than thirteen. I notice from the swell of her tummy that she’s with child.
The girl smiles, and I see a little bit of color return to her damp and clammy skin.
“Kian,” Ambrell states, “that’s a very nice thing you did.”
I look at her and wink. “Don’t tell anyone. I’ve a reputation to keep.”
Talen guides the horse-drawn cart up Cemetery Hill with the wheels rattling loudly on the bumpy road. I see the Mortuary materialize from the mist, first as a fuzzy shape with torches hissing wildly in the downpour and later as a concrete shape of misshapen pillars and a distinct oval profile.
Talen stops the cart near the wrought-iron gate and the steps that lead into the courtyard of the Mortuary. Three men in soiled white linen step into the light of the sputtering torches near a pair of double doors. Pillars on either side of the entrance rise up and above the house of the dead, and I notice their wicked curves end in two sharp points at the top. They face toward the center of the building.
In the shadow of these pillars is a pile, a misshapen mass of lumpy linen and burlap bags. And it’s these that the men bring to us on wooden litters. I can smell the blood and the slightly rancid flesh quite easily. However, there’s also the scent of pungent chemicals. They drift upward from the blood-spotted material forcing water from my eyes. The exchange at the Embalmer’s Guild is like a scene drawn from one of my nightmares: I’m chased by bands of the walking dead and am forced to hide in a greasy sack to avoid being eaten.
“How absolutely horrid,” Swift comments under his breath.
For the first time, Swift and I are in consensus.
Next to me, Talen starts to gurgle, bends over in his seat, and vomits over the side. His hands are white around the knuckles, and he grips the side of the wagon with wet fingers. His thin body quakes; I want to comfort him but think twice because the others aren’t aware we’re lovers. He shakes for a moment and retches again. Afterward, he wipes his mouth on his sleeve. He looks embarrassed and glares at me accusingly. I, however, am rather proud of myself, all things considered.
As repulsive as this is my idea just may work.
Ambrell hands Talen a waterskin, and he accepts it with shaking hands. He pours some into his mouth, sloshes it around for a moment, and then spits it out. A second later, he takes another mouthful and then swallows. It’s cold and fresh, and I assume it helps wash away the nausea. Then he hands it back to her, mumbling a nearly intelligible “thank you.”
“Talen, let Swift take the reins,” Ambrell suggests.
“And ride in the back with those bodies? I think not.”
As if to emphasize Talen’s point, Ambrell visibly squirms as Elliot pushes one of the burlap sacks into place beneath them. However, he soon settles on top of it, making himself as comfortable as one can in such a position. For a moment, I’m reminded of a hen warming an egg.
I lower myself into a corner of the wagon near the front. I don’t have any room to stretch my long legs, but I’m comfortable ’cause my back has something to brace against, and I can steady myself using the rail as we move.
Talen turns his back to me and thanks the men that loaded our cargo. Once again gripping the reins, he starts the horses in a trot back whence we came.
There are three gates into and out of Clothol. Talen chooses the southern gate, which is a massive stone edifice. The portcullis is drawn and hangs over the stone road trailing the coast to Ladika. Its steel teeth point ominously down at us, and they look rusted in spots from all the rain.
The great spinning wheels that hold the chains to the drawbridge stand unmanned, and there’s only two guards. Both keep an eye on the highway from inside a warmly lit room. I notice a table scattered with cards, two mead cups, and a platter holding leftovers from dinner. One of the guards watches us as we roll by. He looks up from his cards but pays us no particular heed. Soon we’re moving over the quiet hills directly south of the Bay of Dreams.
Talen halts the wagon after half an hour and lights two hooded lanterns using flint and steel. Once he gets them burning bright, he suspends them from hooks on long wooden poles which he swings outward to light the road. I soon find myself drifting into and out of consciousness, lulled by the claptrap of the horses’ hooves and by the cold steady rhythm of the downpour. Finally, I succumb to sleep.
Around midnight, I awaken. I look up and clear my eyes and see the rain has ended. The night’s clearing off and the lanterns continue to bob along in front of us. Talen’s back faces me, and I glance over my shoulder. All I see are hills rising there, black against the red light coming from the moon Valinas. The moon’s halfway past the horizon and resembles a large droplet of blood staining a dark canvas. There’s a thick band of stars looking almost like spilt milk on ebony velvet. I find them beautiful and name several groups after tales I recall from my childhood. We weave our way past the skeletal branches of barren trees, and I’m spellbound. My pulse quickens to see the sky as it appears to me tonight away from the light pollution of the city.
“Is it always this beautiful?” Ambrell asks.
I shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen a sky like this.”
Talen turns his head. “Finally awake back there?”
“Yes. I’m sorry. I must’ve dozed off.”
“Well, you didn’t get any sleep this afternoon with all the hard work you put in,” Talen jokes, knowing that only I will catch his drift.
I snort derisively, and playfully slug him in the arm.
“My hands are so cold I can’t feel them.” Elliot complains. “Is it all right if we stop for a moment so I can stretch my legs and get my blood pumping again? Anyone?”
We all look at each other, but no one objects.
“All right then.” Talen guides the horses off the road and pulls them to a stop. I push myself to my feet, and I feel blood returning to my limbs. My toes tingle painfully in my boots, but it only lasts a minute. I curl them to assist the circulation and watch the others hop down out of the wagon.
“How much farther do we have to go?” Elliot asks.
“We’re about halfway,” Swift remarks. “In another three hours, we should be meeting up with Logren.”
Talen stretches his back and places his hands against the side of the wagon, spreading his feet against the soft mud. “Is he really a half-giant? That’s what Marcel mentioned in Kian’s debriefing.”
“Yes he is,” Swift says. He pulls out a wooden smoking pipe and fills the bowl with tobacco from a pouch that he produces from inside his jacket. He walks over to a lantern and lights the bowl, puffing on it occasionally to really get it going. “I’ve worked with him a couple of times. He doesn’t speak...he can’t actually. But he can communicate to you through telepathy.”
“Telepathy?” Elliot questions.
“Yes, telepathy. It’s a form of mental communication. He was born with it. You’ll see. He can send pictures into your mind...thoughts...etc. He can also pick them up, so be careful what you project around him.”
“How big is he?” I ask.
“Hmm...” Swift calculates a number, scratching his chin. “Bigger than all of us combined. You’re six feet tall, right?”
“Yes.”
“If Talen sat on your shoulders, he’d still be taller than the both of you. And he weighs a thousand pounds easy. He also carries a cadel with him. The name comes from an old Windwalker term for ‘bison cleaver.’ Take an axe, give it a double-blade about three feet wide and then attach this wedge to a shaft of oak about as big around as your waist, and you’ve got yourself a cadel. It’s a monstrous weapon that’s absolutely terrifying to behold in battle.”
“What are Windwalkers?” I ask, hopping down.
Swift finishes his smoke, tapping his pipe out on the bottom of his leather boot. “The Windwalkers were a tribe of men that lived in the region that stretches between the moors around the Icewall Mountains all the way to the Mirimar jungles far to the South. In their day, all of that land was rolling prairie covered by spots of dense forest and a holy place, known as the Razor’s Edge. It’s a ring of dense thorns where they worshiped the great chaggeroth, or four-armed ghost spirit of the rolling plains. The chaggeroth is said to be a great shaggy beast with spider-like eyes, and great lengths of swampy hair. It’s a horrible creature that hunts with the cadel. The fact that the cadel exists is testimony that the chaggeroth is a real creature and not a faerie of legend imagined by the shamans of the Windwalkers.”
“You’re just trying to scare us,” Elliot states “There’s no such thing as a chaggeroth.”
Swift grows quiet and looks at the lot of us. “Aye, think what you wish, but the chaggeroth is now urban legend. It’s said that he that hears the cry of the chaggeroth shall not live to see morning. It’s a horrible and terrifying monster that roams these plains to this day. Sure, it shies away from the cities of man. But lo be the traveler that’s caught outside on the roads between the hills that used to be its hunting grounds during the darkest part of the night.”
“What’s that sound?” Ambrell fidgets, staring into the gloom.
“I didn’t hear anything,” Elliot replies. But he looks about his shoulders into the cold dark.
It’s just like Swift to go and scare us half to death on my first mission.
Talen smirks. “Barking spiders. If ya’ll will excuse me just a moment...ladies,” he says, tipping his cap, “I’ve some...err...business to take care of before we continue on the road.” Then he struts off into the night.
I shake my leg and follow after him, realizing I too can use a good piss.
After all, we still have several more hours to go, and I don’t want to stop again.
 



Chapter Eight
 
“Do you believe all that?” I ask Talen. He walks to the far side of a tree facing away from me. 
“Not really. Do you?”
“Legends have to start somehow,” I reply.
“Do they ever…,” Talen responds.
I look over my shoulder. Swift now sits at the front of the wagon with the reins in his hand. Ambrell and Elliot climb into the back. I shake my dick off and catch Talen taking a peek. He grins at me somewhat sheepishly, hand splayed open for balance on the rough wet wood of a tree. The bark shimmers with the light that flares from the wagon’s lanterns.
“You like what you see?” I tease him, taking a finger and moving it along one pronounced vein.
He nods, breath ushering in a cloud from between his lips. “If we had time I’d suck you off right now. Tethyr’s teeth I love looking at your prick. It’s as beautiful as the rest of you.”
“We’ll have time later, I’m sure. I promise before we sleep, I’ll take care of your needs.”
“Just be gentle,” he says. “You can get a bit rough, and I’m still new to this. That and you’re hung like a horse.”
I nod. “I’m sorry. I’ll be civil. It’s a compliment to you really; your body drives me wild.”
Talen grins at me, and the dimples show on the sides of his mouth. “I’m so in love with you.”
I put myself away. “Trust me…I feel the same way. I want to kiss you right now, but we can’t afford the distraction.”
Talen finishes and wipes his hands off on his pants. “Let’s just get back to the others. I think Swift is taking my place, which is all fine by me. I’m a little sore in the rump.” Talen winks, and I take the lead with my feet striking a path through knee-high grass and thistle. Talen trails, whistling a bit, but I don’t recognize the tune.
I pull myself into the wagon and settle in my old place near the front. Talen stops short of climbing in, his face draining of color. He stares at the lumpy bodies in the burlap sacks but doesn’t hurl this time. Just like the man I know he is, Talen swallows and lifts himself into the wagon and joins me near the front. Because of our positions, we’re able to hold hands in the dark. I give him a gentle squeeze, and even this one small gesture puts color back into his cheeks.
“I don’t want to end up in a bag like this, Kian.”
“You won’t. Not if I have anything to say about it.”
Swift guides the wagon back toward the road, and I settle into a doze, listening to the creak made by the wheels as they turn over and over again in the muddy rut. That rut is the only sign that we’re on a road at all instead of crossing leagues of rolling hills without a care as to where we’re headed.
Within several hours the sky lightens.
I wait patiently, gazing at the serene beauty of the countryside which is dotted by huge spruce trees and white aspen groves whose leaves are now gold. Their branches spread out over knee-high grass and vast patches of purple and yellow wildflowers. I count seven farmsteads along the road and even before dawn, farmers and their hands make rounds to the pig pens dumping rotten potatoes in huge eating troughs for the livestock.
I carefully observe the road south and as first sunrise breaks, a fog rolls in upon us. It clings to the grass and to the woods like soft white cotton being held by bony white fingers. From somewhere up ahead, I hear the tinkle of a bell. Swift pulls the wagon onto the side of the road. The tinkle grows closer and more distinct; heavy footfalls soon follow.
“I think that’s Logren,” Swift states.
“How far from Ladika are we?” I ask. I try to keep my voice to a whisper.
“About an hour; we’ve made good time, especially when it stopped raining.” He holds up a finger, silencing me before I utter another word.
“Good morning,” he addresses the fog.
I feel a light touch on my head. Or maybe it’s my thoughts. I see a picture in my mind of Marcel, and it quickly fades to other images of a city I’ve never before seen in my life. It has high walls made of stone, and the sides of it lay enshrouded in heavy spruce groves and thick raspberry bushes.
Someone else’s thoughts are in my head!
Instinctively, I try to shut them out. The pictures flee my consciousness, and I look about wildly into the fog, my eyes searching out any details that seem different than the floating gray-white mist.
“It’s him,” Swift states. “He’s picking up our thoughts. He’ll be here in a minute.”
“He saw into my mind,” I say. “How’d he do that?”
“I told you last night. It’s his way of communicating. He isn’t capable of standard speech.”
I see a shadow appear directly ahead. A moment later, an immense man materializes, gripping a staff with a bit of leather cord at one end that holds a small bell. Logren is covered in red hair. He’s got on a rusty chainmail overcoat that’s padded underneath by several layers of thick leather. His hand’s easily larger than my head, and his feet are wrapped in leather straps and thick rope twine. If I stand on the rail of the wagon, I know I can reach only to his brow. And that’s on my tippy toes. Across his back is the bison cleaver. I could never survive even a single hit from such a terrible weapon, and I realize he’s so big he probably can wield it with only one hand.
Swift laughs and looks at my wide-open eyes. “He’s equally impressed with you.”
“Indeed,” I say. “What do I possess that impresses the likes of him?”
“He can read your thoughts. He admires your training. He can see, to some extent, a little of your life history.”
“What a remarkable talent,” I reply, looking up at the giant man.
Logren grimaces, the only sound coming from the bell which continues to make its lonesome tinkling from the end of the leather strap upon which it’s tied.
“Why does he carry the bell?” Elliot asks.
Suddenly, my mind’s filled with images of bears, and I instantly understand that he carries the bell to warn the animals away.
“How ingenious,” Elliot remarks. “But I’ve never heard of bears attacking people.”
“I have,” Ambrell indicates. “Bears can be quite ferocious when they want to be, and around here, even bigger than him. I’ve a friend that climbed into a tree to get away from one, and the animal came right up after him. Grabbed him by the arm, and its teeth sunk into the two bones here. When it had him good, it shook him about like a rag doll and eventually ripped his arm from the socket.”
“Did he live?” Talen asks.
“Yes. The bear dropped him. Probably wanted to play or something like that. Left him for dead and wandered into the forest.”
“Sometimes,” Swift interjects, “the victim isn’t so lucky.”
I swallow and look up at the tinkling bell.
Logren falls-in beside the wagon and his great stride has no problem whatsoever in keeping pace with our cart. The well-behaved horses continue at their present gait, not seeming to mind the giant that runs alongside them. We travel this way for almost an hour, and now I notice the fog starting to burn off as the suns rise. City walls emerge from the thinning mist, and they match the ones I saw earlier in the images Logren inserted into my mind.
The outer wall of Ladika; I smell the salt tang of the sea.
Near the base of the wall, smoke rises from a pyre of bodies.
It’s black and greasy. A hundred men or more continue to sort bodies for transport to a mass grave. They’re bound in multi-colored sacks and burlap bags and are being emptied from carts like ours. I let go of Talen’s hand and leap out the back; the others follow me.
A man in studded leather armor walks up to our cart and looks in, wrinkling his nose.
“Good morning, citizens,” he says. He glances at Logren but doesn’t make much of the large man. I note that there’re two other half-giants helping out here. Their race must be somewhat common in these parts.
“Take the bodies to a new pile that we’ve started on the other side of that grove of spruce trees.” He hands Logren some papers and passes all of us a sheet containing imperial markings. “After you’ve made your drop off, follow the others into the city for more. The duke’s made Ladika a quarantined state until we can get the disease under control.”
“Any word on what’s causing the plague?” Talen asks.
Excellent question, Talen. I love that he’s both gorgeous and smart.
The man in studded leather shrugs his shoulders helplessly.
“I’m not sure: two hundred dead so far. Strange...it started a fortnight ago in the Belthazar district of town...man was found floating in the city wells with his face all swollen and red marks on his throat. I think his body contaminated the drinking water because it’s spread fast. Every priest and doctor in town’s been called out for extra duty. The duke is close, mind you, to declaring a state of emergency.”
I listen with grave ears. The guard stares at me awhile, trying to make out my features behind the black and silver mask I wear. Meanwhile, the others walk around the man, and accompany the wagon along the path marked by wagon wheels. The path’s muddy with grass ground into brown ruts.
Puddles of standing rainwater gleam from hollows about every fifteen feet.
The guard stops me short. “Because of what’s going on in the city, I’m going to have to ask you to take that mask off,” he says. “Some of the first signs of plague appear on the face.”
I look at Talen but quickly see I’ve no choice. I remove it, hoping that my appearance is not as “memorable” as Constantine seems to think it is.
The guard’s eyes widen. “Thank you for complying. You definitely don’t have the plague.”
I smile and say, “Thank you.” Then I put my mask away in my knapsack. No use wearing it now, especially if they ask me to take it off at every checkpoint.
From out of the corner of my eye, I see Ambrell staring at me before she jerks her eyes away to fan herself.
It’s nice to know I’m still handsome; I just hope Talen thinks so too.
The guard leaves to greet another wagon coming in from the city. I run to catch up with my companions.
Logren holds up his fist, and Swift stops the cart. The giant reaches in with both hands, grabs two of the cadavers, and flings them to the ground. Then he quickly seizes the remaining three and settles them adjacent to the others. Two men in gray cloaks walk up a sheer grassy knoll, the depth of which is occupied by a growing amount of bodies awaiting placement.
“An awful mess,” one of them states, his eye settling on my face. After a long pause he says, “Milbar, mighty and omnipresent God of Magic and Time does bless thee for your contribution to the city.”
“I serve a different god,” Swift says, “but my respects are no less humbled by thy thanks. My duty this day, gentle priests of Milbar, is to humanity. And it is to this that I serve.”
“Ahh,” the man on the left says locking eyes with Swift. “I did not mean to offend brother. But if you would like, I extend an invitation to you and your friends for a visit to Milbar’s temple in Ladika.”
“We’ll pass brother priest, although it greatly offends me that I cannot make the time in this hour of need.”
The man on the right nods. He has a short-cropped goatee and his nose is pointed much like that of a rat. “No one knows the price of time better than Milbar. But must you refuse?”
“I’m afraid that I must.”
“So be it. We respect the wishes of our fellow man. We can take the vessels of the dead from here my brothers. Just follow this trail to the six other carts making their way along the road into the city. We shall toil at this gruesome task together.”
Swift quickly nods and then the rest of us, minus Logren, climb back into the wagon. Swift waves goodbye to the two men, directing his horses to follow the trail pointed out to us.
I look up at the looming walls of Ladika. They’re made from gargantuan blocks of yellow stone and rise almost ten times my height. There’s one entrance guarded by two square towers with sloping sides, and each is crowned with a pyramidal roof covered in wooden shakes. I count three city guards wearing uniforms of scarlet and gold; shiny metal basinets on their heads.
I wipe the sweat from my brow and wait as we pull in behind the last cart. The shadow of the gate falls around us, instantly cooling my skin which is growing hot underneath my now dry garments.
The road beneath us is made of cobblestone, and the portcullis suspends directly overhead like an executioner’s blade. Lengths and lengths of black greasy chain encircle huge pulleys, and two men in the scarlet and gold uniforms usher the motley train of wagons and people into the city. Our turn comes and goes; we clear the shadows of the great gate and a crowd of people in the streets swarm us, handing out supplies and directing traffic into the narrow alleys and highways of the metropolis.
Swift steers our horses into the caravanserai, an open market of goods brought in from the south and positioned just inside the great gate. Right now, it’s flooded with the relief effort on the quarantined city. Volunteers dispense clean water and food to lines of people that have probably been standing there since before dawn. Swift motions for all of us to abandon the cart, and I fall-in next to Talen who pads his way through the crowd to the eastern edge of the caravanserai, marked by a wall of burlap sacks stuffed with barley seed. We catch our breath here under a blanket held aloft by a single pole. It isn’t much, but it breaks the glare from the merciless suns of Wynwrayth.
Despite being fall, it’s going to be a warm day.
I collapse onto two bags stuffed with grain. Soon, Logren joins us from around a corner.
“What’s the plan?” Ambrell asks me.
“Wait until night,” I say. “That much is clear. Until then, we could all use some rest and something to eat.”
“There’s an inn that serves Korimarian food...it’s really spicy and the place is rat free. I’ve stayed there plenty of times,” she suggests.
“I don’t like spicy food,” Swift complains. “Gives me heartburn.”
“I’m sure they’ve something a little less potent,” Talen states. “I know the one Ambrell’s suggesting. It’s close by, and we can get there from here without getting spotted.”
“Lead the way,” I say.
Swift looks at me. “We’re wasting time. Day or night we could at least start looking for this mole Marcel mentioned. That way we don’t have to just sit around.”
“I’m tired, Swift,” Ambrell says. “I hardly slept a wink, and I’m sure the others feel the same way. Kian is right. We need rest and we work better under cover. If we know of a safe place to get that and food, let’s take it now instead of making mistakes later.”
“We’re making a mistake if we wait until night,” Swift insists. “If you want to succeed you’ll listen to reason. This is a damned guild war; not a vacation. I could care less if you’re tired. You’re lucky you’re still breathing.”
“That’s enough of that, Swift,” Talen warns, puffing his chest out, and leveling a finger at his chest. “We’re following Kian, not you. Do I have to make this point any other way?”
“I’ve just about had enough of all of you,” Swift declares to Talen, quite nearly getting in his face. “You’re stupid and foolish, following a novice that’s got no idea on just how much danger we’re in.” He points at Ambrell. “You’re the only one I need. Grab your bag and come along. You at least have experience in these matters.”
“I will not,” she states.
Swift grimaces and backhands her. Ambrell grasps at some of the stuffed burlap bags to break her fall. Talen pounces, and Swift ducks his blow. With great speed Swift twists Talen’s hand, pinching him by the back of his arm in a vice-like grip. Swift delivers one callous jerk and follows through with a punch to Talen’s now dislocated shoulder. My best friend collapses against the wall like a sack of potatoes, and I feel anger rising.
I go to him immediately, but Talen holds up his hand. “This is between me and Swift,” he spits.
Behind me, Elliot cries out and draws his knife. He slashes at Swift who steps backward, looking at the bright line of blood on his shirt sleeve. Swearing under his breath, Swift charges Elliot who smartly tries to angle his blade upward to plunge it into Swift’s onrushing body.
All of this really, takes place in five seconds from start to finish.
I’m amazed to see Elliot’s blow turned aside. Then Swift kicks Elliot full in the chest knocking him to the earth.
Like it or not, I’m intervening.
I stand between the two of them. Behind me Talen croaks, “Kian, don’t. He’ll kill you.”
“I’m fine, buddy. Let me handle this.”
Swift’s eyes widen with anger and his lips turn downward. Bubbles of froth form at the side of his mouth.
“You’ve no idea who you’re messin’ with, handsome,” Swift states. “But relax, Talen. I won’t kill your pal. But I’ll be happy to cut his pretty face into ribbons and maybe rearrange some of the features that the girls like so much.”
He dives for Elliot’s knife and grips it with white knuckles. I stand my ground, watching him closely. “Put the knife down, Swift. This is my only warning.”
He swings at my chest; I move aside as I’ve been trained to do. I strike Swift in the throat with the edge of my hand, and it drops him. Then I punch him in the ribs once, cracking four of them. Swift falls prone and gasping for air. I help Ambrell to her feet. Talen rubs his shoulder and looks at Elliot who’s panting heavily and leaning on a barrel next to Logren.
The giant watches on silently, arms folded across his massive trunk.
“You son of a bitch,” Ambrell yells at Swift. She rubs her face where he struck her. Thrusting me aside, she stands over Swift and kicks him in the balls.
“You ever hit me again...ever...and I’ll kill you! Do you understand me? Give me some sign... some motion that you understand?” She wrings her hands out over him, standing there like a Fury poised for a final blow.
On the ground, his face covered in mud and straw, Swift nods in the midst of excruciating pain.
Ambrell collapses at Elliot’s feet, crying to herself, her body enraged so much that her hands tremble.
Logren unfolds his arms and helps Swift to his feet, but the man is doubled-over from the pain radiating from his bruised testicles. After a minute, Swift catches his breath. He can’t take his eyes off me, glaring with an unblinking stare. I find it a little unsettling, but I say nothing.
A flood of images rush into my mind’s eye.
I understand Swift now.
You were an assassin at one time; you’ve been one for many years. But I almost killed you in a single hit. That troubles you, doesn’t it Swift? You could’ve taken Elliot, Talen, and Ambrell on in a fight and would’ve beaten them in just a few seconds. If they doubled or tripled their number, you still would’ve killed them all. But I’m different. I could have killed you without even drawing a blade. And that terrifies you.
Logren follows up with another image. I terrify him as well it seems. He shows me a cheetah racing across a great plain and superimposes that with me. I get the message instantly: he’s never seen someone move so fast.
I crack my knuckles and gather up my pack, waiting a few minutes while my companions recover.
Swift grabs his gear and looks to Talen. “Let’s see this inn.”
Just like that; no apology. His voice is cracked and no louder than a whisper. I must’ve damaged his throat where I struck him. Good.
Talen nods, still rubbing his sore shoulder. He flexes his hand experimentally, but I can see his face disguises the pain he feels. Nevertheless, Talen clambers over the wall of sacks and I follow. Behind me, Ambrell and Elliot climb over. Swift brings up the rear. Logren knows his way about the city. He knows where to go, and he’ll meet us there.
I jump down into an alley with a muddy, trash-strewn floor. The walls of buildings with their backs facing us are made of brown brick covered by chalk letters and drawings. Two men sleep in vermin-infested blankets near piles of street garbage. The last man, it seems, sleeps even as a rat as large as a pussycat gnaws on his ankle.
What a horrible little monster.
It scurries into the piles of garbage next to where the man lays as if aware of my thought.
Talen does a come hither notion with his fingers, and I follow after him, my feet padding silently after his. He makes it to the end of the alleyway where bright sunlight gleams off his dark hair. Talen steps into a doorway trailed by me and the others. I smell smoke, and my boots slip on squished fruit next to some potato peelings dropped near the door. Just ahead, Talen vanishes through a heavy brown drape through which rises a crescendo of muffled voices.
I poke past the barrier.
To my fingers, the curtain feels like wool. It’s stained by grease spots and shows threadbare around the nails used to suspend if from the portico. Immediately, an overweight man wearing a neat overcoat with a herringbone pattern gains my attention. He drains a crystal glass of its contents, sets it upon the polished surface of an oak bar, and then addresses Talen. They exchange money; afterward Talen returns to my side. His expression is pensive and sweaty, and he speaks rapidly into my ear.
“Follow me. I’ve two rooms. He’s going to send food up too.”
“Who’s that guy?” I ask.
“He’s the owner of the tavern. His name is Relk. He owes me a few favors from when I used to work this city with my brother.”
Ahh...another mention of his brother...the one that Constantine killed.
“Can he be trusted?” Swift asks. The footpad’s come into the room with the others, and I don’t even notice him. I definitely won’t give Swift the satisfaction of knowing that, and I resolve to pay closer attention to my surroundings.
“Oh yes. I’ve done special favors for him in the past,” Talen says, a bit too proud of himself. “If he wants these favors again, he’ll help me out.”
“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell us what these favors are?” Ambrell asks Talen.
My best friend looks the girl in the face with a very sheepish grin. “I wasn’t planning on it, my dear Ambrell. Now, if there’re any more questions please reserve them for when we’re in private, okay?” He turns and I follow him to the far side of the tavern.
This is getting more interesting by the moment.
Talen leads us to a narrow stairwell hidden from the front by two heavily occupied tables. The seated men give us only a passing curiosity, rapidly returning to their mead cups which they dip into an ale barrel only a few feet from my right side. It’s mostly full, but I imagine by late afternoon, it’ll be in need of some respite. Conversation is being led by an old man with a gray beard clothed in work-stained overalls.
I pause for a moment to listen to him.
“The plague...it’s a magical curse I tell ya. Brought down upon us by the foul keepers of Zim! They and the Israfil, the witch-breed of Zandine, circulate through the city since the conquest. Come across the ocean with their witch they have, and it’s only a short time before we see pyres of our dead sacrificed to the dark god of illusion to abate his wrath!”
“How do you know this gray beard? Your mind’s as addled with craziness as it is with ale. The clerics of Milbar wouldn’t allow the foul and perverse followers of the Lord of Illusion to take control of our fair city,” a man argues.
“Bah! It shows how much you know! You’d be wise to listen…for the gods will do nothing I tell you. When the quakes came that destroyed our fair city, what did Milbar do for us? Did He lift a finger in our defense? What say you did the clerics of his church do to stop the ocean that killed our children? Nothing. I was there. But it’s worse for the Atlantean people! Just ask this handsome lad here, and he’ll tell you.”
I swear under my breath.
Too late to withdraw, the people at the table gaze at me.
“I-I’m sorry,” I mutter hastily. “I was just listening.”
Gray beard shakes his head and places his cup upon the table. “Aren’t you Atlantean, boy? I’ve lived many years and not seen one quite as beautiful as you. Is your hair not the color of the sun in the sky? Look at how skinny and narrow his waist and chest are. It’s remarkable.”
I look at the questioning eyes around me and turn away from the table to stand where Talen taps his foot, waiting for me at the base of the stairs. I step past him into a narrow stairwell that leads down into a cool basement hallway. Behind me, I hear the conversation in the room resume. I stop for a moment and look back.
Talen appears at my shoulder. “Way to call attention to yourself. But if I must say, I rather enjoy having such a gorgeous boyfriend.”
“I-I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I just wanted to listen.”
“I know.” He risks a kiss on the tip of my nose and fingers my sweaty ears. “The others have already gone into their rooms. You’re sharing this one with me.” He motions toward a door made from thick oaken beams. I turn the handle and walk inside. It’s cool and dry. There’s a bed in one corner and a mirror and basin for washing. One window, thin and near the top of the wall, provides the only light. I note that it’s too thin, even for me, to escape. But it’s at street level, and I can see the feet of passers-by walking toward the gate to get supplies. Behind me, Talen shuts the door.
Within a second he whirls me around and kisses me, pushing his tongue between my eager lips. “Tethyr’s teeth I’ve wanted this for hours,” he states, hungrily lapping at my mouth; we swap spit.
“Let’s get undressed,” I manage to say. He nods and we part.
Talen slips out of his clothes, and I watch him for a moment. He has a large purple bruise on his shoulder where Swift struck him. And he pokes at it with his finger.
“Damn him,” he mutters. “I’ll get even with Swift...you just watch.”
I smile, still puzzled at how easily the old timer in the tavern could identify me. I’ve not been called an Atlantean for years, and I’m so used to thinking that I’m something other than Atlantean that it seems almost like my past has returned to haunt me. Carefully, I set down my belongings, I loosen my pack, and lift off my own shirt from my body and put it away.
“So you’re Atlantean,” Talen says, hugging me from behind. “Or was that a bad guess on the part of the old-timer?”
I angle my head to meet Talen’s gaze, and he squirms under my arm, licking my hairless armpit. “Yes. Somehow I survived the destruction of the City of Golden Fire...that’s where I was born. I know I’m a prince, but a lot of my memory has faded with time.”
Talen’s eyes narrow and he kisses my shoulder lovingly. “I’m sorry, Kian. I’m sorry about your people and your family.”
I shrug. “It’s a long time ago. I’ve you for my family now and for my lover. I’ve a new people and a new purpose. Everything that’s the old me.... Well, that lies at the bottom of the ocean now.”
“Will you make love to me like you promised?” His eyes look so eager.
“I-I’d love too.”
I crawl onto the mattress with him, and he removes my boots, licking my sweaty feet for many long minutes, bathing my beautiful bony toes in shiny spit. It feels so good, and it doesn’t take but a few seconds before I’m sporting a huge erection, growing from out of an almost invisible patch of white blond pubic hair. He puts his hand on my chest in a reassuring way, scratches me with his fingernails, and I lay there in silence. The only sound comes from his lips and tongue as he envelopes my cock, licks my balls, and plays with the veins on my body using his wet fingers.
“God, I want you to fuck me with this huge dick,” he gasps, resting the mushroom head of my glans on the tip of his nose.
I nod and turn him over, spit between his butt cheeks, and gently massage my fingers into his tight boy cunt. I liberally lick his pale hole over and over, and I marvel at how it puckers. I get him well lubed with my saliva. But before I start in on him, I get Talen to cum once just using my fingers to massage his prostate while simultaneously sucking him off with my own lips.
His muscles tense, and he explodes across my face and his own skinny chest with ribbons of white semen.
“I’m sorry, Kian,” he says, and then wipes the hot liquid from my cheeks, giggling.
“Oh you’ll pay for that,” I joke with him.
I remove the Jade Nuru and apply a portion to my throbbing cock.
As gently as I can, I press my “horse dick” against Talen’s incredibly tiny opening. I know it hurts him a little, but I take every precaution. When I get the head in, the rest is easy. Both our bodies drip in sweat…his from the pain, mine from the excruciatingly athletic act of fucking.
Being the guy on top is the harder job by far.
I establish my rhythm early on.
I keep my promise, making love to my beautiful if not somewhat delicate boyfriend. I’m sure to do so slowly and gently while kissing the bruise on his shoulder. I whisper how much I love him into his ears and massage the sore spot with my fingers.
Talen moans in pleasure with each stroke because I’m that good. Within a minute, he’s got a hard on again. I make sure to only go halfway in on my own. I let Talen choose to thrust upward with his hips if he wants me deeper, which he tries to do about every tenth stroke or so.
The sound of my dick going back and forth in his bum fills the room as much as the stench of our cum-covered bodies, and I vary our position three times to rest aching muscles. I finish with him on his back and his feet on my shoulders. At least this way, I get to kiss him as I spurt.
I wonder what the people that use our room next will think with all the sexual evidence on the linen. They probably won’t change these out for new clients; some part of me pities them.
Afterward, I spoon his nakedness next to mine, my flaccid length resting between his small thighs. Part of me wonders what it would be like if all that seed I squirt into his gut made him pregnant. That would be so weird, but there’s a part of me that desires a child. I know eventually, I’ll have to fuck a girl who’s willing to have my baby. I just hope Talen doesn’t mind.
I hope he’ll understand when someday I forbid him to have sex with someone else too. It’s okay if he wants to fuck a girl. But where men are concerned, I want Talen’s body all to my own. I don’t want any man to lick his feet, to make love to his bum, to kiss him, or to even see him naked. All of that belongs to me. He’s my lover…no one else’s. If someone thinks differently, I may just have to kill them.
And I don’t think this attitude will ever change for the rest of my life.
“I love you so much, buddy,” I whisper into his ear.
I stroke his hair which is soft like mouse fur and fall asleep listening to his steady breathing. My dreams are occupied by a deep soothing blue, which feels very much what it’s like to make love to my beautiful Talen.
 



Chapter Nine
 
The last sun is setting.
I awake at the same time as Talen. Reluctantly, we part and the chill of the room seems bolder without his heart beating against my chest to remind me of the warmth he emanates. He pretends to still be sleeping, but the angelic expression is a ruse. He doesn’t want to get out of bed either, and his eyes flutter with a silent wish for another ten minutes.
He tightens his hand on my wrist when I move to the side of the bed. “Tell me how much you love me again,” he begs.
I kiss him on the neck and give him a love bite. Then I whisper into his ear as seductively as I can, “I love you so much that I don’t want to just make love to you. I want to fuck your soul every hour of the day.”
He shivers and squeezes my fingers.
I slip over to the wash basin to light a lamp while he stares at my naked butt. A thick trail of smoke spews forth from the wick and draws itself lazily across the ceiling. He stretches behind my back, hops out of our bed, and pads to the sink. Once there, he brushes his teeth and opens the door briefly to grab a large pitcher of water left by the staff of the inn. He pours it in the basin while I unpack my armor. Once he’s done washing down with a washcloth, I do the same. I can’t help but kiss him a couple of times, and it makes him giggle. Between my legs, my dick starts to harden, and I make haste to dress before it becomes impossible to don my codpiece.
Before sliding into his shirt, he examines the bruise Swift left on his shoulder. It’s swelled and now has the hue of a blood orange. In addition, his arm’s so stiff that I have to help him limber up. I do so carefully, massaging his scapula, cooing to him, and stretching his hand out to get the blood flowing again. All the while, Talen curses Swift’s name in three different languages.
“If he lays another hand on you, I’ll kill him,” I say, face deadpan.
“What? No. I can take care of myself. I may not have the training that you have, but he also took me by surprise. That’s all.”
“He’s a trained killer, Talen. He’s a little out of practice, but I know that he could kill you. I’m not saying this to hurt your feelings. It’s just the truth. You know it, and I know it.” A tear forms in my eye; I hope he fails to notice. As a precaution, I turn my head but my reaction is too late.
He opens his mouth as if to argue with me, but with one look, he stops himself. He puts his velvety hands on my face and lovingly kisses my lips. “Okay. I still think that I could best him, but you’re probably right. You’ve an eye for these things.”
He wets my upper lip with his tongue and sucks on it gently.
“In my case, it’s probably just stupid pride getting in the way.” Another kiss. “That and I’m more than angry at the pain this bruise is causing me.” Talen dries my tear with his thumb, licks my nose, and smiles. His teeth are so white and so perfect that I feel drawn to them like jewels. Whatever you think is best.”
He always knows just what to say. I barely have any rage at all toward Swift now. In another five minutes, I’ll probably want Swift as a friend. I hate that Talen can manipulate me like this, so I give my head a shake, trying to clear my mind. “He did that with his bare fist, Talen.”
“I know. That’s what scares me.”
I hug him, and he strokes my ears by thrumming them with his silky touch. After a minute, he allows me to finish donning my armor, but he watches every piece I attach with a lascivious grin. I feel like a performer, making exaggerated movements to tighten every buckle. I toss him my priapus that has the stink of my balls in it. He snatches it from the air and presses it to his nose. After a minute, he stuffs it into his pack, a memento of our night.
Talen licks his lips; I lament that I’m getting dressed for a long night of work.
Once I’m geared from head to toe, I check myself in the mirror. It all fits perfectly just as Constantine said it would.
How does it feel to wear a fortune in armor?
The hand-crafted “kill” suit hugs my svelte figure like a second skin. My muscles are accentuated by the corobidian mesh, my thighs are an inch apart at any point as I walk, and the breastplate divides right over the abdomen which has a black protective-covering slashed in horizontal lines to display my deeply cut washboard stomach.
Last, I don my shoulder pads. Glossy black and cruel, they look somehow primal. Smaller than those worn by Valion knights, they’re also more flexible. The neck guard chafes my skin somewhat and rises like a turtleneck to press against my chin. It hugs my flesh so tight that when sweat drips from my ears, it rolls right over the top of the armor shielding my neck; it’s so snug that my Adam’s apple forms a knuckle sized knot in the coif.
My codpiece is barely adequate; it’s nothing short of an awkward protrusion on my flat front, especially visible when viewed sideways. I have only my parents to thank for this curse.
But my boots fit my heavily-veined feet perfectly, supporting my high athletic arches, and giving each of my long toes a perfect cradle.
Talen presses his hands over the round spheres of my bubble butt. “This armor looks incredibly sexy.” He runs his middle finger between my armor-clad cheeks and discovers a small opening over my anus the size of a copper farthing. “What’s this?” he pokes with curiosity.
“It’s so I can go to the bathroom without taking it off,” I answer with a shrug. “Whoever put this together thought of everything, including the need to go while on the run.”
“A fecal slit? Now that’s clever.” He removes his finger and sniffs it.
I raise my eyebrows a couple of times, and he laughs, stepping back so that I can tighten the buckles down on my boots. He hands me my belt, and I notch it around my 28-inch waist. I retrieve my pack that holds my other belongings and head for the exit. The pommel of my katana pokes through one side. I touch it reassuringly, open the door, and step into the hall. Talen waits a moment to check the room before following me into the dimly-lit corridor. Then he raps his knuckles on the next room over from us, shouldering his pack on the arm that isn’t injured.
A minute passes. I step over to the stairs and hear laughter coming from inside the tavern. I glance over my shoulder, and Ambrell appears rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Swift follows her out and seeks me almost immediately. He’s tired and probably hasn’t slept a wink all afternoon; that’s what the dark circles under his eyes tell me.
No matter. It’s not his mission anyway.
Last to emerge from the chamber is Elliot, looking sleepy and with a bush of unkempt bed hair clustered atop his pate.
I whistle to catch Talen’s attention.
I’ll be waiting outside, I tell him, using the secret thieves’ cant.
See you in a few minutes, he responds.
The movements of his fingers are quick and agile while mine remain somewhat stiff. I envy him for his fine motor skills and affinity with languages. Or maybe it’s just that I love his fingers and other extremities.
I move up the stairs and into the common room. The place is packed from wall to wall with bodies eating dinner. A heavy smoke drifts around each table; the air’s thick and tainted with odor. I realize I’m hungry, but I don’t want to eat here. Talen and I must’ve missed the food that supposedly got sent to the rooms while I seeded his guts.
Given a choice, I’d make the same one again.
I look at plates of heaping rice covered with curry: Korimarian cuisine…something for which this place is famous. I think it’ll just give me an upset stomach. I set my jaw and move through the crowd. I escape notice for the most part because I’m dressed in black and am tall enough to intimidate most people.
“Would you like me to clear you a table sir?”
I whirl and stand face-to-face with a plump girl in her mid-twenties. Her hair drifts in a sweaty clump about her neck and her apron’s covered in gravy stains.
“No thank you,” I say as politely as I can. “Ma’am.”
For as long as I live, I’ll never shed myself of the manners my parents ingrained upon me as a prince in a palace.
She smiles as if I’ve just said something that’s very unusual. She fans herself with her hand. “Just as good; this time of day’s busiest. Especially with the bad times ’angin’ over the city. The good people o’ the town ’ave come indoors to spread the news and to remind themselves o’ betta times. If you don’t mind my sayin’, you don’ look much like you’re from around ’ere?”
It must be the shanks of white-blond hair hanging past my eyes that give me away.
No one in the tavern has blond hair; it’s the rarest of colors among people in this part of the world (especially now that Atlantea is gone). I reason that I might be the only tow-headed youth in this part of the country.
“I’m not,” I answer her. “Say, can you tell me where Black-Eyed Jacks is? It’s a--”
“Tavern. Yea, I know. Frequented by ’alf-giant kin ’cause of their ’igh ceilings and ’uman gals who like bedding a larger man. It’s on Silk Street near the wharf. Seems like kind of a rough and tumble place for a babe like you.” She fans her bosom and stretches her neckline lower, exposing a fair amount of sweaty cleavage. “My it’s ’ot in ’ere, isn’t it?”
“I hadn’t noticed,” I say. “Thank you for your assistance.”
After ten seconds of awkward silence, she smiles once more and pushes beyond me, grabbing a tray loaded with dirty dishes destined for the washroom.
I see Talen briefly. He shakes his head, scolding me with his eyes. I shrug my shoulders mouthing “What?”
But he disappears again.
I slip to the front of the inn following in the wake of the barmaid who is the epitome of a sexual object to this crowd. I count half a dozen men who grab the girl’s ass in passing. They’re approaching sloppy drunk and just want some pussy before the night gets old. I can’t see as I blame them, considering all that’s going on in the city.
Once I get to the bar, I proceed through the hanging curtain above the portico and push my way to the door. The squashed fruit on the floor is still there. If anything, it’s been joined by a little more garbage that now forms a pile just shy of the welcome mat. Once outside, I step clear of six cats fighting for scraps from the kitchen, and the cool of the night air smacks me like a shovel.
Mondath, the silver wizard’s moon, drools its ghostly light about my shoulders. I breathe clean air into my lungs. The alleyway is quiet; I relax my muscles.
Suddenly, I feel a pressure in my mind. I see a wall with five barrels stacked in a triangle: three form the base. Disoriented, I look around. In my mind the vision continues. I see myself standing on the cobblestones but looking from behind these barrels. No, that’s not quite right. I’m in a stable and the barrels are just on the left-hand side of this “other me” who’s sharing my thoughts. Then, the presence flees.
I realize Logren’s trying to communicate with me, but I’m being thick.
I step to the front of the alley, occasionally checking behind me for my boyfriend and the others of our group. I spot the stable directly across from the tavern. Logren’s standing there, lifting barrels from a cart. A man in a blacksmith’s apron pays a copper farthing and thanks him by shaking the giant man’s hand. The job done, he goes back to tending his horses.
Acting cool, I put my back to the cold stone, one heel against the wall, and my head angled slightly down. Behind me, Talen and the others emerge into the alley. They do as I did, pausing to take a deep breath of fresh air. Quicker than the others, Talen jogs over to me. I’m about to greet him when another barrage of images enters my mind. I see a man four buildings down trying to look inconspicuous as he observes the inn. A black cloak is draped around his shoulders; soft leather shoes wrap his feet. I spot striped pants and a leather tunic under the hem, but I can’t see his face. Then, the communication ends.
Talen halts in his tracks. “Did you catch that, Kian?” he whispers. He holds his hands up to warn the others off.
I nod. “I don’t think he’s seen anyone ’cept Logren yet.”
“Probably not. I’ll go back and tell the others.” Talen turns and slips back into the alley. He uses the cant. The others tense up and instinctively step to the sides. Then Talen returns to me, and we speak in whispers. “Swift wants us to take the giant with us. He’s going to find another way to Black-Eyed Jacks. Is that cool with you?”
I look back into the alley. “Is it cool with Ambrell? What about Elliot?”
Talen shrugs. “She’s a big girl, Kian. The three of them shared a room, and they’re none the worse for wear. But Ambrell in particular can take care of herself.” I look hard at him and Talen withers under my stare. Finally he comes clean with the truth. “Well, she didn’t seem too hip on the whole idea, if that’s what you’re getting at. But I think she doesn’t mind. It’s probably for the best seeing as Swift knows this city as well as Logren. They’re both a little more familiar with Ladika than myself, and I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
I arch one blond eyebrow. “Don’t trust me?”
“Not on your life. Everyone with a pulse wants to fuck you,” he winks, “including that hag back there who calls herself a woman. Why the fuck do you have to look so good in everything?” His tone is full of gentle ribbing, and it makes me smile. “This armor is smashing on you; it’s like it got poured on. If I were a dog, I’d piss on you just to mark you as my property.” Talen winces from his injury and it makes him pause for a second. “Elliot’s going with them too, Kian. Remember that. If it boils down to a fight, it’s two against one. I’m pretty sure one of them can outrun Swift. Once that person gets back to you, Swift knows he’s good as dead. Just the thought of that probably has him yellowing his boots like the coward he is.”
I nod. “All right then. So what do we do? If that guy’s been watching the inn for us, I want him to follow us and not them. I’d bet one testicle he’s a member of the Ladikan thieves’ guild.”
Talen agrees. “He can follow me and Logren. I’ll go out and meet with the giant. We’ll make our way down the street kinda slow, and you see if you can’t catch up to that spy and kill him. How does that sound?”
“It’s a good plan,” I say. “All right, give me two minutes to get into position.”
Talen grins. “I’ll go and tell Swift.”
He turns back and speaks quickly to the others. My friends are all skilled rogues and fade to invisibility in the shadows of the alley.
I turn my attention to the wall at my back. It’s made from brown brick and crumbly mortar. The spaces between them are wide enough for me to wedge my fingers, but this isn’t an efficient way to get to the roof. I walk back down the alley, avoiding the mud, puddles, and bits of rotten fruit because they’ll just make my boots slippery. I walk past my friends who are busy paying attention to Talen’s rapidly moving fingers.
Swift eyes me coldly but says nothing. Fuck him.
A ten-foot wall that runs parallel to the next street over serves as a dead end. This wall’s made of wood; it sways when I push on it.
However, it seems steady enough for me.
I reach up with my hands and grab hold, lifting myself up onto the top with ease; it creaks under my light weight. I jump up and across, onto the tavern wall where a six-inch ledge offers my toes some footing. It’s a full three feet above the tavern entrance and at least ten feet above the ground. I land but don’t stop. If I had stopped, I’d have fallen. Instead, I use my momentum to propel higher. I clear four more feet and grab the awning with one hand.
With my other, I grab the pack which slips from my shoulder.
For a moment, I swing precariously over the alley, hanging by the strength of three fingers. I’m easily twenty-feet above the walk.
Beneath me, Ambrell gasps. But, I dangle for only a second.
Holding my breath, I swing my leg up and loop it over the awning. Once I’m secure, I lift myself onto the steep roof and look around me. Sweat drips into my eyes and pastes my locks to my forehead.
The top of the building offers me an excellent view of Ladika by night. I see thousands of chimneys billowing smoke into an ultra-clear sky. Earlier, when clouds covered the plains, I felt warm. Now the clouds are gone, and the darkness between the stars sucks the heat from this world to fill the void of its own belly.
An almost supernatural chill seeps into my bones, and I attribute it to the armor because I’m naked under a super-conducting metal skin.
I’ll have to learn to adapt to it if I’m to be worthy of my self-chosen moniker: Hunter.
A hunter does not flee the cold.
I warm my fingers with my breath.
By the harbor, moonlight reflects off the dark ocean. It bathes the ships in a silver hue, and I can see the pearl-topped minarets of the temple of Milbar, god of magic and time, and the stone turrets to the local Valion Chapterhouse.
Seeing this ancient citadel reminds me briefly of Cutter, the knight who showed me how to use a sword. I miss him and say a silent prayer to Tethyr.
And with that done, I focus on business.
I withdraw my katana and strap the scabbard across my back. Then I pause long enough to retrieve the bag containing the soot and grease mixture that I concocted at home in Clothol. I smear my face and hands with it, trying to be as thorough as possible.
Next, I coat the blade of my sword with weapon black. I hold it up, occasionally inspecting the length of the metal for any glimmer. When I’m finally satisfied that it’ll give off no reflection, I turn my attention to my blond hair. I pull grease through every strand, turning it an ashen brown. Now, I’m ready for the night.
I lean over the edge of the building and signal to Talen. I have to call attention to myself by tapping on the weather vane; he presses his thumb and forefinger together to signal that he’s seen me. Swift, Ambrell, and Elliot remain poised in the alley as Talen strides purposefully into the street. He meets up with Logren who’s resting his arms on the top of one of the barrels. The two of them exchange greetings, and the giant joins him in a noisy stroll down the avenue.
I watch as the black-cloaked sentry in striped pants falls-in behind my lover, mixing with a thinning crowd. He stays about a hundred feet back, careful to not lose sight of the giant.
I take off as quickly as I can, taking pains not to be heard or discovered by anyone. I’m as silent as a monkey, leaping from the top of the tavern roof to a collection of sheds which run alongside the road. Each hop I make is executed with practiced perfection. I fall upon the roofs no louder than a passing pussycat, absorbing impact and force in my knees and chest. My touch doesn’t even rattle the shingles!
I pursue Talen for five minutes in this manner when I spy a second cloaked figure that’s at eye-level with myself. This second man’s a spotter, trained to relay messages to others and probably selected for his keen observation skills. He hops onto the shingled roof of a church decorated with open-mouthed gargoyles. He creeps carefully to the edge, and I almost lose sight of him when he disappears behind the pitch of the steeple.
Cursing I race to follow. I almost pound down on top of him when I break for the shadow cast by one of the immense, leering statues. He studies Talen and Logren intently. The route they traverse is narrow; we gaze down with the realization that soon, they may disappear from sight. The buildings edging the boulevard arch over in several areas and almost transform it into a covered road or tunnel.
The figure on the ground signals the other.
My quarry responds by dropping a small sack for his companion to retrieve. The man in striped pants unties the drawstrings and pulls a bit of parchment out. It’s some kind of message, and he reads it quickly. The man on the ground nods, and then vanishes around a corner.
I grind my teeth together thinking about my options. I wish I knew what that note said.
So far, the spotter remains frozen, content to perch in this one spot.
Half a minute slips by.
He remains poised and motionless, his attention drawn to the traffic thirty or more feet below us. Gingerly, I slip further into the shadow underneath the gargoyle. The stupendous form of the statue almost seems to watch me from a frozen and expressionless face. Its eyes, carved from granite blocks quarried hundreds of miles from Ladika still bear the chisel marks of their maker. It has no regard for me this creature of legend and myth, save to watch me mutely prowl its shadowed lengths…a fellow monster searching for blood.
I watch my quarry with no emotion, and I decide to kill him.
My target has his back turned, but there’s a ten foot area awash with moonlight that’ll reveal me if I attack. A better plan is needed: if I crawl up the back of the gargoyle and leap over to the overhang that creates the shadow, I’ll remain hidden. I know I’ve got to close the distance before I make an attempt. To do otherwise is foolish.
Just then, he turns and looks directly at me. I freeze as his gaze moves over my body and up the statue. He’s an older man, his face and skin blemished by acne and many hard years on the street.
You can’t see me, can you?
I watch him, this now dead man, and he casually re-adjusts his cloak unaware that these are his last moments–that the muddy street below will be his last treasured glimpse of life.
Tonight I send your soul to hell; I hope the devil thanks me for the gift.
My heart pounds, I reach up and clutch the lower jaw on the gargoyle. It feels smooth through my gloves, the lips of the carved beast upturned in a slight sneer. I never think that the statue might not support my weight. I start to lift myself up when the concrete breaks.
I come crashing down on the roof, and the man looks at me in horror.
He retreats into the shadow, considering his options, and withdraws a seven-inch serrated dagger. I leap at him, and he slashes wildly with his blade.
I block his arm with mine and throw a punch to his mid-section. He doubles over for an instant, dropping the weapon. He seizes me by the ankle then, and attempts to muscle me back. I jump up and break his jaw with my right foot, flip and land. He lays stunned for a moment, clutching his bloodied face with his hands. Without hesitation, I grab him about the neck. Then I swing him around to dangle his full weight over the edge.
I hear a sharp snap.
His neck breaks like a bundle of twigs. He twitches some as I pull him onto the roof and drop him where he won’t roll off. I push his body into the shadow of the overhang, hands trembling.
My first kill!
I don his cloak and pull the hood over my head. Then I pause for a brief moment to collect my thoughts. I realize that the body lying prone on the rooftop could just as well have been me. How many days would I lay here undiscovered? And with morning the flies would lay their eggs on his body which would by then, be cold and stiff with rigor mortis. My throat’s dry of spit just thinking about it. I swallow, hands still trembling. I’m a murderer now, and hell reserves a special place for my ilk. What have I become? And to do this on holy ground seems even worse! The skin on my neck burns hot under the neck guard, and sweat trickles down the skin of my back.
I know I’ve got to get off this church. The way below is (for the time) empty. But it’s also a three story drop. If I jump, I’ll most certainly injure myself. I can’t afford to break an ankle.
I swing over the edge of the roof feeling with my toes for any place where I can find a foothold.
Nothing.
I try again at a different spot.
I spy the top of a window on one side, but it’s two stories down. However, it’s large and made of stained glass, held in place by lead. I let myself drop, and I manage to clench the sill with my left hand. I feel a sharp sting in the pectoral and bicep of that same arm; a numbing sensation soon follows. My feet are a good deal closer to the ground. I shove off the stone brick with the soles of my boots and strike the ground in a tight acrobatic roll.
It ends with me standing.
I rub my left arm carefully, trying to work sensation back into my muscles. I move my fingers reflexively, taking a moment to look around. Ahead of me is Black-Eyed Jack’s. It lies at the end of the covered road.
The front of the tavern’s comprised of a single sitting area lit by five blazing torches. Ringing this is a copse of spruce trees. Above the door’s a wooden plaque bearing the picture of a suit of cards spread atop an inviting table.
Talen and Logren are nowhere in sight.
“Just my luck,” I curse.
I readjust my cloak and try to think of where I might go if I were Talen.
My body stings from the cold; this armor has no insulation.
As the outdoor temperature drops, I see a few wisps of my breath. It’s unusual for a coastal town to be this cold so early, but Clothol and Ladika are both northern cities and winter keeps no schedule.
I scan the surrounding buildings with my eyes. Off to my left and across the street’s a warehouse. There’s plenty of window panes, and one of them has a bit of fog playing on its surface.
Wait a minute…
It isn’t something the untrained eye will notice. But I see it, and I surmise that the man with the striped pants is behind that glass, probably at the source of that misty breath.
I cross the road a hundred yards to the south of Black-Eyed Jacks, and I creep along a path that runs past a barber shop, a smithy, and a cloth emporium. A half-dozen times, I walk past people deep in conversation and not a one of them gives any sign that they know I’m there. I cross to the blind side of the warehouse facing away from the tavern and search along the wall. My fingers touch three shards of broken glass. I gaze upward and discern a hole where a window once sat.
A few shards on this side, no doubt.
But I reckon the majority of the glass is on the other.
I leap onto the sill and slip into the darkness beyond by balancing my thin body with only the strength of my fingers. I hurtle through the opening. I move so quickly, not even a stray beam of moonlight has a chance to give away my silhouette.
Carefully, I anoint one of my daggers with a drop of caasak poison.
Then, I seal the bottle tightly with a small bit of cork. I make certain that I’m extremely precise with this “bit of death” in a glass.
I let my sight adjust to the darkness.
After two long breaths, I spot my new quarry.
A wiry rogue, he rests his left hand on a window ledge, fingers scraping in the dust. He hardly moves, feet planted firmly on a wooden box beneath him. But it’s so unprofessional that I almost laugh.
This is like spearing fish in a barrel.
I take aim and toss the knife gingerly from my right hand. I see it sail through the air and bury itself in his spine. He falls to the ground, body jerking in passing. His legs kick twice, his eyes bulge like swollen marshmallows being squeezed. Two seconds later, he lies still--a bit of bloody spittle forming along his lips.
I search him quickly.
He has a few coppers on him in a belt pouch, but nothing else I want to take. I pull my knife out of his back and wipe it on his messy shirt. The dripping blood forms a widening pool of red on the floor of the warehouse. I leave him where he is and hop onto the wooden box he used as a stool only a moment before.
With the hem of my cloak, I clean a spot on the glass and gaze out over the tavern where the others must be waiting for me. Why else would this guy be casing the joint?
From my vantage point, I can see the tops of the spruce trees which sway gently in a night breeze. But before I move, I spot something else. It’s a single candle burning in a room on the second floor.
That’s Talen. It has to be, because I’d set a candle in the window for him if he ever lost his way.
I exit the warehouse swiftly, avoiding the shards of broken glass that scintillate in the silver light. I cross the narrows between the warehouse and the tavern, and I make toward the stable behind Black-Eyed Jacks. I’m close to the shore here, and I sense the movement of a ship by the dock. Waves slap its hull like hands on a drum.
As dark as the night seems, my eyes are so used to it that Mondath glows like a huge torch in the sky. I keep to the building’s edge, muting out the noise from within as selectively as I can. But the music is too intrusive. It drifts aimlessly in the air surrounding the tavern and threatens to dull my reflexes as it lulls me with its siren’s song.
At the back, I find myself alone. I calculate that the roof is more than eighteen feet up, three times my height. Sizing the distance, I take a running start aiming for a corner. I plant the sole of my boot against one wall, shove off, and quickly plant the sole of the opposite foot on the other wall and propel myself upward in this manner.
I take two more steps before I reach the top and grab hold of the rain gutter to steady myself. I pull my boots onto the shingles. Then I head toward the window behind which, a bobbing candle flame burns.
I hop into the room.
Talen looks up at me, surprise showing on his face.
“That was quick. Did anyone else follow us, or was it just that one guy?”
“Yes, but I took care of it.”
“Oh.”
I pinch the candle off and the wick hisses between my fingers. I draw the curtains closed, and Talen moves around in the room behind me. He brings over a basin filled with water and a wet rag. By a sliver of moonlight, I pull my cloak off, and he offers to wipe my face.
“We’re going into the tavern and if you go looking like this, people will notice.” He wrings out the wash cloth and presses it cold and wet against my skin. “What possessed you to dirty yourself up like this?”
“I’m too easy to spot,” I explain. Talen twists the cloth again; in the bowl the water’s turning brackish. He wipes my chin off before attending to my prominent but narrow nose. Then he tries to get the ash out of my hair, but it’s to no avail.
“Bother. Blond is too rare anyway, so maybe this is all for the better. Whatever this color is won’t burn itself into anyone’s memory. At least you look presentable again.” His eyes fall to the cloak. “Where’d you get that?”
“Off one of the men I killed,” I answer.
Talen swallows uncomfortably. “How did you do it?”
“The first was with my bare hands. I snapped his neck in three places.”
Talen blinks and fingers his own neck. In the awkward silence that follows, he clears his throat, but I wonder what he’s thinking about. “Logren’s downstairs looking for Swift. He doesn’t stick out because there’s others of his size playing cards.”
Then we beat them here, I think to myself. “Do you think they were followed too?”
“No,” Talen says. “However, Swift won’t come here unless he’s positive of that.” He pauses then as if considering something. “It seems to me that Lyran knew we were coming. It’s not like we were giving ourselves away at all.”
“He might have been keeping a watch on the gate,” I offer. “That seems a likely choice, especially with as restricted as the city seems to be right now.”
Talen considers this and nods. “Let’s go find us a mole.”
We stand up, and I check the window before joining him in the hallway outside the door. From downstairs erupts the riotous sound of celebration and the peal of a hundred boots being clapped down simultaneously in adoration of some as yet unseen entertainer. Talen and I walk down the dark corridor side by side and descend to the gloomy tavern that awaits us at the bottom of a narrow stairwell.
 



Chapter Ten
 
I push aside an elegant curtain made from heavy black velvet. A roaring fire lights the tavern beyond from a stone fireplace occupying the very center of the room.
I see so many wonderful people here that they literally hang from the rafters. The thick scent of an herb called hashish “mingles” with the bitterness of a sailor’s hairy armpit, and I blink my eyes because they sting. But it’s only for a few seconds.
Once I adjust, the atmosphere doesn’t seem half bad.
My nose detects other scents out there too: fresh ale sweetened with honey has me salivating. I think about the last time I got proper pissed. It seems long ago…years in fact.
The idea makes me thirsty.
Talen tugs on my hand, and I negotiate the crowd with ease following his tight bum through the mesmerized mass. My eyes fall upon a young couple in the center of the room. Swathed in colorful robes, the man throws balls of colored flame to the girl, and she snatches them out of the air like a cat batting at a toy mouse on a string. And just when I think it can’t get any better, she juggles the sizzling spheres as if they were oranges. To end the act, the lass tosses each into the fireplace. There’s an explosion and a bright flash, and a flaming bird comes shooting out of the coals; it flies about the room chirping a musical song.
I love magic.
“Illusionists,” Talen whispers into my ear. “It’s not real. The old man there,” he gestures with a slender finger, “is performing the trickery. These two are just working the crowd.”
I look at the old man who’s stern and somewhat frightening.
His gray hair hangs in limp wisps about his neck, and his skin is as colorless and papery as ash. The shadows and highlights created by the room’s only light are by no means complimentary. I size him up as I do all those who may have conflict with me. This “wizard” as Talen would have it, is wearing an antiquated smock, trousers, and a pair of mismatched boots.
At one point he meets my gaze and try as I might, he unnerves me. I do look away, but not before I feel he’s taken an interest in my activities. It’s the first time I’ve jerked my gaze away from anyone out of fright. It leaves me feeling nervous, as if he’s somehow gotten to see a little portion of my soul and stolen away with a part of it.
Talen grips me by the arm and pulls me along. I think we’re almost through when someone gropes me between the legs. Curiously, I look back but see only an overweight man with a beard; he does wink at me. Not knowing what else to do, I wink back, and I think it makes his day.
We cross one side of the room and head toward the northeast corner, which is shrouded in shadow. Many sailors sit tight as sardines on wooden benches. Half a dozen times, I bump or kick over mead cups lying about on the floor. Just a few feet further, Logren stands on the left. We close with him, and he reaches out, clasping my shoulder. I steel myself more out of nervous habit than out of fear when I’m suddenly aware I’ve almost walked into someone.
It’s a very short someone. In fact, he only barely reaches my waistline.
“As pey stod it is in more soiour that we be waitin ere fer ’out fer I’s olyround b’called Wriln,” he says.
I’m beside myself in disbelief and staring at the incredulous expression on the furling’s small face. As if mocking me, he’s wearing a non-descript gray cloak and boots but has no visible weapons of any kind. “What?” I ask. “What in Tethyr’s teeth did you just say?”
Talen rolls his eyes. “This is Wriln,” he translates. “He’s just told us that he goes by that name often.”
“How do you know that’s what he said?”
Talen shrugs, and then taps his skull with the point of his left hand. “I don’t know exactly. I just understand him. Maybe I’m just gifted.” He leans next to me and whispers as coyly as possible, “How do I know what you like?” He gently grips my codpiece, and I can feel his strength through my armor. “We could ask ‘how’ all day, right chum?”
“You think you’re so clever,” I whisper back and let the heat of my breath tease his earlobe. I know he’s curling his toes in his boots and trying to stay professional. “Two can play at that game.” I wink and Talen scowls; it’s just the reaction I want.
I turn my attention to Wriln who’s looking at me with a startled and curious expression. “Is there a place where we can speak privately?” I ask.
He nods. “Certez, lordynges.”
He pushes past Logren, and I follow making certain that Talen is behind me. Logren stays put, and Talen wiggles his fingers at me. He explains with the cant that Logren intends to watch for Swift.
Fine. Let the giant man keep watch while we figure out the important stuff.
I follow our mole to a door which he opens with his right hand, or maybe it’s a paw.
Fuck if I know to be honest.
Behind the door’s a small hallway with a polished oaken floor. I count six other doors, which I presume lead to attached rooms for private dinners and other “more colorful” receptions. The hall’s dark too, lit by one torch whose smoke marches a black trail across the roof. A tiny window left ajar at the far end allows air in and out.
He directs us into a room featuring two chairs and a table. It’s a dirty place, and Wriln clambers onto one of the seats and reaches across the table to a candle. He murmurs something equally unintelligible and the candle lights all by itself. The flame sputters and coughs up little bits of white fire. It tosses off a few sparks before it finally decides to behave itself, dancing like a little performer on a wax stage for the entire world to see.
I close the door and marvel quietly to myself. I’m always humbled by the slightest bit of magic though Talen, on the other hand, seems hardly impressed. My boyfriend looks over at me to see if I intend to stand by the door. I signal that I do, so Talen takes the seat across from Wriln and interlaces his fingers while waiting for me to speak.
 “We’ve come from Clothol,” I begin to say. “I need information on a precious shipment of jewels. Everything you can give me is appreciated. And, my guild promises to pay you as well or better for your services as they’ve done in the past. The ‘better’ depends on the quality of your information.”
Wriln shakes his head. “Yt is a fowll lesynge! Of Clothol schuld to yt wende and quick for withe sette jewels art fer the iustes take of ebon wyzards.”
I look to Talen as the dwarf continues to speak and shrug helplessly. “He’s not getting shit if he keeps that up.”
Talen shakes his head. “He says that what we heard was a half-truth. A lie designed to lure us here. The jewels are real but they’re for the ebony wizards.” Talen pauses to clarify, “That’s the Night Wizard’s Guild. Sorry...my translation isn’t perfect.”
I bite my lower lip. “Sorcerers?”
Talen nods, “And not the amateurs that we saw entertaining the crowd out there. These are the Israfil of Zanda. They’re rare in the north. Have you ever seen one?”
“No.”
“Imagine a sect of female wizards who’ve oily black skin and the ability to age a person just by looking at him. They’ve a cyst inside their gut that’s filled with worms. Something about stealing another’s youth allows them to live a long time. Some of them are centuries old.”
Horrified, I imagine my skin drying into nothingness...my youth vanishing in the blink of an eye. “Still,” I whisper, “if they don’t have the jewels in their possession now, we’ve time. Ask him where they’re being held and see if he knows how long they’ll be there.”
Talen turns to Wriln and speaks to him at great length.
“‘Ey dyd them lyt abowt a greet rowte all pe of Karlyoun. Pe numbre y not how fale.” Wrill finishes.
Talen nods. “They’re in the museum of Karlyoun, which is on the Street of Obscene Statues. He says that they’re guarded by the Slayers of Vas and he doesn’t know how many. He knows of a route though that’ll take us there unseen. The jewels will be moved by morning,” Talen pauses. “If we’re going to do this, Kian, our time is running out.”
I nod, agreeing with him. “We’ll wait another half hour for Swift. If he doesn’t show, we’re on our own.”
Talen turns to Wriln. “Is Lyran planning to strike tonight?”
The mole nods. “Ys. Hyt wyll buskkez with boss and intent to quelle.”
By Talen’s sober expression I judge that the news is not good. One thing nags at my thoughts, however. Wriln has said that the jewels are meant to lure us here. I can only think that someone in Ladika wants very much to lure Constantine here. So much so that they’ve put themselves in quite a compromising position just to accomplish their goal. But Constantine isn’t here, and that’s my ace in my hole because no one’s expecting me.
“You say he knows a secret route to this museum.”
Talen nods, “Yes.”
“Tell him to take us there; I’ve changed my mind about waiting. I’ll go out and check on Logren. If Swift hasn’t shown his face yet, then he’ll have to play catch-up.”
We leave Black-Eyed Jack’s following the curious little fellow to a different warehouse down the street; it’s packed with crates and boxes. Wriln moves one of them aside. The light reveals a hole in the wall that’s four feet wide and barely sufficient for Logren’s immense girth. The furling gestures with his hands.
“Down,” he says. It’s the first time I clearly understand a word. His eyes brighten considerably when he regards me.
Can he see in the dark? But before I can ask him, he vanishes through the hole.
I gaze into the darkness and see a light about fifteen feet down. But the smell welling up from below nearly knocks me flat. Tethyr’s teeth, have I become this much of a sissy? Talen urges me to move despite my reservation.
“We can trust him,” he says.
Oh yeah, there’s that too...the whole issue of trusting a known traitor to his own guild. But I don’t let my lover know that it’s the smell that’s keeping me at bay.
“If you say so,” I utter.
And with that, I leap into the darkness.
My boots find a solid purchase in the dim ante-room, which I surmise is where Wriln “hangs his hat.” Talen lands next to me with the grace of a cat.
The only light stems from a small, fat candle. At first it’s disappointing. I secretly “hoped” all that light shone from his eyes. That would have been cool. But Wriln is not cool…not in the least.
All around the room are piles of junk. Bronze helmets, old paintings, balls of colored string, and old sailing tarps. There are crates and lanterns, bits of colored glass, and a few bottles of ink. He hands me a worn, black sack and motions for me to cover myself.
Why does everyone always want me to cover my face? Am I that ugly?
Admittedly, I’ve self-esteem issues, and it doesn’t matter how much Talen tells me that I look good because an inner voice says, “he’s only attracted to you for your fake confidence.” In other words, he’s obligated to be nice.
I swear under my breath and snatch the bag from Wriln noting that one isn’t handed to Talen.
Typical.
“He means for you to cover your blond hair,” Talen advises.
“Of course he does,” I say somewhat acerbically to the short man. “It’s always the blond hair, right? Easiest excuse in the book.”
“Is something eating at you?” Talen asks me.
“Not at all,” I answer. I remove one of my knives and start to shape it, and then borrow a bit of his string to tie the mask to my face.
~WHOMP!~
Behind me, Logren crashes into the room like a bull in a china closet. The noise makes my teeth rattle and almost makes me cut open my thumb.
The giant shrugs his shoulders helplessly, feeling the cold stares from both me and Talen. Even Wriln regards him with shock. How do I know? All his hairs are standing on end, making him look like a huge porcupine.
The little man turns away, picks up his candle, and moves further into the room muttering to himself. “Hyt ycome ‘n abyde ‘n snell,” he says. “Ycome...ycome.”
Talen moves in front of me and follows Wriln who’s quickly disappearing into the encroaching darkness. I cover my head and re-adjust my katana. I look at Logren and wince visibly as the giant moves in behind me, his boots seeking out noise like a kid playing in puddles after a summer storm.
Wriln heads toward a large, makeshift door and pulls it aside. There’s a narrow ledge, below which leans a rickety wooden ladder that descends into an utter void. And Talen fearlessly jumps into the dark without so much as a clue beforehand.
Since when did he become the alpha male?
I steel my nerve and glance down. I see nothing, but I hear his feet land on something solid below.
“It’s a good distance,” he cautions. “I’d guess about forty feet. And there’s some tricky footing so watch yourself.”
Wriln shakes his head and starts down the ladder. His light reveals Talen standing upright in the mouth of a large tunnel that branches in three directions. The ground’s made from uneven stone slabs placed together ingeniously at some ancient time in the past. The workmanship of the gray stone blocks is exquisite and is unchanged despite the passing of centuries. From the edge of the wall to the ground is probably closer to thirty feet. I laugh inside realizing that six inches to Talen is not six inches to me.
I jump and land next to my boyfriend. Then together, we wait for Logren and Wriln to catch up to us.
“Lordynges, listyn to Wriln,” he says. “Counsell fyt good, quick I het. Leue to myt and wende for myt counsell.”
Talen translates almost immediately. “Wait for him to tell us where to go.”
“Oh.” I consider the mole for a moment, wondering why he left the guild here in Ladika. Wriln brushes by us and selects a tunnel, his light bobbing like a will-o-the-wisp.
We follow into a maze of passages and tunnels underneath the city. It’s dry and surprisingly clean here, and Talen tells me that the city used these tunnels in the past to store goods when pirates attacked the harbor. When the regional government of Ventikor took over two centuries ago, they erected a harbor wall which makes it impossible for ships to attack the city directly. The tunnels went into disuse. Now, only cutthroats and thieves know the entire extent of the labyrinth.
“He says that deep elves have been building tunnels about three levels lower than this one,” Talen whispers into my ear.
“Deep elves?” But before he can answer my question, Wriln tells him something else, and Talen’s face drains of color. 
“They’re sacrificing humans, Kian, and eating their hearts.”
“Cannibalism?”
He nods, “That’s the word for it, yes.”
I suddenly realize just how oppressive the dark seems to be.
Wriln moves forward and reveals a grate on the floor filled with webs. He grabs it with his chubby fingers and moves the iron grate aside creating an absolutely hellish storm of rust flakes and falling spiders. Underneath is another shaft of pure darkness.
I press my eyes shut for a few seconds and try to push away my phobia of spiders. I fell into a nest of them once as a child, and I can still feel them crawling across my face.
The sound of rushing water emanates from below. Maybe one of the tunnels collapsed and now allows water from the bay into the tunnel. In either case, the sound calms my nerves.
Talen turns to Logren and I. “Wriln says there’s a ledge about forty feet down. It’s only two feet wide; we need to stay on it. There’s a breach in the tunnel down there, and it’s let sharks into the tunnels.”
I glance at Logren who seems at odds with himself. Either that, or he’s incredibly constipated. I’d hate to see the kind of turd a giant like him would leave behind after a few days.
“We’ll go first and anchor some handholds for you,” I tell him. “It’ll be slow going, that’s all.”
Talen takes off his pack and uncoils a length of black silk rope. He ties it off on a metal hook and then pounds the hook into the stone floor with a mallet. He anchors two others in a similar fashion, just in case one of them gives out. I stare into the depths of the hole in front of us and my mouth drains of saliva.
“Are you scared?” Talen asks me.
“Of course not,” I lie.
Talen snickers under his breath.
“I saw a shark pass by me once when I was little,” I say. “My father told me I got lucky because it probably ate someone already. If there are sharks down there, you can bet that they’re starving.”
Wriln hands Talen the candle.
My friend tugs on the rope making certain it’s secure. “I’ll call up if there’s any trouble.”
“Wait,” I say, “You can’t go first.”
But before I can stop him, Talen drops into the hole, carrying the candle in his left hand while rappelling with his other limbs into the darkness.
“I see the ledge,” he announces.
It sounds like he’s in an echo chamber. But despite hearing it, I’m afraid that I might lose him. Gods, is this what it’s like being in love? Am I going to worry like this on every mission?
Talen’s voice is flint-like and empty. “I’ll have to swing over to it,” he says. Then, he falls silent, and all I can do is focus on the candle flame below me. The rope goes slack. “I’m fine,” he calls up at last.
My turn and I waste no time.
The sides of the hole are covered with a slime mold, and the smell permeates everything. As I slide through the roof of the tunnel below, Talen, still holding the end of the rope, pulls me across to the ledge.
I take a look around, my eyes adjusting to the dark. By the candlelight, I see the ledge is just as Wriln indicated…a mere two feet wide. He neglected to mention that it’s only a foot above the water. I don’t like that at all. And to make matters worse, I see something huge move in the brine. I make out pale skin and dark eyes before it disappears in the brackish depths.
Talen unbuckles me from the line.
“Tell me again,” I say to Talen, “why we have to go this way?”
He stares at me with his sparkling eyes. “Wriln says the other tunnels are used quite frequently by things we don’t want to run into. No one will come down here.”
I steady myself next to him and look out across the water, searching for the other side. The light, however, is insufficient. That “gloom” actually increases the feeling of foreboding, like I’m standing on the only land at the edge of an endless dark sea filled with flesh-eating fish. It’s quite unsettling.
Talen hands me two fist-sized hooks and instructs me to pound them into the wall just beyond the edge of the candlelight. “We’ll proceed down the corridor, looping the rope in the hooks. Logren can use the cable to steady himself.”
“But we’ll run out of rope,” I object.
Talen shakes his head. “You take the lead. I’ll take up the rear. I can run back along the ledge and retrieve the rope and the hooks. It’ll be slow going but we should clear the tunnel in three hours.”
“Then you know how far we have to go?” I ask.
“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” Talen says. “But Ladika is only four miles wide. That means that we’re at least within two miles of the museum. Even at a crawling pace I can cover four miles in an hour. Do the math, Kian. I figure at a snail’s pace, it’ll take us no more than three hours.”
I grab the hooks and follow Talen’s instructions. Meanwhile, Talen whistles and pulls the rope taught. He has his end looped through a pulley he’s pounded into the wall so that Logren’s weight will pull him back instead of forward into the water.
Talen is so much smarter than me.
I watch as Logren lowers himself on the rope. If ever a juicy morsel got dangled over hungry sharks, this is it.
The giant is so large and heavy that I’m actually afraid the rope will snap. Talen’s having a heck of a time as well, trying to keep Logren from swinging about wildly. At one point, the rope dips and Logren’s boot trails in the water. I rush over and help Talen pull against the wall and Logren’s body lifts a few inches. Talen and I are both very strong, but the effort has me straining, and we still haven’t gotten him to the ledge safely.
With both of us dripping sweat, Talen cautions me to pull once more. He coils the opposite end of the rope about his hand and leans out over the water. Logren grabs hold of him, and Talen pulls him onto the ledge where he steadies himself against my body. Breathing hard, my buddy reaches down and splashes some water on his face. My eyes scan the dark water, but I see nothing.
“Please, don’t do that,” I tell him.
“What?” he asks. “Wet my face?”
I nod, and then watch Wriln scurry down the rope. His is the easiest descent. Once on the ledge, he takes the lead.
“Follow,” he beckons.
Talen stands up and motions for me to move. I don’t need to be told twice.
We walk along the corridor for a mile; I pound hooks and string the rope. Behind me, somewhere in the dark, Talen pulls them out and gives them to Logren to hand to me so that I can place them again. It’s monotonous, grueling work; I’m secretly thankful I’m in such good shape. After an hour, I become aware that we’ve attracted our first man-eater.
We must seem like a curiosity to it. The shark swims parallel to us, following Wriln’s bobbing light. It’s large too, fully six feet from its dorsal fin to its tail, but the light’s too dim for me to make out much more. It splashes me a couple of times.
It’s then that I catch a whiff of an unmistakable smell.
Up ahead and on our path are the partially chewed remains of a human being. Maggots fill his eye sockets and mouth and brine flies swarm around him and over the water. These particular vermin secrete oil that’s as slick as bacon grease but putrid enough to make a Billy goat puke. Behind me, Talen retches.
“What is this, Wriln?” I ask.
The small man wrings his hands despairingly, pointing above. “Myrder,” he says. “Yn proude not I for lytheren folk and eke of vyce distroyen whom he syketh.”
I understand. The thieves of Ladika dispose of their kills down here. This one must’ve been still alive. He reached the ledge before being bit in half below the waist. It’s monstrous.
Wriln kicks the body into the water, and I watch it sink into the depths. The shark reacts, diving for it. Blood and spoiled meat floats to the top along with the maggots. They churn about like bits of rice in egg drop soup. Wriln moves quickly past the horror, and I follow, careful to purchase my feet in places where they will not slip.
I wait to make sure Talen clears safely.
I try to focus, listening to the gentle murmur of the water. It brings back memories of an earlier time when I welcomed the ocean like an old friend and when I enjoyed the reflection of the sunlight playing against my face, hands, and chest.
We come across no more rotting corpses, and I utter a short prayer to Tethyr when we finally reach the tunnel that empties near the Museum of Karlyoun.
It’s dry in this tunnel, but I feel wet from all the sweat trapped between my skin and the armor I wear. The end of our tunnel is all collapsed rock.
Wriln busies himself in creating a hole just wide enough for him to get through.
Talen and I follow suit, extracting a few more handfuls of stone. It takes a few minutes to clear away enough for us to squeeze past, albeit one at a time. As I negotiate the passage, the sharp end of a boulder presses against my back, and I worry that it may drop further, crushing me.
Talen wriggles out behind me. Last comes Logren. The giant grunts heavily, shifting the larger boulders out of the way.
I turn to Talen, “Why didn’t we let him go first?”
He smiles, “Because we’re scouts? If he’d gone through and been spotted, the gig would be up, right?”
“Oh,” I say.
Talen hugs me. It’s unexpected. “What’s that for? Not that I don’t like it?”
He whispers, “You’re like a dumb jock sometimes, and I absolutely love you for it.”
“But you don’t think I’m dumb, right?”
“Of course not.” He nuzzles his nose against my cloak. “I just say that because it’s one of the things that make you so adorable.”
I smile behind my mask even though he can’t see it. I’m amazed when Logren emerges only minutes after us, hefting a rock as large as Wriln with one hand. He casually tosses it aside using but a twist of his hand.
He’s a grand and powerful man, this giant, with strength ten times my own.
Before us is a canopy of thick weeds and bushes. I gaze beyond them and see a good measure of rubble marking the edge of old Ladika. Wriln indicates the Museum of Karlyoun; it’s a building on the far side of a large park. Much of the park is overgrown, particularly where we’re standing. And an old iron fence is all that remains of any border separating the park from the street.
The museum itself lies sandwiched between two older buildings: the city mint and the government building, which Talen assures me, holds the prisons and judging halls of the consulate. Beyond the government building are the rainbow orchards of the palace grounds. They crown the hill in brilliant color during the day. All men of money must be drawn to building their houses on high places. I make a pact that, if ever I become rich, I’ll live in a valley with serene farms and unobtrusive cottages.
The grounds around the museum are quartered off by a large wall sheathed in expensive marble. There’s one iron gate in good repair with a sign that I can’t read.
Talen doesn’t make a big deal about my illiteracy, but I’m still ashamed. I guess I am a “dumb jock.”
He tells me, “It says they’re closed for the evening.”
On the other side of the wall are tall oak and elm trees, spruce and maple. I see their full canopies from here, even though the season is late.
I regard Talen who’s slipping into his night clothes. I catch just a glimpse of his taught belly and the top of my priapus which I had no idea he was wearing. It makes my cock harden. His uniform is black like mine with the same kind of boots and gloves that he slips directly over bare skin. He dons a belt and slips a black wool sack over his head with holes cut for his eyes and mouth.
I guess maybe the mask thing isn’t just limited to me.
“I’m ready,” he says.
“Why are you wearing that?” I ask.
Talen turns. “What?”
“My priapus?” I whisper.
He puts an arm across my shoulder. “Because I want a part of you with me all the time, buddy. I love you.”
I swallow my urge to cry and resolve myself to the mission. Maybe later, I can borrow something of his and wear it…like his sweaty boots for example. It excites me just to think about that. There’s definitely an intimacy involved in exchanging clothes.
Wriln shrugs his shoulders and indicates that he’ll wait for us here. It’s probably better that way.
I face Logren. “Wait for a few minutes after Talen and I leave. If you think you can get into position near the museum then by all means, do so. But if you can’t, then watch for us. We might need help but don’t blow our cover. Understand?”
He nods in the affirmative.
I rejoin Talen and then push my way through the dense undergrowth. Even I can’t avoid making a sound, but I try to move during a breeze, because all the natural rustling will muffle any noise I unintentionally create. Talen, I discover, is as proficient as I (if not better) at this trick. Many a time I look back certain that he’s left me alone only to find him right on my heel.
“Keep going, Kian,” he directs.
We scramble through the shadows of a raspberry copse to where the iron gate of the park leans over and touches the lower branches of a huge oak tree. Talen hands me a water bottle, and I take a swig while absorbing everything that I can with all my senses.
Now that we’re closer to our target, I can see that it’s guarded on the inside by two huge men. They’re over seven feet tall and dressed in studded leather armor. These are the Slayers of Vas. However, a roar sounds from the throat of a beast which remains unseen. It originates from the courtyard on the inside of the museum’s gate.
“Perhaps another guardian?” Talen ventures.
“Perhaps? What do you mean by ‘perhaps?’ I need to know what that thing is.” I hand him back his water bottle. “How many of the slayers do you count?”
Talen swallows some water and puts the bottle away. “I count a dozen.”
I look around but don’t see what he’s talking about. “How do you come up with that number?”
“Two at the gate and two on the inside of the museum. There’s tracks in the dirt on the outside of the wall. That’s at least another two. Now, do you see that light in the north side of the museum? It’s up on the wall.”
I look and notice a tower joining the right angles of the east and south wall. I can’t see a light directly but I do notice a place where a shadow falls across the roof at an angle. I nod. “I can’t see the light though.”
Talen shrugs. “That shadow is too long to be from the moon. Our position just won’t let us see the light clearly. It’s a lit room and there has to be enough guards in that tower to cover shifts. That brings us to one dozen, boyfriend, by my book.”
Just as he finishes speaking I note two guards in studded leather and togas. They appear from around the side and walk abreast of each other.
“Kian,” Talen gestures, “look at the slayers on the inside of the gate. They’re not moving.”
“What?” I follow his pointing finger.
“It’s hard for someone to stand in place that long, wearing that kind of stuff, and not shift posture even once. That is, unless their extremely well-disciplined. From what I know of the Slayers of Vas, the guards they hire out to places like this are as disciplined as a drug addict needing a fix. They’re either asleep or dead which is bad for us in either case.”
I swallow hard. “Let’s get moving.”
Talen follows my lead, grabs hold of one of the lower branches of the oak tree, and pulls himself up. I scramble ahead of him, careful to keep a low center of gravity, following one of the immense branches out and over the road to the roof of the Ladikan Mint. The building’s as immense as they come and is made of interlinked granite blocks. Behind me, Talen races across. I wait, gazing at the cobblestoned highway that flows beneath me. It services old Ladika and the orchards and high houses of the wealthy elite. The buildings here are close-knit with the upper story hanging out over the street.
The sloping roof of the mint is made from heavy wooden shakes. It’s so steep in places that Talen and I negotiate with speed only at the risk of falling. The buildings in this upper quarter are covered with granite bas-relief carvings of masks, goblins, and gargoyles. Some of them are quite ferocious. 
As I round the edge of one such structure I overhear a conversation, so I crouch down to listen.
“Did you hear something?” a voice asks.
“No, it’s just the wind. I wish they’d bloody hurry.”
I signal back to Talen who’s also heard them. Carefully, I choose my steps, winding my way up the steep incline to where I can afford a view of the two talkers.
“One Eye’s expecting Constantine to show up tonight.”
“He’ll be here, and he’ll get his just desserts. One Eye’s going to challenge him to a game of blades in the old city. I hope he brings his apprentice.”
“He’s got an apprentice?”
“That’s the rumor. Some rarified Atlantean blond kid that’s supposed to be incredibly handsome.”
“You serious?”
“About what?”
“Atlantean blond. That’s legendary. Nykorans treasure their skin for capes, but I heard the real deal is to eat their balls. Their bloodline is filled with magic. Old myths say you starve ’em for a week and never let ’em rest while you fuck ’em bloody. Then you slice off their balls and swallow ’em whole.”
“What do you get?”
“Skin that can’t be cut by bladed weapons; bones that when broke instantly mend.”
“Just from eating a couple balls?”
“No, by eating a couple balls that belong to a blond Atlantean.”
“That would be fuckin’ cool. I think this ‘supposed’ apprentice then is the real deal. If he is, I’d bang him for a week with another buddy like you if it meant I could have that. We’d have to work in shifts. Some Timeron knights a few years back tried to buy him from a pederast priest. Heard Constantine found out and killed them before they could get their mitts on him. Also heard he cost a fortune.”
A chuckle. “So blades eh? How’s he going to get Constantine to fall for that?”
“Lyran’s captured two of ’em that came down from Clothol. He’s killed one of ’em already. He’s got the girl and one other guy. He acts tall and self-important but he won’t be concerning himself much longer when Kahket takes his spleen out.”
“That witch?” the first voice says. “How can anyone trust her?”
“It’s not a matter of trust. She’s next in line in taking over the Night Wizard’s Guild. She’s not yet israfil ’cause she ain’t drank the bile of Zandine yet. But once she does, she’ll be unstoppable. Things’ll be done a lot different when she takes over.”
“Things’ll be a lot different if I have unbreakable skin and bones that mend themselves.”
“Amen to that.”
I steel myself and clamber up the side of a chimney, which brings me just over the edge of the roof to where I can see the talkers. They both have their back to me, and there’s a rope tied to a pole which stretches across a narrow alley to the top of the east wall surrounding the museum. Behind me, Talen looks up waiting for me to act. I reason that if I drop them from here, they’ll fall into the alley and alert the museum guards. That’s not good so I look for another way of killing them.
I decide on the bold approach.
I drop onto the roof without so much as making a single shake quaking. I cross into the shadows moving quickly to the one closest to me. I unsheathe my blade and slit the first one’s throat making sure to cut his larynx. I carry through with the butt of my blade and knock the other swiftly on the side of the temple. Dazed, he falls back where I hook his neck under my boot until I can drag him up and into the shadow of the chimney.
He stares at me frightened.
“Constantine,” he struggles to say.
I jab my thumb into a pressure point at the base of his neck. The point paralyzes him, yet I know he’s experiencing excruciating pain. “When I let go of this pressure point, you’ll not scream. You’ll do as I ask. You’ll tell me what I want to know. Otherwise, you’re dead.”
He can’t even blink, but I’m sure he understands me.
I remove my finger. Blood flows down the side of his face where I struck him.
“Who’s One eye?” I ask him.
“H-He’s the Black Prince of Ladika,” he declares, spitting up foam. “He’s been waitin’ for you since you took his eye three years ago.”
I mull this over. This is a dangerous game in which I’m suddenly embroiled. Meanwhile Talen nods approvingly at my handiwork. “You’re fast,” he says, “and accurate.”
“Where’s the girl being held?” I ask. I decide that I don’t really care about anyone else.
“She’s in an old temple by the sea.”
Talen nods. “Lyran uses it for his guild house. It used to be a temple to the Goddess Khaal, but it’s seen better days.”
My captive begins to laugh, so I press my thumb into his larynx making him cough up blood. “What’s so funny?”
“Kahket means to use her in the ritual. The Black Prince has assured us that he’ll kill you tonight with the aid of the bloodright.”
“What’s the bloodright?” I ask.
However, he looks at me deliriously, and I realize the blow to his head is more severe than I’d intended. I swear under my breath as he dies.
Talen looks at me, eyes narrow. “I don’t think we should go after the jewels, Kian,” he says. “All this talk about bloodrights, rituals, and sorcery can’t be healthy. Especially after that last revealing bit about your balls. That’s unthinkable, but I know there’re sick fucks out there that’ll want to castrate you for those magical properties. Look at us…we’re a small town thief and a first-time assassin. Though,” he adds, “I admit you’re very good. However, I think there comes a time when one has to think about cutting losses.”
I shake my head. “I’m not afraid of this ‘Black Prince’. As for Ambrell, I’d like to leave with her. Constantine told me before he left that there was an assassin in Ladika. But, he reassured me that I was far more talented. And as for my balls, the only one privy to them is you.”
Talen grins, “Thank you. But you’ve only been doing this kind of thing for a few hours, Kian. Try and remember, this ‘One Eye’s’ been doing it for years. What makes you think that you can best him?”
“Because he thinks he’s going to be facing Constantine. I’m not Constantine, so he won’t be expecting anything that I throw at him, matter-of-factly speaking of course.”
Talen mutters to himself. “Who’s more at fault: the fool or the fool who follows him?”
“You don’t have to come,” I say, “but I’ve got an obligation to pull this one through.”
Talen shrugs his shoulders. “I’m coming along, Kian. You’re my best friend. You only get one of those in a lifetime, if you’re lucky. At least, that’s the way I see it.”
I turn away from him then, smiling. It feels excellent to have a best friend.
Talen peers over the edge of the roof into the alley. He reaches for the rope and eases his weight onto it, making sure that his footing is good. Slowly he stands, and then with arms outstretched to either side, tightrope walks the length of it to the museum wall.
I don’t have this skill.
Instead, I swing out over the alley and drop myself beneath the rope, holding onto the fibers with my fingers. I pull myself along, one arm over the other until I join him on the far side.
Talen pulls me up.
I peer down into the courtyard. It’s filled with flowering bushes and trees. The facade of the museum is gothic with huge bold gables supporting the tilted roof. It’s tiled in wooden shingles and decorated by old iron wind vanes. Granite carvings of unicorns and devils, their mouths open, serve as rain gutters. There’s an old fountain in front of the museum, and I can see that the inside’s lit by a huge fish-mouthed fireplace. The courtyard here is enclosed with a night’s garment of black shadow. Not even the moonlight seems to penetrate the canopy of leaves which shelter the Museum of Karlyoun.
Talen and I lower ourselves over the edge and drop down fifteen feet into the dark. He reaches out and grips my hand because I’m sure he can’t see me. I grope around a bit, getting my bearings when I hear a low rumble coming from the path by the fountain in front of the main doors.
I stay very still; Talen virtually freezes, the line of his body tight against my own. Something huge pulls itself from the shadows, waving a monstrous scorpion tail behind its feline body. It’s a lion with a human head. The manticore walks forward, its claws making a clicking noise on the stones as it paces in front of the fountain.
“By the Gods,” Talen breathes, “we dare not move.”
A lump forms in my chest as I stare Death in the face.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
“If we don’t,” I whisper, “we’ll be caught for sure and hung for thievery.” My mind races for ideas. As I always do when puzzled, I look around me for inspiration. That’s when I see it, a movement from inside the museum. I prod Talen in the ribs with my elbow.
“I see it too,” he says. “But, how did they get past that t-thing?”
“I-I don’t know,” I answer, and then I have an epiphany. “But I bet they didn’t feed it.”
I can feel Talen’s eyes on me even though I can’t see him.
“Wait here,” I say. “I’ve got an idea.”
“Be careful, Kian,” he cautions. “One strike from that stinger means death.”
I move cautiously away from him, trying my best to be absolutely silent. I also pray that my sweating body remains undetectable. I’m relieved when a slight breeze blows away from the beast even though I’ve no reason to believe that the magnificent creature has a keen sense of smell.
Following the curve of the wall, I eventually come across the guards in white mail armor. I study them a moment and approach like a cat stalking a mouse. Someone has taken a great deal of care in making them appear alert.
Not dead, but drugged. Excellent.
I grab one of them and settle him down easily. I unbuckle his breastplate and slide it to the ground. Then, I slit his throat and move my feet back so as to not get any blood on myself. Recalling my anatomy, I plunge my dagger into his ribcage and cut away, looking for his heart. After a few seconds I find the thing. By the gods is this grisly work. I pull it free, still beating, and secure it in a cloth bag before returning to Talen.
“Are you all right?” he asks. “You’re dripping in blood for Pete’s sakes.”
“It’s not mine,” I say in a matter-of-fact tone.
That shuts him up. I only wish I could see the expression on his face. Maybe I want to see if he fears me. I’ve never frightened anyone in my life. But I’ve killed four people now in the same night, so obviously, things change. And each kill is getting easier to do. This last one was butcher’s work, really. He could just as easily have been a goat.
I pull out the heart and take out my vial of caasak. The heart feels eerily hot in my hand and blood still oozes from it. Our hiding place is so dark, I’ll need to rely mostly on instinct. A single spilled drop is fatal. I decide to switch gloves because the blood makes my fingers sticky.
“Please step away from me a bit,” I warn Talen.
He obliges.
With expertise, I administer two drops of poison into the heart and then put the caasak away. Next, I creep to the edge of the foliage and toss the blood-soaked bundle out onto the ground.
The manticore responds by cocking its head and strides over to it to paw at the package. Though his face appears human, the creature has a maw filled with sharp needle-like teeth. It lowers its sniffer to the ground, punting the package with its chin, and licking the outside with a serpentine tongue.
A moment later, the poison takes effect. The airborne toxicity of caasak surprises even me. Within a few seconds, the creature collapses. Its tail uncoils. It howls once before black foam streams from between its lips.
Talen hurries from his hiding place and joins me. “That’s quite splendid,” he says with a spring in his step. “I’m going to ask you about that stuff later. Just be warned.”
“And I won’t tell you anything,” I reply. “You don’t need to be playing around with it. It requires extreme concentration and training just to handle.”
“And you think you’re the only one capable of that?”
“That’s not what I meant,” I say defensively.
I can tell he wants to argue with me, but this just isn’t the time or the place.
I gesture for him to enter the museum through one of the narrow side windows. I move over to the door and check it to see if it’s locked. As I suspect, the lock’s already been picked. As a precaution I oil the hinges. Then I unsheathe my katana and use the handle to push on one of the doors. It swings inward with ease. I only need a few inches clearance to slide in, and I’m careful to avoid touching anything with any part of me that might have blood on it.
I slip into the shadows, carrying my blade before me. Up ahead, in the next gallery, I spy a light shining down upon a table where a satin cushion’s been placed. The light has golden sparkles in it so I know magic’s involved.
More importantly, the cushions hold five sacks of jewels.
I settle in next to a large sarcophagus that I’m sure is just a display piece for some exhibit (rather than the real deal) and I watch. The room is not empty, but it takes me a while to spot the first person. Later, I count two more, as well as the rope they used to descend from the ceiling. One of them grabs a hold of it and test the golden light by thrusting one end toward the edge. The light incinerates the exposed portion of rope, not even leaving enough dust to choke upon.
“There has to be another way,” one man sneers. He’s wearing an eye patch, and he walks with a slight limp. I note that he’s in his mid-forties maybe even early fifties.
Could this be the Black Prince?
While I wait, I look for Talen, but of course I don’t see him. I wouldn’t have desired him as my boyfriend if I didn’t think him exceptional. But, it would be nice to at least know if he made it inside.
At my first opportunity, I lift myself from my hiding place and approach the room with the jewels in it. My feet fall silently on the polished marble floor, and I stoop to avoid the frame of a gargantuan velvet picture of ferns and trees embracing an otherworldly sunrise.
Once clear, I slide behind a statue of the goddess Khaal. It stands atop an aquamarine plinth. It holds her in such a way as to make her appear as if she’s just risen from ocean foam. Her face is striking in its detail from the fine unmoving lines around her mouth, to the exquisitely rendered features of her alabaster skin. The work is beautiful, and I recall the legend of the water goddess with clarity.
It is said that all the waters of Wynwrayth did not used to be blue but were in fact as clear as a teardrop in your hand. But dissatisfied with a colorless sea, the goddess took from her eyes the deepest blue and gave it to all the waters of the world. Thus, artists always depicted her with clear eyes, or in the case of this sculpture, having no eyes at all.
In front of me, one of the guards walks over to the statue and sits down on the marble plinth. He’s so close I can smell the stink of his festering armpits. The Black Prince and his other assistant study the dilemma before them.
“Call me when you figure it out,” the guy with the smelly armpits says.
The Black Prince glances up from the sparkling light and regards his henchmen with a searing contempt. Then he turns back to the bags of jewels.
With his attention averted, it’s easy for me to place my hand over smelly’s mouth and slit his throat. This assassin business is bloody work. His life flees and his body goes limp in my hands. Unfortunately, his left arm drops and strikes the marble floor.
I’m not expecting this.
He’s wearing a ring on his wedding finger, and the gold makes an audible clap as all gold does, when it hits something hard. Under any other circumstance, I might pause long enough to admire it, but this isn’t the place for such appreciation.
The Black Prince holds up his hand.
“Spugnois?” he calls out. “If this is some trick, I’ll slit your throat myself.”
He turns to his other lackey and moves his fingers rapidly in the cant.
~Go check it out.~
Typical coward, I think to myself. Send others to do your work. I let Spugnois drop and pick up my katana, readying myself for battle from the shadows.
The other man withdraws a serrated knife and steps cautiously into the corridor where I wait for him. I brace myself against the wall and push myself up onto a narrow ledge, holding my weight carefully suspended between my backside and my feet. He’s studying the ground, I presume, for traces of blood. When he’s in position, I leap down on him and cut him across the back.
He cries out, slashing at me with his knife.
I kick him against the statue and lop off his head, sending a fountain of blood spewing about the floor and onto the walls of the gallery.
Deftly, I roll away from him and face the man called “One Eye,” by some and “The Black Prince” by others.
He regards me with fear, backing away from the table, waving his weapon protectively in front of him. “And we meet again, Constantine, but under much different circumstances. Before, it was you who bested me, who took out the life from my left eye. But I’ve studied with the world’s best and have now collected over forty kills.”
I look on him with silence.
He swallows nervously. “Oh, I don’t want to kill you Constantine,” he gloats. “Merely to leave you as you left me: with half the world to see. To leave you scarred and hideous to behold.” He pulls off his eye patch, revealing the empty socket, the sunken and useless scarred flesh, and the cut that almost claimed his life.
He starts to grin.
I notice a movement rise up behind the Black Prince of Ladika. Before I have a chance to react, Talen creeps up on him and loops a garrote around his neck. One Eye, still grinning, snatches at the piano wire, but it’s too late. Blood flows over his shirt and Talen drops him like a sack of wet mice. “I’m sorry Kian, but he’s talking entirely too much.”
I run over to him, seeing a bit of blood appear on his shirt. Talen rolls up his sleeve and shows me a small cut he must have gotten in the scuffle, but for the most part, he’s fine.
“That was incredibly stupid,” I chastise him. “What if the blade had been poisoned? You’d be dying right now.”
“It wasn’t poisoned, I’m not dying, and I saved your life,” Talen says. “This was the Black Prince of Ladika, and by my last count, he had more kills than you. That makes him more dangerous, and I wasn’t about to lose my boyfriend tonight to the likes of him.”
I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. You got hurt. I wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”
“You don’t know that,” Talen says, covering his arm once more.
I pause. Really, I’m infuriated because the Black Prince was supposed to be my kill. But I’m not about to admit this. However, what happens in the next instant is a reminder that I should try harder to keep my true feelings hidden.
“You’re just mad cause I killed the uber baddy and you just killed his henchmen,” Talen taunts.
Now he looks entirely too smug. I’ll never live this down. “I’m not, and he isn’t…correction… wasn’t an uber baddy. So don’t even brag about this. And I would have killed him just as fast only you didn’t give me a chance.”
“And I suppose you just want me to wait around while you figure out a way to kill someone when I can do it perfectly well?”
“There’s no arguing with you,” I reply. My cheeks feel hot. Then my eyes fall once again to his bloody sleeve. “Let’s bandage you up before it gets infected.” I start to reach for him but he moves his arm away.
He says, “No time. It just smarts a bit. Grab the jewels and let’s get out of here.”
I look at him, my eyes softening. “Talen, stop kidding around. Let’s get that cut dressed.”
He nods. “I-it isn’t exactly pleasant, but it can wait. Honestly, Kian, I’m fine.”
I swallow, realizing that I probably wouldn’t react like this if he wasn’t my lover. It’s not appropriate, so I force myself to treat him professionally and walk over to the table. It takes only a moment’s thought before the obvious occurs to me. I reach under the table where the golden light can’t shine and pull on it, hence removing it from the trap. I put the jewels in a black sack and tie it off twice. As an afterthought, I grab an ivory case off of the satin cushion.
This is for Constantine.
Talen sees me take it, but I’ll be damned if I’ll raise a hand against my friend. Constantine can go fuck himself if he thinks that’ll happen.
I turn back to Talen, but he’s already testing the rope which still hangs from an open skylight above.
“Why didn’t we think of this?” he asks.
I shrug my shoulders and climb the rope after Talen, snaking it around one leg and pulling with my hands. He’s a remarkable athlete, and before I even realize it he’s disappeared over the lip of the skylight above me. I reach up and grasp hold of the ceiling to pull my dangling body the rest of the way up. I see him a few feet away. He, like me, is breathing heavily from the exertion. Deftly, I cut the rope and drop it onto the floor below.
“We can’t leave without Ambrell,” I tell Talen.
He agrees.
I smell a hint of copper in the air and realize he’s bleeding more than he wants to let on. I hand him a clean cloth, and he presses a bandage to his side where he’s also been knicked. “Should we go back after Wriln and Logren?” he asks. My eyes fall to his waist where I see he’s packed away a curious looking book that he must have found in the museum. It looks bound in ancient leather. When he notices me eyeballing it, he quickly turns away.
I think about his question for a moment. “We might need Logren’s strength. And Wriln’s proven himself to be very useful.”
Talen winces. “It’s settled then. Let’s go and get her.”
I take the lead, walking to the edge of the roof. I see a motion from the guard tower wall and freeze in place, waiting for the sentry to pass. We don’t have much time before someone notices that the manticore’s dead. I leap off the building and land with sure feet on the stones below. Talen grimaces and leaps after me, landing with the same skill. Both of us vanish quickly into the overgrowth and scale the wall once we find it. I let him go first, giving him a boost on my shoulders. I wait a moment for him to position himself atop the guard walk. Then he lowers his right hand, and I leap up, take hold of it, and pull myself up.
On the other side, we stop to catch our breath.
Someone cries out in the dark, and a bell rings on the other side of the museum wall.
Talen and I look at each other and take off at a sprint, stopping to cling to the shadows at any noise or sign of someone approaching. We avoid the park, hoping to foil pursuit by skirting around it to where Logren and Wriln patiently await.
Wriln spies us first. “Ycome, ycome,” he says excitedly.
Logren puts a heavy hand on Talen’s shoulder.
“It’s all right,” Talen assures him. “It’s only a couple of flesh wounds.” He turns to Wriln. “Take us to the old temple down by the sea.” The small furry man nods and slides back into the hole we’d squeezed through earlier.
“Ys,” Wriln says. “Fyllow Wriln m’ Lordynges.”
We descend into the depths once more, this time choosing a different passage through the earth. As an alternate, it’s dry but obstructed with large ornate spider webs. There’s nothing like the feeling of webs brushing up against your face in the dark to send chills down your spine.
Soon, I see a light from somewhere ahead. As I draw closer to the source, I note that it comes from a large crack in the roof. Directly above us are many voices raised in prayer, but one rises above all. In a low whisper Talen informs me we are underneath the old temple. When I listen carefully enough I hear the roar of the sea.
The ocean must be very close.
“Arise,” a female voice commands, “arise Ravidan, spawn of Zandine, Lord of Illusion. Arise servant of the hereafter. I call to thee in the name of Darkness and bind thee to this earth. I, Kahket, of the Black Hand, give to thee and thy kind the required sacrifice of thirty souls. Now, ye must answer my summons and of the task I shall put to ye!”
The earth shakes a bit. Dust filters down upon my face from the crack above. Then, ice forms on everything. The air grows chill as if all the moisture is being pulled from it. Despite the sudden onset of cold, we’re all riveted listening to the sound of Kahket’s chanting.
Then there follows a tremendous silence.
“Curses to thee, sorceress,” a hideous voice replies. It’s unlike anything I’ve heard before, seemingly a combination of three or four dialects. “I shall rend thy flesh from bone and the horrors I shall heap upon thee will be known as the torments of infinite pain. Haughty witch, I obey thy summons and to the prayer of Zandine. Speak, and let this meeting come to an end!”
“Constantine has come to this city. He’s brought with him the legacy of ‘Bloodbane’. I command thee to bring him before me and to tell me what I must know of the Lost Island of the Unslaking Thirst.”
There’s a brief silence.
“Nay, witch. Constantine is not within the city, nor has he come this night to bring thee the map and the tome. The soul of the Black Prince feeds us and his failure is sweet in his blood. The agony of his screams are never-ending!”
“Impossible,” Kahket declares. “Who’s done this deed?”
There’s the sound of teeth scraping over scales, and I want to move but a vast pressure on my mind makes me unable to think or act.
“He’s a hunter, witch,” the voice taunts. “You shall know him in time. As for the island, the Eye of Blood shall break the enchantments that keep it hidden from the world. What you seek lies there still, as it has been for ages past.”
“Tell me where I can find him... this hunter!”
“Look to the earth. I have spoken.”
It seems like something releases me then, and I stagger backward into Talen’s arms.
I see shadows flickering against the wall from topside as figures dart back and forth in pandemonium following the visitation of the thing she called Ravidan.
Kahket curses. “Look to the earth, it says. I spill the blood of thirty men, and I’m given riddles? I need those jewels. I should never have trusted that blundering oaf calling himself the ‘Black Prince’ of Ladika.” She paces back and forth in the dirt above me. “Someone bring me my hairbrush. I always think better when I’m brushing my hair.”
“Yes mistress,” a male voice says.
Talen grabs my hand and indicates that Wriln has uncovered a small breach in the tunnel; it leads into darkness. I follow behind Talen with Logren behind me. We creep in the darkness for a hundred paces until we find a dimly-lit octagonal room that’s only four feet across. A little light seeps through cracks embedded in the limestone walls. Above my head’s a large boulder. This octagonal chamber must have been a well of some kind, probably used in a rite of baptism having to do with the sea goddess.
Talen scrambles onto the rock face, placing his fingers in nooks along its well-worn surface. After a moment, he gazes down at me, ear pressed to one of the cracks in the wall. “I hear Ambrell,” he says. “She’s close.”
“Is she alone?” I ask.
“Hard to tell,” he answers. “I’ll try to get her attention.”
Talen removes a dagger and pries at one of the cracks, loosening the sand and dirt. Slowly, a little more light starts to spill in.
“Ambrell,” he calls out. Unsuccessful, he chances a slight whistle.
“Talen,” I hear her answer. “Is that you?”
“Yes. We’re underneath the large rock.”
“You’ve got to get me out of here, Talen.”
“We’re trying. Say, can you describe the room to us.”
I hear her sniff, wiping her nose. “It’s small, there’s a well of some kind. The ceiling’s fallen down, and I can see the stars. The walls are polished marble. I can’t climb them, and it’s more than a hundred feet up. There’s no one else here, though a guard is posted on the other side of the door.”
Talen sighs. “She’s alone.” He put his dagger away and presses his hands against the ceiling. “No good, it’s too heavy.”
I move to help him when Logren stands up, stretching his full height. He lays his cadel in the dust and braces his hands against the rock. Grinding his teeth together, his muscles ripple under his flesh. Slowly…incredibly…the half-giant slides the rock to one side.
Talen winks, hops into the room above. A moment later, she appears next to him at the lip of the well. She jumps and I catch her. “Oh, Kian,” she says, throwing her arms around my neck. “I was so scared.”
Talen joins us and a moment later, Logren moves the rock back into place.
“Elliot is dead! Swift lives still, but I don’t know where they’re holding him. When we were brought in without the jewels, Kahket went absolutely livid. Lyran’s deathly afraid of her.”
“Are we going to get Swift?” Talen asks.
I pause, biting my lip. “No, we cut our losses here.”
Ambrell turns a pasty white, but she holds her tongue.
I turn to Wriln. “You need to get us out of the city in the fastest way possible.”
The gleeful furling claps his hands together. “Trust Wriln,” he says, “Trust me lordynges.”
And with that, he turns back toward the tunnel from whence we emerged and disappears into the darkness.
We follow in his wake.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
Back in Clothol, I take leave of Talen and Ambrell and go in search of the Nightmaster. In all the time I’ve lived at the guild, I’ve never met this man. So you can imagine my surprise to find that the Nightmaster is in fact, a woman.
She’s a short girl with tell-tale brown eyes and strawberry blonde hair that falls to about mid-shoulder. She regards me with cold eyes the first time I walk into her office. It’s a plain affair, but she does have a lit fireplace to ward away the evening chill. There are no other chairs present. I assume this is to discourage long visits.
I pull out the bag that carries the jewels. I weigh them a moment in my palm like a man inspecting a melon at market. She watches me and her lips part as if to say something. I toss the bag onto her desk.
“They’re all there…every last one of them,” I say.
She regards me carefully. “You’re covered in blood. Are you hurt?”
I shake my head. “It’s not mine. But we’ve had losses. Elliot and Swift didn’t make it.”
“Didn’t make it? How did they die?”
I watch her carefully now, voiding my face of emotion to make my lie as believable as possible. “We went in as a team. We split up. Elliot died at Lyran’s hand. I believe a woman named Kahket killed Swift. Talen and I risked our lives to save Ambrell. That’s all.”
“Kahket?”
I shrug my shoulders. “A witch. I overheard her say she needed the jewels, and that she should’ve never trusted the Black Prince of Ladika.” I grab hold of one of the sacks and dip my fingers inside one last time. I feel them cold and hard like tiny marbles in my hand.
I wish I could keep a few. If anything, maybe I could make a ring and give it to Talen. I’m sure he’d like a ring.
I lift the sparkling sapphires from their velvet embrace and let them slide between my fingertips. The sapphires are a deep blue and catch the light in such a way as to make it seem like rain is falling gentle and heavy from my outstretched hand.
“They’re beautiful,” she says, admiringly.
I swallow uncomfortably.
There’s a moment of silence. A thief’s true love is money. My father told me once that flowers are created by god. Hell, however, has no such beauty. So, the king of demons creates jewels. It makes sense to me.
“What’s the purpose of all this? Why is there a guild war?” I ask her.
She leans back in her chair and folds her fingers. “Every few years, the Guild House of Assassins demands a tithe from a sector that operates within the four countries of the Nimmermore. Each guild within this sector must send away seven sons and seven daughters to join the slave pits of Thorn deep within the Mirimar. A game is held to allow the most skilled within the sector to retain their talent. Each guild chooses a champion and a team; the prize is always different. These particular jewels are intended as a gift from Ventikor to the Bakoran Emperor for his sixth royal wedding. As per custom, each one represents a township which supplied the jewel. As they are collected one by one, they’re shown in museums under heavy guard throughout the land before being boxed up for the highway to Imperium. Some were purchased by very poor communities whose tax burden is already severe. Now all of these of course, will have to be replaced at the expense of the people in a very short amount of time.”
“Or—”
“Or all the first born in the town where the theft took place shall be put to death. That’s the law of the land. Thievery is not tolerated. It’s a capital offense, you know?”
I’m horrified. “Ladika is a huge city,” I manage to say, but my voice is a whisper. It’s one thing to kill those who deserve it. It’s quite another to kill children.
“I don’t make the rules. Blood will fill the ditches. It’s happened before. Your success tonight saves us from sending away seven boys and seven girls. You’re a hero. Don’t let it bother you that people you haven’t met must now live a life of slavery in the Pit of Thorn. I thought you were the Nightshade’s apprentice. Can a professional assassin afford to have a conscience?”
I swear then and there that there’ll be some lines I never cross. If Constantine had been honest with me, if they’d told me that innocents could die because of my actions, I would’ve never consented to go.
I look at her once more and begin to leave, unnerved by the coldness in her eyes. Her stare reminds me of a snake.
As I close the door, she rises from her seat. “You’ll be paid tomorrow,” she says.
I almost don’t want the money.
I find Talen downstairs being attended to by Friar Abbath. I want Talen to hold me right now, but I bury my feelings for the moment. The priest cleans and bandages his wounds and gives him a tonic that makes him a bit sleepy. He suggests that Talen stay there for the night on a cot, but as much as I like the new friar, I’m not leaving my boyfriend with him. I pick Talen up and carry him upstairs to the dojo, which seems oddly peaceful without Constantine here. The poultice intoxicates him to the point of mumbling.
“Kian,” he says, “are you listening to me?”
“I suppose,” I answer him, smiling. I lay him down and slip off his boots.
“We did well, didn’t we?”
“Yes,” I say. “Yes, we did, considering...”
“You’re a hunter,” he whispers, fingering my petite ears. “Say, why do you suppose Tethyr created booze?”
I shake my head, preparing for the worst. “I don’t know, why?”
“So that fat, ugly girls can get laid too.”
I ruffle his hair with my hand. “Get some sleep. Your jokes are terrible.”
“Critic,” he says. I finish undressing him, and then stretch a blanket over his shoulder.
I kiss him tenderly and say, “I’ll join you in a while.”
Before I reach the door, I stop and look at the curious book Talen pilfered back at the museum. I open the pages and inspect it. I see many obscene anatomical drawings that seem to detail bloody and invasive medical procedures. One particular piece looks like an erect cock having something inserted into it…a rod of some kind. It looks terribly painful. There are all kinds of notes which I of course can’t read. I close the cover. The book’s bound in strange leather. Ancient and weathered, there’s a raised bump on the surface that looks like a human nipple, with a design imprinted in the flesh below it.
What the fuck is this? I’ve to admit, I’m a little unnerved by it.
I swallow and watch Talen’s chest gently rising and falling, and I leave the ghastly book in his belongings.
I hope he’ll explain it to me when he wakes up.
I exit, closing the door behind me.
I pace the sandy courtyard considering the events of the last two days. With Wriln’s help, we got out of the city before morning. Logren left us outside the city and told us he’d be available if I needed him again. Good. I want to be able to call upon some brute strength if necessary. An assassin’s life after all must have options. With the giant gone we made good time, and I stole some horses from a hostel four leagues from Ladika. By evening, we’d made it back to Clothol.
I sit under the opening in the roof for a while looking at the scroll tube by torchlight.
At long last, I loosen one end of it and let the jewel fall out into my hand. By the light of the hoary moon it takes on a reddish color. I spot flecks of silver suspended within. The gem’s fully as large as the end of my thumb, and I wonder how Constantine plans to use it to find the mysterious ‘Bloodbane’.
Wired, a strange longing overcomes me: one in which I want to lay naked under the stars. I take off all my clothes and climb onto the roof, carrying the jewel in my hand. When I was in prison, I would sometimes gaze out my window and count the stars. I had my own names for them. When you give something a name it kind of personalizes things; it gives you dominion over it. At least, that’s how I see it.
Two years ago, I wouldn’t have even considered this type of capering around. But I’m a different man now and my body is lean and powerful. And as I arrive, I admit there’s no better view. The guild house is taller than the three or four buildings directly surrounding it though by no means as tall as many downtown structures in the crowded city. I can even smell the ocean from here. It’s calming and reminds me of my father.
I lie down in a pool of glorious moonlight.
“So this is the Eye of Blood,” I whisper to myself. 
 
*****
 
The next day, I receive four thousand imperial crowns for my work.
That’s a lot of money, and it gives me an idea of just how much that shipment of jewels is worth. The guild, as far as I know, has already managed to unload them to a trusted Fence in the city. I split the four thousand into five equal shares: the Nightmaster agrees to send Logren and Wriln theirs and that makes me happy.
During the first month back, I keep up my exercises and my training.
Talen sleeps with me every night. Sometimes I catch him reading from the book, but he usually puts it away. I want to know what it is, but I’m afraid to ask. I worry he might think I’m stupid because I can’t read. I worry that he won’t talk about the journal because he might not trust me enough to tell me. Perhaps he wants to become a doctor. I only know if he wants to tell me what the book contains, he will.
And that’s just it, he never does.
Talen loves me to fuck him. I sometimes wonder what it might feel like to trade places, but I think he’s happiest being on the bottom. Truthfully my memory of that position isn’t always the best, but that’s probably because I was being raped. What I do with Talen is gentle, and he’s able to accommodate nearly any position that affords the deepest thrust. His favorite though is to put his feet on my broad shoulders while we stare into each other’s eyes. He loves that position. We even work out a kind of synergy so that we arrive at our moment at the same time. That’s a lot of fun. To my chagrin, I find out that Jade Nuru is expensive.
But it’s necessary if we want to continue playing.
One night after sex, he’s playing with my cock and asks, “Would you ever want to get a piercing there?”
I shake my head. “No, it sounds painful.”
“Only at first,” he reassures. “I’m sure of it. And I could do it for you.”
I blink but don’t say anything. “Do you really want me to have one?”
It’s his turn to shake his head. “I’m just kind of asking. I know you’ve been seeing me read this book,” he says, gesturing with his hand.
I nod. “What is it?” At last I get some answers.
“It’s the most vile thing I’ve ever read. You wouldn’t like it much because it’s about torturing Atlantean boys. The book was written by a priest of Chagidiel,” he states.
“Chagidiel? I’m not familiar with--”
“He’s the demigod of sexual perversion and cannibalism,” Talen says. “I found it during our night at the museum. His followers are some of the most reviled in the entire world. They’re more clandestine than even the god of secrets. They have to be, or they’d all be murdered.”
I blink again, completely befuddled by Talen’s obsession with this tome. “I don’t quite follow. Is it a religious book?”
“Yes. Let me ask you this question: do you love me enough that if you could, you would do anything to prevent me from getting hurt?”
I nod and smooth the fine mousy hair over his ears. “Of course.”
He smiles thumbing the end of my narrow nose. “Well you can, but it’s incredibly painful. That’s why I’m asking. And it would require your complete trust.” He pauses, and then follows up with, “You trust me, right?”
I nod again. “With my own life.”
Talen turns his head sideways and rests one cheek against my navel. The thick of my cock grows flaccid in the crook of his throat and chin. I smell my semen on his breath. It smells like the salty sea.
“The ritual only works on Atlantean boys with blond hair. They can have almost no body fat. You know that stuff we overheard about broken bones mending, skin never breaking…that kind of thing?”
I nod.
“It’s kind of true. If I do…things…to your body with implements I procure from a cabal of Chagidiel. Then the blood I draw out of you will take minutes off the end of your lifespan. That’s nothing Kian, and I’d only take a minute per day. If you live to be seventy it’s but a drop in the well. And I promise…it won’t do anything to you now. J-just you won’t live as long as you naturally would, and we’ve no idea how long that is. Some Atlanteans lived to be 200 years old!”
I swallow hard, listening.
“But in exchange, the blood gives me that kind of ‘invulnerability’ for 24-hours. Longer, if I take more of it. But I won’t do that. The thing is, you have to trust me because once I start drawing blood from you in that way, you’ll be paralyzed until twenty minutes after I stop. There are stories in the book of forty men doing this to one blond Atlantean and so shortening his life that he perishes by morning. But they went on to slay thousands of men in battles that reversed the tide of wars! Can you imagine that? That’s how special you are. No one else has this kind of biology. The Atlanteans are all gone, and this requires the rarest…the blond boys.”
I stare in his eyes; feel his pulse beneath my fingertips.
In the end, I’ve no desire to grow old. Better to write the end of my life off and live now with my young lover.
“What do we have to do?” I ask him.
He smiles again and then kisses me long and hard, his small cock playing along the skin of my smooth abs. “I’ll need to locate a priest of Chagidiel. That’ll be hard to do. And I’ll need to have instruments that he’s washed in the blood of virgin women sacrificed to Chagidiel during the Feast of the Lad. Chagidiel may be a persecuted faith, but if I let out word that I have a blond Atlantean youth, I may be able to find one who’s willing to help us.”
“How exactly would he be willing to help us?” I ask, my tongue playing over his.
“I’ll be dangling you like bait. He’ll be under the impression that you’re his…that he gets to fuck you. I’d let him shave you, but nothing further than that. I promise. As it is…only he can shave you anyway, so that part’s mandatory. As well as the tattoo that he places below your belly button. It’ll be in the shape of a ram’s skull.”
“Shave me?” Truthfully, the tattoo doesn’t bother me. But I rather like the little body hair I possess. I’ll look juvenile without it.
Talen nods. “There’s a special oil that’s only prepared by the priests. It’s created during the cannibal feast of the blood moon, and that’s why I asked about the piercing. A blond Atlantean boy has his pubes removed by a razor. There must not even be a single hair left on his body except those on his face. Then he must be made to cum, but his semen must not be exposed to the air for ten minutes. The process is said to be excruciatingly painful and pleasureful at the same time.”
“How is that possible?” I ask. He parts from my lips.
“I have to sound you with a specially prepared glass rod that could break if not administered properly.”
I look at him puzzled. “Sound me?”
He looks down at my cock. “I’ll insert a large lubricated glass rod down your urethra. It’ll hurt because it’s big, but it must stretch you. You see…forever after, when you cum, it can potentially be a lot…as there’s no end to your orgasm once ‘unlocked.’ After about a pint, blood will start pumping. That’s what I’ll be after. But only a little--enough to make me invulnerable for a day. But to get you to this point, you need to be ‘unlocked.’”
There’s that word again. “Unlocked?”
“The piercing inserted in the glans here,” he says fingering my mushroom head, “will keep it from going all the way in because it’ll have a rounded top. When you seed, the rod will keep it from escaping. We wait ten minutes, and I’ll carefully milk you into a small dish which will be mixed with the special oil. Then the priest will say a prayer to Chagidiel to unlock the potency, and some will be drizzled into a drink for you to imbibe. The rest will be applied to your dick. And…there’ll be a small side effect…” he says, voice trailing off.
“A side-effect?”
He pauses possibly considering what to say. “You’re going to get bigger than you are now: an inch in length and girth, and the growth will be torturous as veins rise like worms across your penis. By my measure, it’ll be a foot long at that point, and as thick around as my wrist. I admit, I’ll be in pain most nights, but it’s worth it because you’re so pretty. You’re my lovely Kian.”
“Tethyr’s teeth, I don’t want that…” I say.
Talen presses his lips to mine. “But I do. Please. Don’t think of yourself, think of me.”
My mouth drains of spit, but I can’t refuse him. He’s my boyfriend, and I think I’d be lost without him. “Is there anything else bad that might happen?”
“I don’t know. It’s the darkest magic. What I’m planning to do hasn’t been tried before. No Atlantean on the face of Wynwrayth ever did this willingly. Once you’re unlocked, your pupils will turn silver. Anyone familiar with the ritual will know how valuable you are, and what they can gain from your body. The book suggests that an Atlantean unlocked this way is the most valuable thing in all the world. If someone eats your eyes, they get x-ray vision. If someone eats your feet, they can run as fast as a cheetah. If someone eats your tongue, they’ll be able to speak any language; your nose and they can smell any scent even from miles away. Chagidiel is the god of cannibalism, and his magic will infuse your body parts for the harvesting. You and I will have to be extra vigilant to make sure that never happens.”
“What if someone eats my heart?” I ask, trembling and suddenly feeling cold.
“Then they fall in love with the first person that they see.”
 
*****
 
Despite Constantine’s having asked me to stay out of the training room on the top floor of the guild, I disobey his wishes sometimes relegating moments alone up there on hot days to work out and improve my skills.
I spend my evenings with Talen and sometimes Ambrell. During these few weeks, Talen never speaks again of the mysterious and evil grimoire. But I know he’s using his days to try and find a priest of Chagidiel. There’s a part of me that hopes he never finds one. 
The guild asks me to do a few minor things for them, and I go with Talen to the Enforcer’s Guild for a week to deal with a small problem in collections. It seems that some of the businesses down on the wharf are skipping out on their protection money and are in need of a reminder.
Additionally, the owner of the Cup and the Dragon got in a very special keg of elven ale. Within an hour he arranges for a city-wide auction and neglects to pay off the guild of spirits. Because the guild of spirits more or less pays protection money to the enforcer’s guild, which in turn looks to us, the thieves’ guild for certain “favors”, Talen and I soon find ourselves in a hastily thrown meeting with a powerful man.
“Let me get this straight,” Talen says to Olaf, Brewmaster of the guild of spirits, “You want us to help you steal the keg, or if that’s impossible to burn the Cup and the Dragon to the ground?”
The overweight man slaps his belly. “You’ve got it. You see, life isn’t as simple for us. If one man gets it into his head that he can ignore the guild’s proper dues then others will follow his example. Our whole economy will collapse. So, it’s in the good for all that this be done.”
I crouch on a stool, watching Talen and Olaf debate on exactly what his meaning of ‘good’ and ‘economic’ are doing in the same sentence. I’m also amusing myself by watching the man’s cheeks wobble as he talks. I find it disgusting that he could let himself go to so much suet. He must look grotesque when naked. I know Talen feels the same way because he worships the fact that I’m so lean.
Olaf looks at me and then dips his fingers in a bowl of greasy chicken that’s sitting in front of him. “Are you hungry?” he asks me.
I shake my head. “I just ate,” I say politely.
Olaf turns away muttering. That…and licking the grease from his fingertips.
“Birdseed,” he says. “I’ve a nephew that lives on birdseed. He’s as skinny as a rail; lighter than a sack of turnips sopping wet out of a ditch although you look stronger than him. Stupid too.” Olaf looks up from his plate into Talen’s bold eyes. “Not that skinny guys are stupid in regards to you two. Even though most of them are...” He laughs. “If you want stupid, then look for blonds. On a windy day, their heads make a sound like a conch horn.” He stops eating when he looks at me. “I mean women of course... blond women. Men are different.”
Talen interrupts him by holding a knife to his throat. “You’ve managed to bore me with your conversation, suffer me through bad humor, and insult my best friend in a matter of minutes. You are a man of some skill, Olaf. But, here’s what it boils down to. Hunter and I want to get paid and paid well at that.”
Olaf gurgles and spits up some barbecue sauce. “You’ll be paid the standard ten gold crowns. It’s already settled.”
Talen nicks him over the Adam’s apple. “We’ll take a hundred a piece.”
“That’s monstr--”
“What was that, my overweight friend?” Talen asks him.
The fat Brewmaster looks helpless. “What a splendid idea,” he states with both eyebrows raised. “I’m surprised I never thought of it before.”
Talen backs away from him and Olaf rubs his neck, checking for blood. After he sees that he hasn’t been seriously injured, he looks at both of us with some hesitation. “I’ll have your money tonight,” he declares. Then he pushes his plate away. “I’ve lost my appetite. If you both will excuse me.” He rises and leaves the room somewhat hurriedly.
At precisely ten o’clock, we receive our sum of one-hundred gold crowns a piece. I congratulate Talen who’s suiting-up for tonight’s bug hunt. I put on my black armor (which I call a killsuit) and rub weapon black on my blade. I darken around my eyes, and then pull a black mask over my head. Talen, who has dark hair, simply rubs black grease over his face and hands. The enforcer’s guild sends ten others with us. Talen and I are to retrieve the cask of ale. But they aren’t giving us much time. If I don’t have the cask in-hand and outside in under fifteen minutes the others are expected to start a fire. We must be quick with this one, or we’ll find ourselves in a burning building.
That’s never a good thing.
Shortly after eleven, Talen and I make our way down to the Cup and the Dragon. The Inn stands four stories high, and it’s at the corner of a busy intersection between By-Water Way and Killjoy Avenue. It’s closed for the evening, the shop owner not wishing to take any chances with his precious merchandise.
Talen and I separate from the others and creep to the side of the building with ease. There are four guards in black leather armor posted outside the front door, but they’ve no idea that we’re there. I motion Talen to scramble up the wall and I follow his boots, jumping and gripping onto numerous balconies and window sills that line the entire east side. We decide to go in on the fourth floor. To my chagrin, I discover all of the windows have been boarded up and strung with bells on the inside.
I pry at one of the boards with a dagger, loosen the nails with oil, and then muffle the squeak with my cloak. Talen sticks a sheet of parchment between the slats and lifts the string slowly. Then, I pop the board loose and slide it to the floor on the other side.
Talen tells me to hold the string while he wiggles his way through the opening. The way he can bend and contort his body is amazing. He manages to pull his shoulders in slightly, enough for him to get inside. Once there, he catches his breath and takes down the bells. Then, we open up a second slat so that I can get in.
“You’ll have to teach me that,” I say.
“Not until you teach me how to use caasak,” he replies.
“Are you seriously going to harp on that?”
He raises one eyebrow and winks at me. “Shh.”
Gods he’s adorable.
The inside of the hall we’re standing in can best be described as plush. A crimson carpet embroidered with black thread spreads before my boots. I count ten doors in the hallway and toward the middle is a small staircase. There’s one ornate clock against the wall with an etched crystal door. On the inside, a golden pendulum swings slowly back and forth.
Talen takes the time. “It’s fifteen to midnight. That gives us a little break, at least.”
I nod, agreeing with him.
We walk down the corridor to the stairwell. There’s a flickering light emanating from down below, and I think it’s coming from a recessed sconce. I raise my finger telling Talen to slow as I creep down the stair as silent as a cat stalking a mouse. I withdraw a small mirror and angle it around the corner. I spy two men about six feet in height. Both are heavily-muscled and armed with short swords. The one on the left is wrapped in leather armor. The one on the right has a buckler on his left wrist.
I put my mirror away and look up the stair to where Talen waits. I tell him in the silent cant to take the one on the left.
I withdraw up the stair and remove a length of silk rope. Talen follows my lead, pausing to fish around in his pants. He withdraws a small marble and lets it slip from his fingertips onto the carpet. It rolls its way down the corridor to where the men stand guard.
I can hear them whisper something to each other. There follows a shuffling of feet.
The first walks into view a half second later, and he peeks up the darkened stairwell with caution. Twice his eyes move over me; I hold my breath.
Now, the second one shows his face.
“Do you see anything?”
“No,” he replies. “But, I’m going to check it out.” I see his grip tighten around the hilt of his short sword, white knuckles flaring. He approaches, slowly making his way forward, waving his weapon in the dark like a blind man’s stick. When he’s almost on top of me I kick his weapon aside and slide my rope around his neck. I see a dagger, briefly, from one corner of my eye. It sails past my head and plants with a thud in the other guard’s skull.
He drops on the spot.
Strangling the other guy about the throat, I’m having a bit of trouble as he outweighs me by a hundred pounds. He elbows me once in the solar plexus, and it knocks the wind out of me. I manage to turn before he can hurt me again and drop him off the side of the stairwell, all the while holding onto both ends of the rope for dear life. His own weight snaps his neck.
Talen helps me to hide the bodies in a third floor utility closet.
While I catch my breath he walks down the corridor and looks at the next stairwell, which descends further into the inn. He motions for me to reconnoiter and I do, taking the same precautions as earlier.
There are four guards I signal back to him. This is going to be a bit more difficult.
We decide to try the marble trick again.
This time we’re ready with knives. I drop the one on the left. Talen does the one on the right. Both of us leap onto the carpet while the remaining two men stand in shock.
My opponent swings his sword wide, knocking over a tall candelabrum of polished brass. It crashes to the floor sending trails of molten wax and fire a good two or three feet down the corridor. I trap his blade with my back and punch him three times to the face. I know I bust his nose because there’s suddenly blood everywhere.
He grabs me by the chest and lifts me off of my feet. Then he hurls me against a wall, my fall broken by an expensive-looking curio cabinet.
Talen doesn’t fare much better.
The guard makes a move toward me, but I surprise him when I leap to my feet. I deflect his sword with a kick into the glass front of the cabinet. Ironically, it’s his weapon and not my body that ends up breaking that beautiful display piece. I follow through with a slam to the elbow, and his arm snaps loudly.
The man howls in pain only once before swallowing it behind clenched teeth. Sometime in all that chaos, he regains his feet.
Tethyr’s teeth, he’s tall!
He clutches at me with his good hand, so I move into him and punch him in the damaged arm once more. Then, I put a wrist lock on his good hand. He cries out loudly and drops the sword on the ground. I kick his chin, bloodying his face, and down him with a loud wallop.
Others are coming up the stairwell now.
I turn my head. Talen’s still fighting the other guard, and it looks like he’s losing.
The thundering of feet grows closer….
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
I kick the first guy as hard as I can in the groin.
Despite his armor, he doubles over and trips up the others who are mere inches behind him. I jerk my katana from its sheath, holding it before me with the tip pointed at the carpet. My blade is anointed with caasak, and the light from the fire gleams from the edge.
One guard regains his footing and pushes past his comrades. He swings at me with reserved strokes, fear gripping him by the jugular.
Good. You should fear me.
He measures his stance; it’s a bit too controlled. I’m able to take advantage of his lack in judgment.
I slice up and cleave his hand neatly from the wrist. A second later, the poison reaches his heart. A guttural primal gasp escapes his throat, his face contorts, and blood gushes from his amputated limb. He draws one last breath before death claims him. But where he falls, two more men rise. They grimace and hold their weapons menacingly in front of them.
I gnash my teeth and back up a step, carrying all of my weight forward on the balls of my slender feet. Behind me, Talen cries out but manages to knee the man he’s fighting hard in the gut. I want to aid him, but it’s taking all my concentration to keep us from getting overrun by these reinforcements.
The smoke from the fire fills the hall with a haze and stings my eyes.
“Tethyr’s teeth,” I swear and then spit into the fire with contempt. “This sure went to shit in a hurry.”
Behind me, I hear Talen finally kill his opponent. In a second, my best friend leaps into action at my left elbow.
“Sorry, chum,” he states, clearly winded and physically bruised.
“You okay to continue?” I ask.
He nods. “Do I honestly have a choice?”
I suppose you’re right on that.
He pulls his shirt over his mouth to block out some of the smoke.
The two men lunge forward.
At the last second I drop below their weapons and knock both sets of feet out from under them. Talen grapples one, knees him multiple times in the stomach, and then tosses him backward using the soles of his boots. The guard does a tuck and roll but ends up catching fire. He cries out, stamping the flames with his hands. Talen quiets him with a dagger to his skull.
As for my opponent, I kill him with a deadly punch to the throat. His eyes roll up into his head and just like that, it’s over.
“Kian, watch out!”
I barely react in time to dodge a shadow that appears right in front of my face. I fall back, hoping my armor will save me. I feel a blade pierce my shoulder, scraping over bone. My eyes water from the pain, and I pray it isn’t poisoned. Suddenly, Talen’s there. He kicks my attacker in the head, sending him crashing into the remains of the curio cabinet. One final piece of glass comes loose from the frame and when it falls, it cuts a gash in the guard’s face from eyebrow to upper lip.
Swift as a striking adder, Talen grips the handle of the knife embedded in my shoulder and yanks it out. A long ribbon of blood drips from the end. “Can you move your hand?” he asks.
I try but fail. I look at him; worry fills every corner of my face.
Talen chews on this for a moment. “All right, let’s get out of the smoke. Stay on the staircase while I investigate. If the smoke gets to be too much, follow me down.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m fine,” I push myself to my feet, trying to regain my balance. I’m wobbly at first but it’s only shock, and not pain or poison. My blood drips from the hole in my armor; I look closer and see he got me in one of the joints where the breastplate and the pauldrons overlap.
Fucking sod had excellent aim.
I give myself a few seconds and then start down the corridor, Talen at my side and ready to catch me if he senses that I might need it.
“Thanks, by the way,” I say to him. “You saved my life.”
“That’s what friends do.”
I love you so much.
We creep down the stairs, moving cautiously. I slip into the room to take a look around, and I spy a figure close to the bar. But it’s difficult to make out any facial details.
“Stop,” a voice orders. I realize the figure is speaking directly to me and is also female.
“You can see me?” I ask.
“Quite,” she replies. “Does that surprise you? Are you some master of stealth?”
I rise up cautiously to take a better look. After all, this is unfamiliar territory.
Talen on the other hand leaps from the stairwell and onto a table with the grace of a long-tailed monkey
“You might as well leave,” she declares. “I don’t necessarily want to kill you. Although I should since you slew my hirelings.”
I try moving a little closer.
“Keep your distance,” she warns. “Or you’ll be living out the rest of your existence on moon dust.”
Talen jumps off the table, and she gestures with her left hand. Talen looks at me helplessly, his feet suspended off the ground.
“Put him down,” I command.
“No,” she says. “I won’t.”
There’s a moment of silence as I once again consider my options. It’s been a long time since a girl told me “no” for anything.
“What’s the matter?” she asks me. “A lady never said ‘no’ to you before?”
Blast…can she read my mind? I set my jaw. I’m not giving you any satisfaction.
Slowly, I loosen one of my throwing knives. She watches with unblinking eyes. It’s like we’re playing at a childish game of “who blinks first.” I think she knows I’m duplicitous. Truthfully she’d be stupid not to and she doesn’t look stupid. Bother it all. I grab the hilt and throw. The blade sails through the air and strikes home. However, it bounces harmlessly away from her body.
My jaw drops. That’s impossible. I should have killed you.
She gestures, speaks a word of command, and a halo of blue light surrounds her fingertips. Two small globes of incandescent light thump me in the chest. I feel an immediate burning sensation and am sent sprawling across the room. Dazed and confused, all I see are stars. The girl settles on top of my chest, pinning me to the floor with her knees. Then she presses a cold blade to my throat. She jerks my mask from my sweaty face and studies me a moment.
Her eyes soften. “Oh,” she says, biting her lip. “Verrr, why does he have to be so cute? You’re awfully young to be a trained killer.”
Who the fuck is Verrr?
I blink but I don’t want to move for fear she’ll slice my Adam’s apple in two.
“Wait, I know you,” she states. “You’re that boy I saw many months back while I paid respects to the dead on Cemetery Hill. Hah. I never forget a face,” she says proudly, “especially one that looks like yours.”
The memories flood back to me. For a girl, she’s the most beautiful creature of her kind I’ve ever seen. It leaves me conflicted because my heart really belongs to Talen, who’s the most beautiful boy I’ve ever laid eyes upon. But I can’t control the lust in my dick. I part my lips, drawn in by her face, which is steeped in detail. She’s got violet eyes and a long set of double lashes. Her skin’s the pale cream color I find attractive, and her lips…well, let’s just say they’re the color of spring roses. Her hair’s a dark lustrous mane, long enough that I could wind it around my fist and take control of her when breeding from behind. The ends are frosted with unusual highlights of wavy gold, and whatever she’s done to it makes it curl about her ears and throat like ivy on a trellis.
“Why’re you staring at me?” she asks. “I’m not going to spare your life. Not after what you’ve done to ruin me.”
“I-I’m sorry,” I manage to stammer out. “I-It’s just that you’re the loveliest girl I’ve seen in a long time.”
That didn’t sound chauvinist, did it? I hope not. I can’t be creepy here. My life literally depends on it.
“What? Here I am ready to kill you and all you can do is say that? Couldn’t you at least beg for mercy or something?” She chews on her lower lip as if weighing options. “Would you beg if I gelded your friend?”
“P-Please don’t do that,” I beg.
“Leave my goolies out of this,” Talen says.
She stares at me and sees the wetness in my eyes. “Oh…you’re a bender who swings both ways,” she says. “Don’t worry…I won’t hurt him. You certainly have made things squiffy--I’ve no idea what to do with you.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Are you rich? Do you have money?” She tosses a look at Talen. “I suppose he’s attractive,” she says. “I can see the appeal. Who’s the uke between you two?”
“Uke?” I ask. “I’m not familiar with that term.”
She smiles. “It’s definitely not you, but I sense you’re not the one in charge. So strange.”
“Um…thanks for the compliment,” Talen replies, “but can you let me go? I don’t like being stuck in the air like this.”
“Please let us go,” I echo, “a-and maybe I’ll tell you my name if you tell me yours.”
“I’m not about to tell you my name! And why would I want to know yours?”
“I’m Kian,” I say without hesitating. “Kian Lightfoot. I know you wanted to know it, and you asked about money. I’ll pay you back for whatever it is you think I owe you if you let me live.”
Talen face palms. “Never tell them your name.”
She considers Talen’s words for just a moment, but never lets up on the knife to my throat. “My name’s Angelaria. There…now what, Kian? It seems we’re on a first-name basis. I’d caution you not to make promises you can’t keep. I’ll get my money out of you one way or another. I’m only giving you this one warning. If I’m not paid by next moonrise, I’ll make your life a living hell.”
“Well then, Angelaria, I’m at your mercy. I’m going to ask that you stay thy murderous hand and spare my life.” I look at her softly. I can feel my heart beating in my throat, and I’m desperately thirsty. But despite all this, I want to reach up and touch her mahogany locks with the side of my hand. “I give you my word. Additionally, I promise I won’t harm you.” As an afterthought, I look over at Talen who’s still suspended in midair and think: I probably should fear her more than she fears me. But she’s just a girl. I can outwit a girl and maybe get some pussy out of it. Still I say, “He won’t harm you either. That’s a promise.”
She laughs.
“Harm me? You think a lot of yourself, don’t you? You two kids could hardly accomplish that.” She smiles then and pricks me with the edge of the knife. “This is my job, and you made me fail. It’s not every day a girl gets to make a name for herself, and it took quite a bit of wrangling to get this opportunity. Do you understand what you’ve done?”
“Yes,” I whisper. “But I can’t undo the past. Can’t you smell the smoke? Soon, the building’s going to burn down.”              
She wrinkles her brow in disdain. “So your friends outside didn’t set the fire?”
“No. But we can leave.”
“Oh pooh!” she screams in frustration. “I finally make it away from home, and the first job I take is a complete and utter disaster. Not only that, but the inn I’m hired to protect is burning down around us, and I won’t be able to hire any more help in this country because you killed all of my sellswords. I should kill you just for that! Mark my words, Kian. You’ve one moon cycle to make this right.”
I look up at her with wonderment, watching her eyes move over my face and my body.
“What should I do with you?” Angelaria asks. “You remind me of something…what race are you?”
“Still my heart or let me live.” I slowly move my hand up to touch hers. Her skin looks soft and smooth. 
“You’re good,” she compliments. “Here’s another warning for you, Kian. Never think I love you. We’re business partners, and I don’t mix pleasure with business.”
Business partners. Yeah, right. What do girls truly know of business?
She looks over her shoulder at Talen. “Hold onto this one, lad. He’s a keeper.”
Talen scowls at her. “Don’t give me relationship advice.”
Angelaria withdraws the knife from my throat and helps me to my feet. I’m surprised to discover that she’s shorter than myself, but by only an inch. That makes her tall for a woman.
“Are you two done flirting now?” Talen asks.
Angelaria regards him once and then releases him with a wave of her hand. Almost instantly, he crashes to the floor in a loud whomp.
I walk over to him and assist him to his feet. Smoke now drifts across the ceiling.
“Let me get Verrr,” Angelaria declares, “I’ll be just a moment.”
She runs into the next room and returns with a small black kitten. It’s got a platinum collar set with small diamonds. She tosses me the keys to the main door, which I pass unto Talen. My shoulder’s aching now, but I feel a disturbing wetness trailing down my chest and arm.
Talen unlocks the door, and we emerge into the night. Angelaria follows us out holding Verrr safely in the crook of one arm. A crowd gathering outside the Cup and the Dragon has already started to fight the fire by forming a bucket chain that goes to the well.
What a mess I’ve made of tonight. At least I don’t talk to a cat.
Once safely away from the scene of the crime, I search for a well that isn’t being used. I find one nestled in a courtyard of one of the richer districts in town. It’s surrounded by nice dwellings sheathed in expensive marble and is hedged-in by flowering vines riding low wooden fences. The fire’s still visible, shooting sparks upward into an otherwise clear and star-dusted sky.
Angelaria says, “I was going to get paid ten percent of what that elven ale sold for. Now that it’s gone, we won’t ever know what that number was. So, I plan on staying with you until I’ve determined that I’ve made it back. But I’m thinking it’s several thousand gold. I’m also going to add expenses for dead sellswords and the pain and suffering you inflicted on my reputation. I want my first five thousand paid in full within just a few weeks. Do we understand each other?”
I groan and fall to the ground, my back against the raised wall of the well. I’m starting to get light headed.
“What’s wrong with him?” she asks Talen.
Talen says, “In the fight, he got stabbed fairly deep in the shoulder. It must be more serious than I’d thought.” His face looks pale.
I want to reassure him, but I’m kind of worried myself.
“I’m fine,” I say weakly to him. He grips my hand and squeezes it.
She crouches next to me and starts pulling at my killsuit. “Help me get this off him. I want to have a look at the wound.”
Talen obliges.
Together, they remove the top half of my suit. Angelaria mutters something and a light appears in her hand. It floats up and hovers above her right shoulder. “You’re right,” she states, “the wound is quite deep. Draw me some water out of the well, please.”
Talen reaches over, grasps the bucket, and lowers it into the water. He also wipes tears from his eyes, but I can tell he’s fighting as hard as he can not to show emotion. A moment later, he raises it brimming with cool water and then loosens it from the hook. She tears a piece of cloth away from her robe and wets it, applying the cool compress to my cut. In this manner, she cleans the wound. Finally, she removes a bottle from one of her packs. It’s a strange-looking thing made of smoky crystal in the shape of a dragon.
“This may sting,” she cautions.
Talen grips me by the shoulder as she sterilizes the tender flesh. It feels like she’s probing my cut with a hot needle. “Do you have to be so brutal?” I ask from between clenched teeth.
“Some assassin,” she muses, “A little cut and you start whining. Did you breast feed until you were ten?”
“I’m not whining. I’m complaining. Little kids whine.”
“I’m sorry,” she says, “I didn’t realize you’re a man. Men can grow hair on their chest.”
Talen winces. “I felt that one, my friend.”
“It’s going to need stitches. You’ll have a bit of a scar after it’s done. Maybe you can make stories up about it. Tell people that you got it in a war or something. After all, men do fight wars don’t they?”
She pulls out her needle and thread and prepares to sew the cut closed. As often as she needs to, she pauses to sterilize the area with the strange liquid in the smoky bottle. I begin to think that she enjoys this situation immensely.
“You won’t bleed to death now, at least,” she snickers.
I sit for a long moment looking at the reflection of the distant fire in her eyes.
“What now, boss?” Talen says, plopping next to me. “We’ve kind of made a mess of things.”
I turn my head to him and kiss him on the lips. He quickly warms to my gesture of love and slips his tongue into my mouth.
When I stop, he smiles and asks, “What’s that for?”
“Do I have to have a reason?” I whisper.
Angelaria rolls her eyes. “You two make a great couple, but honestly, the lad’s right. You seem to be in charge, Kian, and I don’t want to shackle myself to you forever. What’s the plan to get me my money?”
“We could go back to the guild,” I offer.
“No thanks,” Talen says. “Nicky’s due any day now, and she’s been sharpening knives every single time I say your name. She doesn’t want me hanging out with you anymore, but I don’t care that she’s carrying my baby. I don’t love her.”
“Does she hate me?” I ask.
“Probably more than you’d like to know. I think she knows we’re…lovers. She can’t handle that, and I think if we go back, I might wake up genderless. She’s also stringing Gage along in case I don’t want to be her baby daddy. If she doesn’t take my twig and berries, he’ll probably want a piece of me sooner or later.”
“Nice,” Angelaria mutters to herself. “Don’t you accept any responsibility? Typical man-whore.”
Talen looks at her through one corner of his eye. “Was I talking to you?” he asks. “I don’t seem to recall talking to you. I was talking to my boyfriend. Besides, I’d expect you to take her side.”
“Why?” she asks. “Because I’m a woman. Do you have something to fear from women, Talen?”
Talen grips his crotch. “No, but they have something to fear from me.”
I chuckle.
“What?” they ask, both looking at me.
“I was just thinking,” I start to say, pausing to catch my breath, “that we’re going to be good friends.”
Angelaria looks away, her gaze trailing the night sky for shooting stars. “I’m sorry,” she states, “I guess I’m just being defensive. But, hearing you talk about that poor girl just reminds me of swine that treated their wives like shit back where I’m from.”
Talen’s smile becomes a flat line. Finally, he attempts an apology. Angelaria accepts it, even though it comes out rather ham-fisted. After all, it’s harder for guys to admit when they’re wrong.
“What’s the definition of a queer dragon?” Talen asks me.
“I don’t know, Talen. What’s the definition of a queer dragon?” I ask.
“Someone who likes girls more than money.”
Angelaria looks at him. “That was poor,” she says.
“But you thought it was funny, didn’t you?” Talen asks her.
She cracks a smile. “No, of course not.”
He nods. “Sure you didn’t.”
We all laugh then, and we stay outside until the suns rise. A storm is rolling-in off the ocean: a good thing since the fire from the Cup and the Dragon is not contained and now threatens an entire quarter of the city. We’re tired and hungry. Talen suggests we leave Clothol for a while.
“We won’t be as popular at the guild if half the town goes up in flames.”
“There is that,” I say, voice heavy with melancholy.
“Where should we go?” Angelaria asks. “I’ve got all my belongings here.” She picks up her kitten and coos softly in its ear. I can hear it purring.
“Nice kitten,” I say. “She has an interesting name.”
She holds it aloft. “She seems to answer to it so I assume that she agrees with it. Cats hate to be called names that they don’t like. Isn’t that right, Verrr?” she asks, rubbing her nose against the kitten’s fur.
I stare at Talen who’s rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.
“We need to get a boat. If we’re going to flee, I want to travel south to a place called Mirimar. It’s where Constantine went,” I state.
“The Mirimar,” Angelaria corrects me. “You need “the” in there or it just sounds weird. The Mirimar is a rainforest surrounding the city of Soulwarden, sometimes called ‘Thorn’ by the locals. It resides in the kingdom of Meron. The whole place is teeming with cutthroats and thieves...your kind of people. If your friend Constantine’s gone there, he’d better be powerful or he’s dead already. Drugs and slaves flow in and out of Meron. I don’t know which is a greater profit for them. I’m fond of eros, not that I’m a user. It heightens pleasure and sexuality in men. You’d probably like it.”
“I’ve never heard of eros,” I say. Heightened pleasure and sexuality does sound intriguing.
“Drugs are bad,” Talen states.
“Spoken like someone who’s never had any,” Angelaria replies.
“I’ve used drugs. I survived opium addiction,” I state.
Angelaria stares me down. “Is that so? Eros, my dear Kian, is nothing like opium. It frees your consciousness so that nothing in the world bothers you. It frees you of all the inhibitions you might have to explore the world of flesh. Most men fear eros once they understand what it does. But a strong man like you could probably try it once and then never use it again, right?”
“Damn straight,” I say.
“We’re not as ‘worldly’ as you,” Talen interjects. “We don’t know about such things.”
“Do I look worldly?” She asks. When no one answers she says, “I’ve been here and there. I was born in Sulasia...Mon Arcanos actually. My father is over-protective, and I finally got fed up with it. After all, he let my sisters go out and see the world. I hired a ship and stopped off in several ports that dot the Morikan Ocean—”
“Morikan is on the other side of Wynwrayth!” Talen interrupts.
“And Meron is not the type of place you want to go poking around in,” she continues, staring at Talen over the bridge of her nose. “It’s no place for a small town scaredy-cat assassin and a pretty boy uke to end up in. Their idea for a country club for men involves tight bottoms like you, Talen. Only I don’t think you’ll like their membership dues because none of them look like Kian.”
“Shut up,” Talen says. “I can protect myself.”
“I have to go there,” I say. “I’ve to know what became of Constantine. And I especially want to know if this legend about ‘Bloodbane’ is real or not.”
“‘Bloodbane,’” Angelaria says, almost tripping over the word. “Is this the sword of rogues?”
“You’ve heard of it?”
Talen looks at the both of us intently.
A smug expression creeps across her lips. “I might have. What will you give me if I answer your question?”
“Stop teasing.”
“I’m not teasing. What will you give me?”
“What do you want?” I ask.
She stares at Talen and then says very slowly, “a long hot kiss. If it’s good enough, I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
“You fucking bitch,” Talen says. “Kian, please don’t kiss her. She’s playing you for a fool.”
Angelaria winks at Talen and then runs her fingers over my smooth muscles. “If you won’t kiss me, I’ve nothing to say.”
Talen shakes his head in disgust and balls his fist.
I lean forward parting my lips and kiss her. We touch tongues, and I feel her fingers move through my hair electrifying my nerve endings.
When it’s over, Talen won’t even look me in the face, and his hands are shaking. “I’ll get you for this,” he says to Angelaria with one finger in her face. “You’re playing at fire.”
“That was a very good kiss, Kian,” she gloats, leaning back. Her cat stares at me with wide eyes. “Don’t be mad, uke,” she says to Talen. “The board for our game hasn’t even been set.”
Talen settles in next to me almost protectively. I whisper into his ear, “I’m yours, always. I just need to know about the sword. Forgive me?”
He nuzzles me on the neck and gently leaves a love bite on my skin.
“‘Bloodbane’ is very real,” she declares. “It’s a sword about as tall as you are that has the ability to morph into other weapons upon command. The whole of the hilt is covered in veins, hence its namesake. And when a person wields it, the veins pull themselves free of the handle and insert themselves under your skin, drawing upon your blood. It won’t kill you. Rather, it sustains you...it gives you strength. There are other things it can do as well, but I can’t remember them all.”
I look upon her in wide-eyed amazement.
“Two thousand years ago, ‘Bloodbane’ was lost in the civil war between Sulasia and Thularum. It’s believed that a sorceress of tremendous power who called herself Miranda spirited it away so that it could never be used again. After all, it was ‘Bloodbane’ that turned the tide of battle when its wielder plunged it into the heart of the Ogavran Kor. Everyone knows that.”
“What is the Ogavran Kor?”
Angelaria arches one eyebrow. “The Ogavran Kor is known as the Snowman of Vas. It’s a horrible many-armed monster of gargantuan size and sharp teeth that drip caustic venom. They’re magic-resistant and possess godlike intelligence. One touch of their scaly skin,” she says, lowering her voice, “will cause flesh to fall from bone within six minutes. Imagine how that would feel, retching at the smell of your own body turning yellow with gangrene and splitting open into a pus-ridden sack filled with maggots.”
“Are you always this charming?” Talen asks. “Or did you have to work at it?”
She glares at him, stroking the fur of her cat that looks very comfortable in her arms.
“What is this Vas I keep hearing about? When I was in prison four years ago, people spoke of it in whispers.”
“Slayers of Vas are a mercenary group that is paid well by the order of the Israfil to keep the church of Zandine safe. Most of them are unsavory men with demonic taint running through their veins. A few of them, however, are in it just for the money. They’re the common infantrymen of Zanda and don’t have much to say in the way of politics of the holy city. Though a few of them are known for fanatical loyalty to the Horsemen of Zanda and the Israfil. Anyway, Vas is short for Vas of Kleef. You can see it in the sky above the moon Losyra when the sky is especially dark. It looks just like any other star, and it’s millions of miles away. It’s a different planet that’s a lot colder than Wynwrayth. It snows there constantly and the scenery is bleak, consisting mostly of snow dunes and ice caves for the Ogavran Kor, the dreaded Horga, and the fae-like chaggeroth. Beneath the icy glaciers the earth is still warm. Secret cities lie hidden there, and they’re devoted to the great house ruled by Zandine. They draw their heat and energy from the thermal crust of the frozen planet, and the Ogavran Kor are the watchdogs of the ice plains.”
“That’s impossible.” Talen mutters. “How could they travel from that world to this one if it’s millions of miles away?”
“Sorcery,” Angelaria replies. “The resources of Mon Arcanos are vast and ships sail through the Crystal Gate constantly, taking cargo to and from Kala-Pur. What works for Kala-Pur also works for Vas of Kleef.”
“What’s Kala-Pur?” I ask.
“A world that’s mostly desert. There’s not a single naturally occurring drop of water on the entire planet. The heat there is stifling and will kill anyone walking on the sands provided that you aren’t killed by something else. There are mountains on Kala-Pur, vast huge peaks of black rock rising from the desert floor like demon’s teeth. And people...prisoners of the Great Houses mine the mountains for a rare ore called corobidian.” Angelaria kneels next to me and fingers my killsuit. “This is corobidian. It’s strong and light and though it isn’t magical, it’s highly valuable. If you sold it, you could retire on it for the rest of your life and live comfortably. You could pay me what you owe me and not risk my taking things into my own hands when you break your word.”
“Constantine gave that to you?” Talen gapes.
I nod. “He said it was valuable.” I turn to her and say, “I won’t break my word.”
“We’ll see pretty boy. It’s probably for the better. People have ways of tracking corobidian, and you might live to enjoy your profits or you might not. It’s far more useful to have it as armor,” Angelaria pauses to think. “Haven’t you read the histories of the wars? Or the Chronicles of the Midnight Sun as set down by Koralayan the White?”
“I can’t read,” I admit. “I was never taught how.”
“How is it that you’re so well educated?” Talen asks her.
“All girls in my family are well educated. After all, girls are smarter than boys.”
Girls are not smarter than boys. “How far is it to Meron, then?” I ask.
She turns her eyes to the sky, allowing her hair to fall perpendicular to the ground. This pose makes her boobs more prominent and I’ve to admit, I do notice.
Her cat yawns and continues to purr.
“Perhaps a month’s journey by land; two weeks by sea. It’s not far if all you want is to remain on the coast. Venturing inland always takes longer.”
“It’s settled then,” I say. “We’re going to Meron. Do you need to get anything before we leave?”
Talen and Angelaria both say no.
I gather up my pack and walk into an alley to get out of my armor and into my traveling clothes. Occasionally, Angelaria glances over Talen’s shoulder, but he makes sure to stand between her and me. When I rejoin them, her eyes have darkened a bit, and she’s holding her cat up on her chest almost defensively.
What are you thinking?
I shoulder my katana the way Talen wears his, hilt pointed down.
Then, we set off for the wharf.
Our mission: to hire a boat that will take us south to the shores of Meron and the dark jungles of the Mirimar.
And hopefully, I’ll find Constantine there so I can kill him and claim “Bloodbane” for myself.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
The Portmaster regards me from across a pale oak tabletop.
“With the storm moving in, I doubt there’s any ships at all leaving the harbor, lad. If there are, I don’t have any on my roster. However, you might check with each captain. Sailors are not easily deterred from the sea. It’s their home, something they trust.”
I walk outside and look at Talen and Angelaria who are leaning against a wooden rail that overlooks the shipyard. The sky to the south is lined with dark purple clouds, and I can see white crests on all the waves.
“Now what?” Talen asks me.
“Let’s walk along the wharf. We might spy a ship that’ll be sailing tonight. If we do, I’ll speak with the crew.”
“I saw one a few hundred yards east of here,” Angelaria indicates. “The ship’s a big one...it looks like it could spare three more. Well, four more,” she said, considering her kitten.
I nod. “Okay then. Any idea on how much they might charge us?”
“It’s hard to tell. Probably not more than twenty gold crowns. With that kind of cash you could rent a mansion for two months. But there’s only one way to find out,” Talen says.
He’s right. I swing over the rail and drop to the ground fifteen feet down. Talen follows suit. Angelaria shakes her head and takes the stairs muttering something about “boys.”
When we get closer to the boat, I note that it’s more than a hundred feet from forecastle to stern...maybe larger.
The ship’s crew is scrambling all over it, hauling twine and patching sails. It’s equipped with three masts and a crow’s nest right beneath a flagpole. I walk up the dock and call out to a sailor that looks to be of some importance.
“What cans I help you with, maitee?” He asks. He has big black eyes with harsh wrinkles at the corners, one of them’s lazy. His mouth’s a wrongful, ugly thing; his nose is awful and thickly made.
“Where’s this ship sailing to?” I ask him.
 “As soon as we’re loaded down, the captin’ make his headin’ toward Korimar and then on to Merenzar and the lands south of ’er in.”
I look at Angelaria.
“Korimar’s a little out of the way,” she whispers in my ear. “Ask him if we can book passage. Perhaps he’d let us off near the Coast of Blood.”
“The Coast of Blood?”
“Meron, silly. It’s named after the savages living in the jungle. They’re cannibals and leave the remains of their war feasts for the fish.”
More about cannibals. Is everyone in the world turning to this disgusting taboo? Sometimes the way she talks about horrible things with such an offhand, matter-of-fact tone makes my blood run cold.
“It keeps down any deforestation efforts. There are no towns along the coast. That’s why all the cities are inland. It’s probably better that way. Especially since monsoon season lasts about nine months out of the year,” she says.
“I need to book passage,” I tell the man. “F-for the three of us. Would this be possible?”
The ugly man grins. “You can pay’n me if you’n liken. An I’ll keep the coins in safe keepin’.”
Talen waves his hand in protest. “I don’t think so. We’d like to see someone in charge. Not a barrel hand.”
The sailor grimaces, presumably measuring Talen up. “I ain’t no barrel hand,” he hisses, “And I’m damned sure I can whoop your arse so you’d best be gettin’ more civil ’er I’ll take ye for a dunk, boy.”
I’m impressed. Talen got this guy wound up.
Talen glares at him. “What’s that? Are you threatening me? Cause if so, I’d really like an excuse to send you to a doctor.” Talen has a way of popping his knuckles that’s fairly intimidating.
“Please,” Angelaria interrupts, “I’m sure we can settle this some other time. I would like to see someone in charge. So, are you, or are you not, that person?”
He tugs at his beard as if considering her words. “Follow me.”
We walk onto the boat which is rolling slightly as the swells from the open sea toss the ship. He shows us to a room filled with charts and maps. I see a dizzying array of navigational instruments, clocks, and straight edges. Angelaria calls one an astrolabe.
The captain’s a man with thick arms of sinewy muscle, large hands and a well-trimmed beard and mustache. His skin’s deeply tanned and his shirt’s hardly ample enough to cover such a robust chest. It’s torn in spots, and he speaks with a deep voice. Right now, he’s hunched over a table studying a chart carefully and recording notes in a ship’s log. He’s got soft slippers on his feet.
“Might’n has a moment with y’sir?” the sailor asks. “These three ’er wantin’ to speak with ye on bookin’ passage.”
He looks up from his charts and regards the three of us with surprise.
“And who might the young lady be?” he asks.
Angelaria smiles, setting Verrr down to walk around the room. “Someone who needs help. These are my friends Kian and Talen. We’d heard that you plan to set sail soon for Korimar.”
“Aye, m’lady and you heard true. We sail today.” He rises and offers her a chair. “But can I fix you a drink or spirits before we talk business?”
“Thank you,” she says. “That’d be very nice.”
“Would any of you like a drink?” the captain asks.
“What have you got?” Talen responds.
“Scotch, whiskey, and ale. We just re-provisioned. The ale’s great. I like to add my own cinnamon apples to the brew. It gives it a lively flavor.”
“I’ll take some of that,” Talen says.
“How about you, lad?” he asks me.
“I’ll pass,” I answer.
“Suit yourself.” He pours Talen his drink and hands it to him in a large pewter flagon. Next, he brings a small cup over to Angelaria. She sniffs at it, and I can tell she won’t like it by the way her nose wrinkles.
“Now,” he starts to say, looking for his chair, “What does a lovely girl like you want with Korimar?”
Angelaria arches her brow. “Actually, I want to get to the Coast of Blood. Can you take us there?”
“The Coast of Blood? That would take me two weeks out of the way.” He scratches the side of his temple. “Can’t you find any other ship that’ll take you?”
I speak up this time. “Not one that’ll leave during the storm. We’ve pressing business to attend in Meron.”
The captain considers it over his ale. “Aye. And I should have thought about that. Very few people are braver than Prince Ja-Mir of Korimar.”
I roll my eyes. Prince indeed. Isn’t that convenient?
Angelaria bats her eyelashes. “Are you a Prince? I’d no idea.”
Ja-Mir leans back in his chair and folds his massive arms behind his head. He gazes up at the ceiling, but I can tell he’s flexing his muscles subtly. I hope Angelaria doesn’t stroke his ego. “Ahh...I’m sorry. I let that slip out. Yes...yes...I’m a prince. Though it’s hard to keep from being recognized as such. Especially when I’m the bravest and strongest man from here to Korimar and two thousand miles in any other direction.”
“Well then,” Angelaria says, taking a sip from her flagon. “I can pay. We all have money.”
“But what would a prince need with money?” I ask.
The captain’s eyes narrow and he leans forward with his heavy arms resting on the desk. “I may be a prince,” he whispers. “But business is business.”
“Indeed it is,” Angelaria says. “How much do you require?”
“Fifty gold crowns.”
Talen almost has a spasm. “Fifty... that’s ridiculous!”
The man meets Talen’s gaze. There’s a moment of silence, and I begin to think Talen should’ve kept his mouth shut. The guy grins and laughs. “So is the request. The price is going to be fifty gold crowns. Non-negotiable. If you don’t have the money, you don’t have a ship.”
She looks at me as if to dare me to say I don’t have the money.
I swallow nervously. “I’ll pay the price.”
There’s a moment of stunned silence on his behalf.
“Are you criminals?” he asks. “I don’t want any trouble from the law. I’ve enough trouble at sea as is without being pursued by the regional government.”
Angelaria coos at her cat.
I shift my stance. “Of course not.”
He watches me suspiciously.
“Well, then,” he says, “I don’t see a problem with it. Now, there are rules on this ship. I’m the captain. This man here that brought you in is Gunnar. He’s my first mate. You can call me sir, or by my name–Ja-Mir. Your beds will be down below with the other men. The girl here, well, she can share my cabin with me. I don’t want her downstairs with the others.”
I start to object.
“Put yourself at ease lad. I’m a perfect gentleman, and I respect a girl’s privacy. But no one rides for free on my ship. We all have duties in cleanin’ and watchin’ on deck. Both of you look to be in sad shape for sailing, but I’ll make do.”
Sad shape? Asshole.
He stands up, flexes again, and I can see quite clearly he must be immensely strong, perhaps even as strong as Logren. Angelaria stares at him and says, “Your muscles are so big.”
Ja-Mir says, “Thank you.” Then he looks at me and Talen. “I need someone to help climb the masts and be my eyes. You boys have the build of a pair of spider monkeys so that’ll be your duties. You’ll be expected to take odd hours and dinner is every man for himself. Understood?”
“And what shall I do, captain?” Angelaria asks.
“Why dear, keep me company, of course.”
Her cat’s rubbing against my leg. I feel this sudden urge to kick it, but I restrain myself. Instead, I reach into my pouch and count out five platinum crowns and hand them to him. His eyes widen a bit, probably wondering what I did to earn such money.
The first mate, Gunnar, leads us down below, and onto the sleeping porch. The bunks are crowded together, and it stinks like a sweaty armpit. When I walk down with Talen there are four men to greet us. One’s dark with painted skin. He’s giving another sailor (a youth like myself) a tattoo on one of his arms. It’s so stuffy that I can smell the blood. Another guy in his mid-twenties eyes us suspiciously as we claim our bunks. He has a shaved head and a body pierced through by multiple gold rings. Last, there’s a skinny red-headed man smoking from a long pipe. The smoke floats about the room in a haze and makes my eyes water.
“Rough crowd,” Talen whispers in my ear.
I plop down on my bed and wait for the ship to leave.
It’s the worst choice I could’ve made. Within an hour I’m nauseous.
The ship sails directly against the swells. Up and down it goes with an occasional wave splashing over the deck and sending water down the stairs and past my bunk. I just don’t have the stamina for it. I start by puking my guts out. When that isn’t enough I swallow water so that I won’t dry heave.
The sailors laugh at me.
“This storm ain’t nothin’,” one of them taunts.
Talen wipes the drool from around my mouth. My throat’s so dry. “He’s not used to it,” Talen says. “Have some courtesy.”
The big bald guy walks over to Talen and puts his hand on his shoulder. “Are you two whiteys a pair of bum chums? If so I got a little something for you too,” he whispers and then licks Talen’s ear.
Talen whirls around. “Let go of me,” he says. He proceeds to insult the guy with words that make my ears blister. The bald guy swings and knocks Talen off my cot. I struggle to sit up, but I’m too weak from puking.
Talen recovers quickly. He raises his foot into the man’s balls with a loud “thump.” The bald guy falls down, and that’s when the red-haired guy and the painted man grab a hold of Talen and pin his face to the filthy floor.
I rise up to try and help him. One punch and I’m on the floor too. They beat both of us. Before it’s over, I see flashes of light every time I close my eyes. Talen moans and they punch him several more times before stopping.
I awaken before Talen does. His face is swollen and one eye’s damn near sealed shut. They’ve torn his shirt off and he has large angry welts all over his chest and back. I look at myself and see that I’m covered in blood.
I pass out again.
I awake with a cold compress on my head. I hear Talen coughing. It’s bright outside so I guess it to be around noon.
“Give them a minute.” It’s the captain speaking.
 I sit up, but I can’t make out any details. The ship’s crew is staring at me, and I scan them for Angelaria’s face. Surprisingly, she’s next to me. I guess she’s responsible for the bandages.
“Back to work,” the captain informs his crew. “There’s nothin’ more to see here.”
Angelaria turns to me. “You just couldn’t stay out of trouble, could you?”
“What? How is this my fault?”
“The sailors said Talen insulted them. You got what you deserve then.”
“Don’t try and argue with her, Kian,” Talen says. “She could never understand.”
“Oh,” she says, “Try me.”
“I was sick,” I tell her. “Talen was taking care of me when the big bald guy came over and molested him. Talen kicked him in the nuts--that’s how it all started!” I look around me. “You’re all a bunch of ignorant sods. We hadn’t done anything at all and you jumped us.”
They regard us with blank faces. A moment later, the crowd disperses.
“You’ve been delinquent in your duties,” Captain Ja-Mir observes, “and you’ve stirred up my crew. Any more of this, and I’ll set you adrift on the sea...both of you.”
Interesting that he doesn’t include Angelaria in that statement.
I look at Talen, who’s holding his head. At least the swelling on his face has started to go down.
The first mate walks over, grinning. He kicks Talen in the leg, getting his attention. “That rope needs to be oiled and strung through the mast. When you’re done with that we’ll raise the sails. And you there,” he says pointing at me. “We need two barrels of oil brought up from below. After you’re done, well you can help your friend out here. Now get on it. Every man earns his keep.”
I struggle to my feet. It takes me a minute to find my sea legs.
Working on the ship is hot sweaty work. The sky’s clear all day long and the barrels couldn’t have been heavier. Like most of the crew, we walk around shirtless preferring to get sunburned in exchange for staying cool...if that’s what you call it. At night I’m so sore, I drop into a coma. We’re only allowed to take naps for six hours at a time because of watch.
I didn’t think I could lose weight, but somehow I do. Talen’s hair, normally mousy brown, lightens in all the sunlight; mine turns to white gold. We find a place on board that’s pretty empty at about the time that the other sailors eat lunch. It’s behind a bunch of stacked coffee bags marked for Korimar, and it works perfect for Talen to give me a blowjob.
While we work, Angelaria spends her time with the captain. He must’ve had a few dresses on board because she oftentimes emerges from the cabin wearing something I’ve not seen before. She’s also the talk of the ship, guys asking each other if they think she’s a virgin--typical male nonsense. In the end, they all want to bed her. I can’t say I’m immune, but at least I’m getting semi-regular milkings.
Talen and I endear ourselves to the crew during the second week. After a confrontation with the painted man where I don’t back down, he reveals to me that he’s from Merenzar. He’s a former slave and escaped with Ja-Mir during a brawl in a tavern in some pirate town. His name’s Ardis.
One afternoon during the second week, Ardis walks over to Talen and I. We’re taking a break from the sweltering heat, and to be honest, Talen’s wanting me to meet him in our “special spot” behind the coffee bags. There’s a part of me that thinks Talen is trying to keep my libido under control because he feels threatened by Angelaria. But whatever the reason, I really appreciate his efforts.
The ship’s drifting in and out of a Sargasso, a calm area of the sea. A Sargasso is considered an evil omen as it can strand a ship far from anywhere for long periods of time.
“Kian,” Ardis says, “and what are you thinking today?” He takes a seat next to Talen who’s cleaning his nails with a knife.
“How long do you think it’ll be before the wind picks up?” I ignore Talen who’s gesturing toward the rear of the ship. My boyfriend glumly settles next to me when it appears obvious that our fun is delayed.
Ardis shrugs his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter what I think. The wind doesn’t obey the matra. It is the essence of chaos.”
“What’s the matra?” I ask.
“It’s the spirit. Call it the spirit inside yourself. Call it the spirit inside me or Talen here. It is the spirit of all things: the earth, the sky...” He clears his throat, taking some water into his mouth from a jug at his waist. He offers me and Talen some, which we readily accept. “Where I’m from, we don’t believe in an all-powerful god which supposedly created the cosmos. Instead it’s believed that the earth and the sky emerged from the chaos and that their spirit gave forth man which endeavors always to endear himself once again to the earth and the sky. It’s a philosophy of clean living, emphasized by the idea that pure food promotes health and spirit. In the strictest sense,” he continues, “it’s a meditative experience in which a man seeks to be released from the confines of his individual experience and to see the world through the eyes of his eternal soul.”
“What’s that like?” Talen asks.
“It’s beyond description, young one,” he says. “May I see your hand?”
Talen shows him his palm, which I note is as calloused as mine. Ardis traces his finger over the lines there, indicating to him that different fingers stand for different things. One, for example is the money finger, one the power and leadership finger, and so forth. He also indicates that Talen has a long lifeline and that the lines are not completely defined but broken. This demonstrates a poor family life. “You are to be rich,” he says, “And,” he adds, “you’ll have two wives. But you’re also prone to extreme jealousy, young one. Those with skill can manipulate you to do bad things.”
I look over at them. “How can you tell that?”
“These markings, here,” he points to the side of Talen’s hand. “Two wives...it’s very clear to me.”
I look at my own hand and see only one.
Ardis looks as well. “Ah, but there’s plenty of room for concubines,” he says with a laugh.
Talen puts his knife away and mops the sweat out of his eyes. “Where did you get all those crazy tattoos?”
“From many ports.” He shows us one that looks like a small onion right above his nipple. “It’s called a leek.”
“Why did you get that put on your skin?”
He grins. “Have you ever seen a leek on anyone else?”
I think about it for a moment. “Not really. Usually people choose dragons and unicorns.”
He holds up a finger. “Precisely. A man is his body. He must make of it what he will but always obey the spirit.”
Talen sits up. “I want to get my ear pierced. Can you do it, Ardis?”
He shrugs. “It’s an easy thing to do.”
Talen’s blue eyes beam.
That afternoon, Talen gets his ear pierced. For the hell of it (and to be different) I get my nipple pierced. I’m surprised at how easily it’s done. Ardis supplies us with small earrings made of gold; all in all, I think it’s rather cool. I like mine so much that I ask Ardis to pierce my tongue. After it’s over, I look at myself in the mirror. I can’t eat for a day afterward. The flesh of my tongue’s swollen. But I drink often and chew on some fruit when hungry. I can’t wait to give Talen a blowjob, and see how he likes the feeling of the stud in my mouth playing along his glans.
“You’re being ridiculous,” Angelaria tells me.
It’s night out now, and I’m at my usual place next to my boyfriend. It’s dark enough that we can hold hands without being spotted on deck. The stars fill the night sky like a child’s glitter box.
“Why?”
“Because it just doesn’t suit you.”
“How do you know what suits me?” I stick my tongue out at her.
She settles next to me and lets out a sigh. “I guess I don’t. I’m sorry.”
I hesitate a moment, wondering if I should put my arm around her. I loll my tongue around in my mouth as I think this course of action through to its ultimate consequences. I rub the tongue stud in my mouth like a worry stone. I enjoy the feeling of it. Finally, I just lift my arm up and settle it around her shoulders. She doesn’t seem to mind.
Next to me, Talen shuffles his feet a bit, stretching. The moonlight shines off his bony chest with a subtle glow. Ardis walks over and offers Talen a pipe. “It’s the good smoke,” he says to the young thief. “It’ll help you reach enlightenment.”
Talen takes the pipe, drawing heavily from it. Finally, he exhales, coughing a bit. “Enlightenment is a good thing.”
Ardis draws from the pipe and then passes it to me. “Enlightenment...” he gestures.
I take it from him and draw the smoke into my lungs. After I exhale, I’m a bit light-headed. There’s definitely something in the smoke.
“A few more drags,” Talen states, “and I think I’ll be spiritual fulfilled.”
As if in answer, Ardis passes the pipe back to Talen, who gets the cherry in the bowl glowing hot.
“I still don’t like it,” Angelaria says.
“Like what? My tongue piercing?”
She nods.
Talen giggles and says, “Yeah but I think I will.”
Ardis doesn’t seem to notice Talen’s homosexual quip.
I reach up with my other hand and gently turn her face. “That’s just because you’re not used to it,” I say to her. “If I kissed you, then that might change your mind.”
“Do you want to kiss me?” she asks. “I mean...I’ve wanted to kiss you but it just hasn’t worked out so far. I mean, you’re so beautiful and...”
I move my face closer and press my lips to hers. I let my tongue play along the skin there and we join flesh on flesh. We slide together and apart.
“And what?” I ask after one breathless moment.
She smooths my hair with her fingers. I’ve noticed girls like to do that with guys. “You’re so worldly. I wouldn’t know how to start.”
“You’ve never kissed anyone?” I ask.
She shakes her head no. “That time I let you kiss me in Clothol right after you’d messed up my night’s work...that was my first kiss.”
I pass up other hits from the pipe, leaving Ardis and Talen to drift in their “spiritual enlightenment” alone. I am, after all, giving kissing lessons to a lovely virgin. To my joy, Angelaria’s a fast learner. And by the way, before midnight arrives I’ve completely changed her mind about my tongue ring.
Dawn arrives too soon and with it comes the hint of a breeze. Ja-Mir doesn’t hesitate before he orders the ship’s sails tacked. Talen and I busy ourselves for a half hour helping to tie down the boom. Then we climb the masts to make minor adjustments to the sails. By noon we’re well on our way once again.
That night, I’m sitting up with Ardis under the full moon. Talen’s fallen asleep on a pile of sails and is drooling on himself. It almost makes me chuckle: so much for enlightenment. I rub the sleep out of my eyes and stretch but I’ve a few hours left on my watch. Ardis grips my arm and points over the ocean.
“Do you see that light?”
I squint. “What is it? Another ship?”
Ardis nods. “We should keep an eye out for it. Pirates are like a plague on this sea sinking ships carrying gold from the blood coast.”
Pirates?
And just when everything seems to be going so well.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
“Wait,” I say, shaking my head. It’s one thing to be pursued by pirates, which are (let’s face it) just wet versions of me. But Ardis mentioned another word there too. “Did you say gold?”
Angelaria never said anything to me about gold. Given that I gave most of my wealth away to get us on this boat ride, I’m eager to replenish my money purse. After all, I want to pay Angelaria back even though I may not make her exact deadline for the first payment because of that blasted Sargasso. I hope she’s flexible on that.
“The mountains of Meron are filled with veins of gold,” Ardis explains.
“Mountains?” I echo. Just the thought of caches of gold makes my mouth dry. Or maybe that’s the tongue ring. At this point, I don’t care.
“The jungle giants use their slaves to mine the gold for tribute to their god. Many a thief has made it away from their lands with a king’s ransom only to have it taken from him by pirates at sea. We’re only a few days from the coast. It wouldn’t surprise me if we’re mistaken for such a ship.”
“What exactly are the jungle giants?” I ask.
Ardis stands up (we are about the same size although I may be taller by an inch at just slightly over six feet). “They stand twice a man’s height and are tremendously strong. I saw one knock down a tree just to get at the man hiding inside. Their weapon is called a cadel and in the southern tongue means literally ‘bison cleaver.’”
Cadel again, eh? I recall with much color the axe that Logren hefted the first time I’d seen him materialize out of the mist.
“It’s an axe with a blade as wide as a man is tall, double ended with an oaken shaft as thick as your thigh,” Ardis finishes. I think to myself uh yeah? I’ve seen one before…. But I don’t say that.
I widen my eyes with respect to one thing he said. “People steal from these giants? Are they that thick?”
“The good ones do,” Ardis says. “The bad ones steal from no one.”
Talen rolls over blinking in the dark. His hair looks like he’s combed it with firecrackers, and I just want to kiss him because he looks so cute. “Do you two have to be so loud?” he asks.
“Sleep downstairs,” I tell him, rather offhandedly.
“It smells downstairs,” he replies.
I shrug but don’t argue with him. It does stink downstairs.
I don’t seem to mind the smell as much as he does. However, I can get used to damn near anything. His words are a reminder for me to bathe and shave. I reach up and scratch the stubble on my face. After my shift, I get a bucket of fresh water and a bar of soap and wash myself. When I’m done, Talen gives me a shave with a straight razor. Then he goes off with my bucket to wash up too. I’m half-tempted to spy on him, but I don’t want this crew to catch onto our little trysts. It might put the wrong idea in some of their heads. Nearly all of the crew are what I call “unfuckable.” They’re so ugly it’d make a billy goat puke. But if it’s one thing with yokels: if they find out you like a guy then many assume it means all guys.
And this simply isn’t true.
By noon of the next day, the others notice the strange ship on the horizon, and a constant watch is posted. When it draws closer, Captain Ja-Mir paces the deck watching it from the stern. A few minutes pass. He hands me a spyglass and orders me to climb to the crow’s nest.
Once I’m up top, I settle in for the day. The view’s dizzying. I clean off the lenses with a bit of cloth and hold the instrument to my eye. The ship pursuing us zooms in much clearer. I can see it’s a galleon, and it isn’t flying a standard of any kind. That’s the strange part. And the crew’s heavily armed because I catch the gleam of sunlight from the edges of multiple weapons. To make matters worse the hull of the ship is dotted with wooden shutters behind which I’m sure are cannons at the ready.
That last part sends shivers down my back. My dad told me once that he saw a guy’s head explode from a cannon ball: a single shot to the head.
I slide down the rope and tell Ja-Mir what I’ve seen.
“We should be able to outrun them!” he declares to a very anxious crew. “Full sail!”
We all respond as if he’s cracked a very large whip over our heads, but part of me wonders why we aren’t already under full sail. Maybe he’s trying to extend his time with Angelaria just a wee bit longer.
Fucking asshole. If you try to stick your dick in her I swear I’ll castrate you if it’s the last thing I do.
Despite our efforts over the next few hours, the ship draws closer.
“I don’t understand it,” Ja-Mir swears. He clenches his fists until the white of knuckle shows clear against his tan skin. “We’ve got the wind at our back and are lighter.”
“It’s the workin’ of the devil,” Gunnar, the first mate, says. I’d take more stock in Gunnar’s opinion if he didn’t say everything was the “work of the devil.” Someone could say, “Kian sure has a big dick,” and he’d reply, “it’s the work of the devil.”
Hell maybe it is. That would explain a few things.
However, I suspect that the ship yapping at our heels is being driven by something explainable with non-devilish stuff. Like maybe magic.
I rub my tongue ring against the roof of my mouth and go looking for Angelaria (shirtless of course). Why waste a good tan especially on a young torso as gorgeous as mine.
I walk up to the captain’s cabin and knock on the door. A moment later, I hear a “come in.” I turn the knob and step inside, making certain to miss Verrr, which is on her way out the door.
She turns, looking on me with the eyes of someone who knows too much about someone else. Behind her is a large window which gives a splendid view of the sea, and she’s reading from a book.
I lean against a pillar, trousers barely covering the top of my blond pubes and ask, “Is that ship following us using magic?”
She shrugs her shoulders. “I don’t know. I haven’t checked.”
She turns to study the galleon outside the window. It’s now close enough to make out details without the aid of a spyglass. “Stand by the door,” she commands. “Don’t let anyone in while I check. Sailors don’t like witches.”
I sigh because my ego’s taken yet another blow. She didn’t even blink. Seriously? Talen’s jaw would have been on the floor and my dick in his mouth already.
Somewhat reluctantly, I do as I’m told and put my weight against the door to discourage anyone that may casually try entering without knocking.
Angelaria walks over to her pack and reaches inside, removing a small bag that has something moving around in it. She unties the strings and pulls out a small green creature she promptly squeezes with her hands.
“It’s a codgit,” she explains, as if I’m supposed to know what that is.
She throws it on the ground where it proceeds to bow and scrape, calling her mistress in a small squeaky voice. 
“Obey me,” she commands.
“Yesss, missstresss,” the codgit says.
“Show me the ship.”
The small creature urinates on the floor, forming a pool about two feet across. All I can do is stare in wide-eyed amusement. Electrical arcs pass from one side of the pool to the other and vice versa. Just before the light show ends, an image forms.
“They’ve got a wizard with them,” she states. “He’s a third-tier wizard, hardly worth trifling with. He’s cast a spell making the distance between our two ships overlap, thereby increasing the distance that we’ve to travel by twice over. It’s quite clever really--I hadn’t really seen a practical use to that spell.”
“Can you kill him?”
She shakes her head. “Is that all you think about? I swear, Kian. I know you’re an assassin, but sometimes you come across as an uncouth barbarian.” She pauses. “Did you lose your shirt at poker?”
Did I lose my shirt at poker? “I’m not even going to gratify that question with an answer. But if I were to even play poker, I’d win. And you like seeing me like this. Admit it.”
“I’ll admit nothing,” she says. “But your body does have a pleasing shape, when Talen isn’t trying to keep it all to himself.”
I snicker. “So, can you? Stop avoiding the question.”
“Maybe,” she says, playing coy. “He’s protecting himself. For me to kill him I’d have to do something flashy. It could work, but they’ll kick you off the ship. Me? Well, they’d probably drown me or something like that. Like I said, sailors are a superstitious lot, and they don’t like witches.”
I hear footsteps approaching the far side of the door.
Angelaria makes a grab for the codgit, but it ducks her fingers and runs under the desk. The puddle vanishes.
“Come here,” she commands.
The little thing shakes its head.
Behind me, someone knocks on the door.
“Shall I answer it, your worshipfulness?” I whisper.
“Just a minute,” Angelaria says glaring at me. She falls down on her knees and reaches under the table. Finally, she grabs a hold of the little green guy and stuffs him away in her purse. “I should never have made this one. He’s been unruly for months. It gets so tiresome.”
“That used to be a person?” I say. Incredulity floods my voice.
“Of course it used to be a person. What? Did you think I just spun these things out of thin air?”
I shrug my shoulders helplessly. After all, I’ve no idea how magic works.
“You can open the door now,” she states.
I move out of the way. Ja-Mir steps inside, eyeing the both of us. “Am I disturbing anything?” He has a disapproving look on his face at the sight of me shirtless. I flex and trail one hand down my belly to scratch at the bulge of my crotch; he looks away.
“Not at all,” Angelaria says. “Have you seen my cat?”
Ja-Mir smiles, eyeing me with cold suspicion. “As a matter of fact I have. She’s outside playing with a bit of string.” He turns as if expecting me to leave. When I don’t, he just sets his jaw and turns away obviously not wishing to order me to get out. “We’re being pursued by a pirate ship. When it pulls alongside us I want you to stay here in my cabin. You should be safe but lock the door, just in case.”
“I’m a big girl,” she says. “I can take care of myself.”
“I’m sure you can,” he agrees. “But nevertheless, I’m experienced in these matters. It’ll be better off if we don’t have any girls on deck.”
Angelaria manages a pouty look. “If you think it’s best...” she mumbles.
He reaches over the table and lifts her chin with his hand. “I do,” he says softly.
He turns, winks at me, and leaves the room.
“What was that little exchange?” I ask her.
“What was what little exchange?”
I fold my arms. “You two act as though you’ve…well…done something more serious. You practically threw yourself at him.”
“I did not.”
I swallow hard, not speaking.
“You’re jealous. Unbelievable. You’ve got a beautiful boyfriend, and you’re jealous of the attention I’m getting. What’s the matter? You wish Ja-Mir would bend you over and fuck you?”
“Shut up,” I say. “And I’m not jealous, and the Prince does nothing for me.”
“Are too. If I let him kiss me and feel my tits, I bet that’d make you real mad. Admit it…you’re jealous.”
“I’m not.”
She laughs and then picks herself up and crosses the room to stand in front of me. She touches her hands to my face and kisses me. “Relax,” she says, “I’m sorry if I got you all steamed up.” She smooths my hair back. “He hasn’t even kissed me, though I think he wants to.”
I put my arms around her, sniffing her hair. She buries her face in my chest, and I feel her fingers rake over my muscles.
Then she pushes me out the door and slams it behind me.
Fine. But I know you like me.
I hike up my britches and get ready for war.
It’s late afternoon.
When the ship closes within two hundred yards, the pirates open fire on us. Ja-Mir orders the masts tied down and the other ship almost rams into us because they’re going so fast. Their crew throws ropes and grappling hooks across the distance between our two boats while the cannoneers reload their weapons. I’m one of the first ones to cross to the other ship, swinging across the gulf between the two using a rope hanging from the foremost mast.
I land on the forecastle next to a man that outweighs me by about a hundred pounds. He takes a swing at me, and I duck his blow kicking upward with the back of my foot. I strike him on the forehead. I look around for a weapon and spot a fishing awl. It’s better than nothing, and I take a backward swing and plant it firmly in his skull.
My next opponent arrives with a crash. I kick his feet out from under him and catch his falling head between my arms. I grip him hard and swing around as Constantine taught me to do, breaking his spine.
During the fight, I try to keep my eye on Talen. I glimpse him flickering amongst the shapes engaged on all sides. In the smoky haze, it’s easy to lose track. A loud boom signals another discharge, and the air pours thick with the smell of sulfur.
A shape to my right descends upon me. I move the man I’d just paralyzed out front to utilize his bulk as a body shield. He catches a blade. I get up, watching the pirate trying to retrieve his weapon.
I kick him in the face twice. Blood showers the deck as I cave in his skull. It’s kind of funny to leave a boot print that goes from brow ridge to chin. You just don’t see that every day.
I search the smoke for my boyfriend and spot him killing two men at the bottom of the stairs. We sign to each other and move on with our killing spree.
I withdraw my katana and flip onto the deck. I land in a crouch. One of my comrades is killed by a swinging flail, and I feel something soft and bloody strike my cheek. I watch with amazement as this same chap kills two others from my crew, first avoiding a swing, and then rocking back on his heels, blind-siding them with deadly force. It’s clear he’s professionally trained.
I watch his dizzying motion for a moment, defending myself against blows from the right side. The wind whistles, and I immediately fall back. An axe smashes into the deck boards an inch in front of my toes. I glance up at a face filled with anger. My opponent is a towering fellow that now considers me with caution. He tugs at the axe. Thankfully, it remains trapped. Swearing, he pulls a dagger from inside his tunic.
“Nice move,” I tell him. “If I’d been a floor board, you’d have killed me.” I step out from the shadows, pointing my katana low.
Behind him, the giant chap with the flail rises up holding Ardis by the throat. He slams poor Ardis down on the deck, knocking blood from my friend’s mouth. But I can’t help him. I’ve got my own fish to fry.
“Do you even know how to use that thing?” my opponent asks.
I arch my eyebrows. “Of course.”
He makes a few evaluative slashes in my direction. One of these grazes me. I see the bright blood run down my arm and fall from my wrist in large droplets. At least he isn’t using poison.
He slices at the air before him, smelling my blood. On the second one of these, I grip his wrist with my hand. He’s a sturdy fellow, but I’m stronger and quicker. I whirl on my heels and plant the butt end of the katana against his face. “It’s all a matter of style,” I say to him, watching him bleed from the nose.
He stumbles at me and when he misses, he flings himself toward his axe. The weight of his body knocks it loose. I tumble forward and land on his shoulders, smacking his body against the deck. The first thing I do is step on the axe handle. Still, he grips it with his hand and (white-knuckled) hauls it out from underneath me throwing me into a back flip.
He presses his spine against a door and swings at my knees. I jump over his blow. As if adding insult to injury, all he ends up doing is burying his axe in a wall. He utters a string of profanities and reaches out with both hands to grab at my ankles.
I strike swiftly with the katana, cutting them off at the wrists.
I turn the blade slightly and swing again, knocking his other arm off at the shoulder. Blood flows sticky and bright over the planks at my feet.
He howls in pain and meets my gaze. I can see fear there. His whole body trembles with shock and loss of blood. I spit at his feet and decapitate him. Not really knowing why, I pick up his head and hold it out in front of me. To my wonder he’s still alive! His mouth opens and his eyes blink. I hold my grisly trophy at arm’s length and laugh.
Then I toss it into a barrel next to his prone body.
“Help me,” Ardis yells.
I walk into the haze and see the flail-wielding pirate holding my comrade by the neck. Ardis is bleeding so much that I know he’s dead already. Mercifully, the pirate snaps Ardis’ neck with his hands and drops him, re-adjusting his flail in almost the same motion.
Now that I’m closer, I discover that this towering monster isn’t a man. Rather, he’s a near relative. Pointed teeth jut out from an overly large mouth. His skin’s almost black and a large, flat nose squats the very center of his face. More disturbing, his hand is comprised of six long fingers that end in claws that look to be made of glass.
I gulp in awe, withdrawing a few steps.
This creature rises to its full height and kicks Ardis’s body at me. I move aside of course. A loud crash fills my ears, and I turn to see an empty spot on the deck next to the rail where three barrels stood before.
“Wow,” I mutter to myself. Why’s everything that wants to kill me always stronger than me?
The monster growls but does not indulge me with an answer. Instead, it dives at me with its swinging flail. I’m fast, but not quick enough. He misses me with his weapon when I feel something tight about my neck. I open my eyes, which are already starting to burn. I see the deck and the barrels. People are swinging over from my ship and there’s a lot of dead floating in the water. I grip the hand that’s got me by the neck. To my dismay, I can barely touch my fingers together because the wrist is so huge!
“Talen!” I managed to choke out his name while fighting for air.
The giant hurls me at the deck. Just like Ardis, I slam into the planks, bouncing. Then, Talen rushes past me. He sidles up with a long knife and hamstrings the monster. The creature lets loose with a pain-filled bellow and manages to catch Talen on a backward bitch slap. But the damage has already been done.
I look around for my katana. Hopping to my feet, I avoid the deadly iron flail as it comes crashing down where my head lay only a second before. Surprisingly, I almost trip over the hilt of my sword. I fetch it, rolling out from yet another blow that sends splinters exploding into the air.
Talen kicks the giant in the back. Blood’s running down the left side of his face, and he has a nasty bruise growing amidst his ribs. Rage fills my eyes at the sight of what’s been done to my lover, and a desperation rises within me. As the creature turns away, I make my move.
“Get him, Kian!” Talen yells out.
I jump onto one of the barrels and launch my right foot at his back. On the point of impact, I swing my katana at his exposed throat. I land next to Talen as the monster drops to his knees. His weapon crashes to the deck, and he clutches at his bloody neck. I kick him three or four times in the face before he keels to one side. Finally, Talen pulls me off of him.
“He’s dead, Kian!” he shouts at me. “He’s dead!”
Somewhere, lost in the smoke, I hear a loud burst, followed by a sizzle, and phantom steel jaws appear, outlined with gums and teeth and a slight golden sparkle.
“The wizard,” I say without even seeing him.
Talen stumbles forward, and I see him clutch his stomach. Angry welts rise over his ribs and his abdomen. I pull him down against the wall and hover over him protectively, cradling his svelte body in my strong arms.
“It’s nothing,” he says. A cursory inspection turns up a few broken bones though.
Both Talen and I hear another whistling noise. I turn in time to see four pairs of disembodied teeth and sinew lunge at the bald man Talen and I had seen our first day on the ship.
“I never liked that fellow,” Talen says. “At least he’s getting his comeuppance.”
The teeth tear out coin-sized chunks, swarming around the man like wrathful bees. Twice, he screams in horror, and I see chunks of flesh fly about the deck giving everything a fresh coat of red (as if things weren’t hideous enough as they stood).
“Have you caught your breath,” I ask him.
Talen nods not willing to succumb to the pain.
I plant a tender kiss on his lips, and when we part I whisper, “Don’t do anything rash. I need you in my life.”
We race up the deck following the rail to where a figure stands in unimpressive brown leather pants and a muslin tunic, arms outstretched. On his left and right, two men lay dead, their chests smoking with black fire.
Talen creeps over the side of the boat, holding onto the rail and making his way with caution. I pull loose two of my throwing daggers and hurl one through the crowd before me. I watch approvingly as it sinks into the man’s throat. He grabs at it with his hand, trying to pull it free. I throw a second and a third, nailing him in the left hand and in his forearm.
The jaws erupt from their macabre dance and descend on me.
Talen leaps over the edge and surprises the magus, shoving him into their path.
I hear the wizard scream as he intercepts the many flying teeth.
Shrieking, he stumbles over the deck, carrying the deadly spell with him into the bloody ocean.
Just like that, the battle’s over, but the carnage has only just begun.
“Shark!,” the first mate calls out.
I can see them outlined in the water. We swiftly condemn the rest of the pirate crew that seeks to surrender to us to the drowning sea. As per the captain’s orders, we make them walk the plank one at a time, so that they can watch each other being torn to pieces.
I’m stunned at how large these fish really are. The ocean comes alive with bloody foam in the midst of their feeding frenzy. It’s one of those things that’s sickening to watch but you can’t avert your eyes. A part of me relishes the butchery; I wonder if anyone else feels the same way.
I force myself to walk away from the rail. I travel the deck looking at the wounded. We lost nine men, which leaves us grossly undermanned. I’m appalled at some of the living casualties. Take for example the youth who’d been getting a tattoo on our first day. Well his name, I discover, is Leif. He’s been stabbed so many times in the leg that they’re planning to amputate. I step over to him, and he watches me in brave silence. I’ve no words to console him; mutilation is a horrible thing. Perhaps this is my true cowardice: the fact that somehow I turn my back on Leif thinking I’m glad it’s him and not me, and I withdraw to the captain’s cabin.
Inside I find Talen with bandages around his chest. He’s drinking his health with Captain Ja-Mir and probably to take the sting away from his injuries which seem miniscule compared to some.
“Shouldn’t you be resting?” I ask him.
Talen winks at me. “It’s purely medicinal, buddy,” he says. He slurs some of his words.
Angelaria shrugs her shoulders. “Don’t look at me. It was his idea.”
I lock eyes with the captain who drops his mug. “Don’t blame me there,” he says, holding up his hands. “I was doing him a favor.”
I take a chair and turn it around to sit in. I fold my arms across the backrest. Out of habit, I rub my tongue against the roof of my mouth. It helps me to relax.
“That was quite a fight,” the captain says. “My men say you fought better than any of us.”
Talen wobbles next to me. “You can’t say anything funny ‘cause it hurts to laugh,” he says, giggling. “Oh...that hurts.”
“Gunnar says he saw you take down the wind dancer.”
I presume he means the flail-wielding madman. When I don’t respond, Ja-Mir looks for solace in his cup.
With the adrenaline subsiding, I realize I’m tired.
Angelaria walks over to my side and places something cool against my skin. I looked at her, admiring the way the light clings to her features and that face surrounded by drifts of mahogany hair.
Slowly, she starts to sponge my skin off wringing the towel out in a bucket of water. It’s a compassionate bath that also serves to get me hard between my legs. All I can do is watch and enjoy her cool touch against my skin and hope that tonight affords an opportunity for Talen to suck me off and drain some of my tension.
I take a quick nap that afternoon. Upon awakening, I do what I can to abate the moans uttered from those who are suffering. Ja-Mir orders us to sail. There are thirteen of us counted among the ranks of the uninjured, and we do most of the work to get the ship underway. Despite being undermanned, by nightfall our boat is once again at full sail and following a headwind toward the Coast of Blood.
I spend my evening hours at watch getting the nicks out of my katana. I take to sharpening Talen’s sword too. After I’m done, I oil the blades as Cutter once taught me to do.
Gunnar, the ship’s first mate, settles down across from me. “Where’d you learn yourself to fightin’ that manner yt did this af’n noon, laddy?” he asks.
I set my tools down. “Several places. And from several people, actually.”
He nods, pulling out a pipe. He fills the bowl with tobacco and smokes it, starting the cherry. “Would you liken a smoke young Kian?”
I reach up and take the proffered pipe. I smoke a bit of it, but it makes my lungs burn.
“Hold it in yer mouth, lad. Saver the flavorin’ fer what its werth.”
I try that. It tastes oddly like vanilla. I hand him back his pipe. We don’t say much after that, instead just preferring to smoke.
“Aye, an’ I was liken’ you at yer age,” he says. “Readyin’ to see the werld and its peoplin’ and towns. Many things an it I encountered but none that could defend ’imself like you and yours can, ’cept of course train’ed men, not boys.”
I lean back against the deck, stretching. There’s a part of me that takes a narcissistic pleasure in the beauty of my muscles, ribs, and abs. I love the way they catch the shadows. I start to tell him about Cutter, the man who first showed me a sword. I remember him with fondness.
The Mirimar.
The name of it sends a chill through my spine. Its shore appears out of the mist one early morning. I see mammoth trees materialize from the fog, their great limbs outstretched before our vessel. The sea’s a dead calm and the canopy of limbs rises into the white cotton around us to vanish. Underneath those leaves it’s a world of perpetual night filled with choking bracken and lush undergrowth. Biting flies and mosquitoes gather so thick as to drift in clouds from the stagnant pools of water and mud.
“Nice place,” Talen remarks. Angelaria’s completely silent.
Ja-Mir drops anchor about fifty yards from the shore. Gunnar uncovers a life boat and orders two men to help him swing it over the water. Meanwhile, the three of us gather our gear.
I take off my clothes and toss them into a bag, keeping only my priapus and boots on. I don’t want to risk them getting wet. I pull out my killsuit which still has a tear near the shoulder, and I don it while Talen searched his belongings for some thick clothes that might protect him from the nettles and the flies. After we’re done, Angelaria walks down the stairs and throws me a jar of ointment.
“It’ll keep the bugs off your face,” she states.
Talen and I smear it on our skin and then grab our bags. As an afterthought, I sling my katana around my shoulder, securing it tightly, and with hilt pointed down.
I climb the stairs and walk across the deck. Behind me, Talen follows, grabbing a small pack loaded with provisions for the journey. I pass Angelaria by and jump across into the boat which rocks only slightly under my weight. Talen tosses me his pack, and I catch it setting it down next to mine. I balance myself at the edge of the boat and reach across to Angelaria. She stretches out her hand, and I take it, pulling her across the five-foot gap. Talen, seeing that I have her safely on board, jumps across and purchases next to Gunnar who’s manning the oars.
Gunnar signals to the men on deck. “Drop us, easy now.”
The ropes holding the lifeboat come loose, and we plummet ten feet onto the lagoon. Then Gunnar takes us toward shore. As we pass over the lagoon, I gaze into the water where schools of fish the size of my foot race back and forth.
“What kinds of fish are those?” I ask.
Angelaria takes a peek. “I’m not sure. I haven’t seen them before.”
Talen leans over the edge, observing them and their dance in the water.
I stand up and when we’re close to shore, jump into the shallows and grab hold of the boat. I pull it up onto the muddy bank and help Angelaria to disembark. Talen grabs our packs and thanks Gunnar.
“Aye, and it ’as been a pleasure, lad. Remember that you’ll always be partin’ of this ’ere crew now and to come see us agin’ if our paths er ’in the crossin’.”
I acknowledge him with a nod. “I’ll remember.”
I stare about at the dark woods around me. They’re alive with strange sounds and whistles and exotic birds flit from tree to tree. Behind me, Talen wades into the water, pushing Gunnar’s boat out and away from the shore.
“Where to?” I ask Angelaria.
The girl mutters something in a strange language. Around her, the buzzing flies and insects drop noticeably. “There, that’s better,” she remarks before scrutinizing her surroundings. “We need to go west. Two days in we should come across the road to Soulwarden.”
I nod, stepping over to my pack. Talen shoulders his, and we follow Angelaria’s lead into the land of eternal twilight.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
We follow a game trail through the brush until we’re away from the shore. It winds its way precariously westward with the meandering gait of animals foraging for food. But it’s easier than blunting our weapons on the undergrowth while announcing to anything that cares to listen that we’re walking through its food bowl. Parts of the trails I follow are soft from the rains, and my boots sink into the mud. It’s tough sweaty work, and I trip over tangles of roots that grab at the soles of my feet with reckless abandon.
From everywhere amidst the canopy, monkeys hoot and howl. I spy them jumping from limbs and hanging from branches, watching us with bewildered curiosity. Underneath my boots the ground is moist with all things rotten. Large insects scurry across our path always on the hunt for the next meal.
I top a small knoll and descend only to do this over and over again over the next two hours. The jungle seems never-ending.
The others fall-in behind me keeping pace with my long stride. On all sides stretch ferns dripping wet with dew. The forest floor changes to verdant moss. Rocks and tree limbs underneath this emerald blanket create so many lumps that the whole resembles the surface of a tumultuous green ocean frozen in time. 
The monkeys pelt me with red fruit. The small pods burst open when they strike and leave a trail across my armor resembling blood.
After walking for three hours, I reckon it must be high noon.
We come across a stream and Angelaria calls for a stop.
Truthfully, I’m exhausted.
I wash my face in the freezing water and then drink deeply from it. Talen’s clothes are soaked through with sweat, and the joints of my armor gleam with wetness. Talen runs his hands and face in the stream, looks up dripping, and stares in vain at the sky which has vanished beyond the leaves.
Angelaria washes her feet off in the stream. “I’m soo tired,” she says.
“Let’s travel two more leagues,” I tell her. “I’ll feel a lot happier if we can put some distance between us and the shore.”
Talen agrees with me.
He empties out his water bottle and refills it. I follow suit, handing it to Angelaria. She takes a long drink from it before passing it back. “Thank you,” she says.
The monkeys howl out loud, tossing more fruit from the trees. Angelaria puts her hand to my shoulder and lifts herself to her feet, sliding her boots back on. “I’m ready,” she mumbles.
Talen takes lead for a while. Eventually, we’re forced to abandon the trail as it begins to bank south, which is away from our destination. So, the three of us set out to carve our own road through the forest. We wind between trees, over stumps, and across steep embankments. Our movement’s reduced to a crawl, and my suit catches at every bramble. However, the others aren’t better off as much of their clothing gets torn by bracken or sharp sticks.
Around us the monkeys continue to chatter.
Soon, the twilight begins to fade as final sunset chokes the world with tendrils of pure darkness. What I’ve always regarded as night grows imperceptibly darker and more sinister by the minute. Angelaria casts a spell: a bobbing light appears just above her shoulder. She gestures with her fingers and it buzzes over Talen’s head until it’s out front and high enough to illuminate the woods around us for several hundred feet.
“You can move that thing around?” I ask.
“Of course,” Angelaria replies. “It wouldn’t be much use as a light if I couldn’t move it around now would it?”
The howl of the monkeys is replaced now with the sound of the nocturnal hunters who are awake and hungry. The jungle shifts in its voice, and I hear the clicking of insects, the moving of snakes along the forest floor, and the flitting of bats high above me.
Ahead, Talen stops at the edge of an eerie glade. There’s no undergrowth here, only the green moss we’ve seen covering the forest floor for most of the day. The tree trunks rise like naked columns up into a starless black.
“How odd,” Angelaria says, giving voice to my apprehension.
I push my sopping blond bangs from my forehead so that the ends aren’t hanging in my eyes. “Maybe it’s a blessing,” I suggest. “It’ll be easier going over this stuff.”
Talen turns and I can see he’s scared. “I agree with her, Kian. This is really strange. It kinda gives me the creeps.”
I gaze out into the empty forest. “Well, do you want to camp here then and wait ‘till morning?”
Angelaria wraps her arms around herself. “Can you feel it?” she asks me.
“Feel what?”
She looks out into the darkness. “The cold...the evil,” she whispers. The way in which she searches the shadows makes my shoulders bunch. It’s like she’s expecting something to move. I’m standing so still that I can hear dew dripping from the leaves.
“Maybe it’s nothing,” I whisper.
Angelaria points at her breath. “There...see? A moment ago it was sweltering hot. N-now, I’m freezing.”
“Where are all the sounds from the forest, Kian?” Talen asks. “Something’s out there, watching us…observing what we do.”
I look around nervously, straining with my eyesight to distinguish any detail that seems out of place.
Angelaria steps toward me and folds her arms about my chest. She’s trembling; I loosen my katana and watch Talen carefully. His blue eyes dart all about, and I see the color drain from his face.
“I can hear its breathing,” he says.
I hold my breath, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. Then I hear it too. It’s a heavy, labored panting. The sound fills the glade like a blacksmith working a bellows.
“By Tethyr, what the hell is that?” I ask Talen.
“I-I don’t know,” he whispers.
I stand there, watching. Talen stands next to me, blade held before him.
Then, the breathing stops.
The sound of the forest returns along with a stifling miasma of heat.
Angelaria pushes away from me, eyes darting wildly in every direction. “It’s gone,” she says.
Talen collapses onto his knees. “I feel sick,” he utters.
I drop my pack and pull out my small tent. It’s supposed to hold only one person; I have it pitched in just a few minutes.
I help Talen gather some wood. Even though all of it is moist, one of Angelaria’s spells is sufficient to get flames going within just a few seconds. Sitting by the fire, I sparingly cut into some dried fish I packed for us to eat; Talen cuts into a small cheese wheel, and the three of us make a dinner there by the edge of the strange glade. As I finish, I hear childlike laughter coming from the darkness.
“What’s that?” Talen asks, eyes as wide as saucers.
Angelaria shakes her head. “I know it sounds like children, but it isn’t. It’s probably some kind of wild animal trying to lure us away from the fire. The animals of the Meronese coast are exotic, deadly, and quite clever.”
“So the fire’s a ring of safety then?” I ask.
She nods. “I don’t think I’d like to sleep here tonight without it.”
I look at Talen, and it’s like he can hear my thoughts. Both of us rise and get another bundle of wood so that we’ll have enough to last all night.
In the morning I awake sore from the rocks and plagued with cottonmouth. I selfishly used Talen’s chest as a pillow, and I hope when he gets up that he isn’t miffed with me. And then it strikes me that Angelaria isn’t in our tent. Sure things were a might bit tight, but I would have noticed her leaving. At least I like to hope this is true.
An assassin’s worst enemy is sleep.
I pull myself out of the tent and look around in the early morning twilight, rubbing the night from my eyes. Above the canopy, I hear the roll of thunder. Rain pours down, trickling in streamers onto the field of green moss spreading out before my bony toes.
I see her then. She’s not far at all and cooking something in a pan over our small fire that somehow remains burning even though we didn’t feed it much overnight.
I hear Talen stir in the tent behind me.
“In a mood for a little breakfast?” she asks.
I sit down on an ancient log riddled with termite holes and covered in rotting lichen. Every once in a while drops of rain pelt us from above. When they hit the pan it sizzles.
Angelaria cracks open some eggs and lays out some dried meat. She also points to a pot of warm gruel. “It’s not much, but it’s the best I can do under the conditions.”
I taste the gruel.
It isn’t bad really. I wouldn’t recommend it to any of my friends for a special occasion, but it works in a pinch (like the one we’re in right now).
A moment later Talen joins us. “I feel terrible,” he complains. “The expression ‘rode hard and put away wet’ comes to mind.”
Angelaria hands him some hot tea, and I hope he doesn’t notice that my ears are red with embarrassment. “Drink this. It’s my own special blend of apples, sugar, and pure love.”
Talen sniffs at it. “Smells good,” he comments before drinking it down. “Bit of a bite, though,” he says, twisting his head about to pop his neck.
I point out the gruel simmering in a pot. “Try some of that.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” he says, ladling some into a bowl.
“Any sign of that thing from last night?” I ask her.
Angelaria shakes her head. “No.” She looks upward and I follow her gaze to the canopy, where the monkeys sit watching us and playing in the rain. “They’re clever little creatures,” she remarks. “That one there…it looks like an old wise man.”
I study the fellow she’s talking about. He isn’t like the others with a great mane of gray fur and a longer than normal tail. He howls at me, taunting from his lofty place in the trees.
Next to me, Talen belches and pops himself twice in the ribs with the back of his fist. “I feel like I’ve had a bag of rocks on my chest all night.”
“Sorry about that,” I tell him. “I kind of used you for a pillow.”
He hugs me from behind and giggles rubbing his fingers through my hair. “I’m just flipping you shit, pal.” He kisses my hair.
Everything is now right with the world.
After breakfast, we all gather up our packs, and I put away our tent. I set out marking a path over the emerald sheets of moss that blanket the forest floor. Our tread’s soft, muffled by the footfalls of suede boots with leather soles falling against the ground. With me in the lead, we make good time all morning.
Sometime during our second break, I hear Angelaria scream. I shake the remainder of the piss from the end of my dick and find her as rigid as a board, pointing at the earth. “Kian,” she says, “the lumps under the moss are bones. This whole thing’s a massive graveyard.”
I feel the color drain from my face. I bend down and scrape the moss from what I previously believed were limbs made white by insects and constant rain.
She’s right.
Bones.
And there’s millions of them.
Yet, after four hours we still haven’t even reached the other side. Is this some huge battlefield? Is it a graveyard?
“What did this?” Talen asks.
I shake my head. “I don’t know anything capable of doing this. Do you?” I turn and wait for Angelaria to reply. She’s the only one here that has even a chance of answering that question to my satisfaction.
It takes a minute for her to regain her composure. But as anticipated, she shakes her head no. I swallow and ask, “Is everyone rested?” I hear a peal of thunder very far away.
They don’t answer me. Rather, they indicate by posture that they’re ready to go.
More rain’s coming.
A storm breaks overhead fifteen minutes later. The wind whips through the leaves above us with such fury that the entire forest springs alive with the sound of creaking timber. I tilt my face upward, watching the monkeys leap from branch to branch, so frightened they ignore the three of us. The rain falls only sparingly so, bringing with it spiders and worms and other grotesque things from the living terrarium suspended high above the forest floor.
Talen falls-in beside me, his slender form bobbing along with mine. At times, my pace is grueling, but the others don’t complain even though I can see in their faces the early signs of exhaustion. I call a halt for us when I stumble across a brook snaking through the woods. It’s a pleasant place, this stream, and it’s enshrouded in thick gooseberry shrubs. I spy ferns and wildflowers, and there are thick fruits that hang from low branches by the bubbling waters. I smell heady perfume drifting from the lilting heads of purple buds, and I look at Angelaria because it reminds me of women and the days when I fucked them.
I’m hot and sticky, but cautious of bathing...of washing my skin in the brook and taking a moment’s pleasure to allow the cool touch of water to race over my dirty skin. Talen, however, is not afraid, and I watched him with lasciviousness as he strips down to his linens and immerses himself with abandon. He smiles at me.
It’s an invitation to join him for sex.
Whatever caution I have evaporates in that grin and I relax. I get naked and step into the water. It’s cold, but I find its chilling embrace comforting to my chafed skin. The bottom of the brook’s covered in small smooth stones that slip between my toes.
I dip my head into the water, letting the cold run its velvet fingers through my hair, and I incline my head to watch Angelaria strip the clothes away from her curvy body. I’m frozen with disbelief at this lush creature which reveals itself to me. Even the mere gesture of holding out her hand to drop her soiled linens seems like an erotic striptease.
I take her by the hand and the skin I touch is soft and pliant. She doesn’t speak to me, instead lowering herself in the water between Talen and I, closing delicate eyelids and opening them only to reveal perfect spots of color.
It’s like I’m there as a witness only to the majesty of her beauty.
Angelaria exchanges words with Talen and laughs.
What’s so funny? They seem to be talking a lot lately.
Talen splashes water in my face, and it’s my turn to laugh. He grabs me by the neck, and I play with him in the water, feeling delight at his touch and his affection. After a while, he starts to kiss me, and I press my mouth hungrily against his. Just like that, all thoughts of Angelaria vanish and are replaced by his tight muscular body.
“Can I watch you blow him?” Angelaria asks Talen.
Talen nods. “All right…that is if Kian doesn’t mind,” he says mischievously.
I kiss him on the cheek. I don’t mind at all, lover.”
I lift myself out of the water onto a nice mossy bank. By now, my cock is starting to get hard and it rises to attention before Talen’s luscious lips. He licks my thick shaft, cupping my huge balls in his fingers and then plumbs my glans with such violent licking, it’s like he’s a child with a licorice lollipop. I close my eyes, enjoying the sensation of his fists and the warm wetness of his mouth all over my skin.
When I open my eyes again, Angelaria is staring open-mouthed at my eleven inch erection.
“What?” I finally ask, as my skinny abdomen flares with a six-pack of muscles.
“You’re just so…big,” she gasps.
I grip Talen by the hair as I explode into his mouth with multiple hot squirts of cum. Somehow, he swallows it all, lapping at my dick like a starving dog. And then he laughs, and I hug him playfully, French-kissing him so I can taste my own semen on his lips.
There’s nothing more wonderful in all the world than sharing something so intimate with the one you love.
The three of us rest there for the remainder of the afternoon, laughing hysterically at times and then falling quiet in reckless somber thought of our individual nakedness and the fact that we no longer possess physical secrets. Before it’s over, I fuck Talen until he cums while Angelaria watches. She says two beautiful guys going at it are a dream come true.
And for her pleasure, I leave my entire load in his guts so that she can watch it drip out of his destroyed hole over the course of several minutes.
“Does it hurt?” she asks Talen.
“At first it did,” he says, “but now I really love it. Kian’s dick is incredible.”
“Thanks,” I say, heat rising to my cheeks.
Angelaria kisses Talen on the forehead and smooths his sweaty hair, removing some cum that’s just below his eye with a finger that he eagerly sucks from her skin. “What do you love the most about his gigantic dick?” she whispers in his ear.
Talen thinks for a moment. “I love the smell of it. When he’s been sweating and working all day. I wish there was a way his cock could smell that way all the time, yet the rest of him was clean like after we bathe. I want my tongue to be the only thing that cleans it. Nothing else.”
Angelaria puts finger to chin. “There might be a way…” she says, “I’ll let you know after I’ve thought of it for a while. Be careful what you wish for.”
At last, I don my killsuit, watching the others dress. Talen unfolds a new suit of clothes made from fine silk. Angelaria dons clean linens and black suede boots and puts on a shirt of shiny red velvet.
“How much farther along is the road?” Talen asks Angelaria.
“I’m not sure,” she admits, “but it shouldn’t be much longer.”
I sling my weapon across my back and tie it in its place just above my belt. “Let’s press on ’till nightfall.”
“And what if that thing comes again?”
I watch the woods, alive with cawing birds and cockatiels…that horrible breathing horror. It’s a faceless fear, and I loll my tongue about in my mouth wondering at how I can bring myself to face such a thing. How can I fight a monster that I can’t see but for whom I can feel its icy touch on all things around me? To think of it at my back makes my hairs stand on end. I meet eyes with Talen, and I know enough about my own facial expressions to realize that he’s seeing an undeniable truth: that I’m afraid of this terror as much as he is.
“I don’t know,” I say as honestly as I can.
I cross the brook and take lead; our small group strikes out along the bend of a hill shrouded in deep foliage. Heavy raindrops fall continuously on our path, and I keep a cadence that tends to echo the thrum of the water. We pass under bushes laden with red berries, and I wonder if they’re good to eat. I realize if this were true, the forest creatures would have left the limbs bare. So I brush the thought of tasting their succulent flesh from my mind entirely.
I travel in this silence, my eyes searching the green explosion of life around me for any hint of a highway made by men that can take me to Soulwarden.
At first sunset, we arrive at the edge of a clearing where a rambling structure of timber, bone, and clay rests with its back to the foot of a monstrous tree. This colossal beast is so huge, its branches span beyond my peripheral vision like a cosmos of kudzu. A muddy road strikes out from it, heading north through the jungle. And there’s a crowd out front, smoking and drinking, watching passers-by.
This is the highway to Soulwarden, known by some as the wickedest place on Garohar.
The locals wear loose-fitting garments, and the air’s thick with the scent of citronella, which is used to repel insects. Barn animals wander around in the mud. Pigs root their snouts in shit and walk indifferently amongst the throng of smelly men and their filthy packs.
The dwelling’s made sturdy enough. It has one window and one door frame and it’s warmed by a smoky fireplace on the south side of the main room choked by men, women, and their livestock. Piles of dung swarm with flies. They land on the sweaty necks of Nubians, some of whom stare at me while others check out Angelaria and even Talen.
“Do you want to see if there are any rooms?” I ask my companions.
Angelaria nods. “It’s better than sleeping out of doors.”
I walk over to a bar where a fat woman stands wiping it down with a blood-stained rag. She looks at me curiously as I approach. “Any rooms?”
“Not tonight,” she replies, “unless you’re wanting to stay in my chamber.” 
From outside, there rises a shout of alarm, and I hear the stampede of feet. Talen moves to a window as a column of men on horses ride into the clearing and dismount. Four of them draw their weapons and block off the door to the tavern. Angelaria steps into my chest and grips me by the arm.
“Slavers,” she whispers.
I narrow my eyes to slits and watch as a tall black man sporting a rusty camail steps into the dirty tavern room, regarding everyone there with a curious and inspecting eye. A cold, stifling silence fills the room.
“I’m General Skree Amladon, and I was beginning to doubt my fellow man’s patriotism!” he sneers. “And then I stumbled across this place…”
“We’re not soldiers, Amladon!” one man shouts. “We’ll not join your fight!”
The others nod in agreement.
The soldier looks to his men who push past him and grab the speaker about the arms. He protests and tries to fight but it’s to no avail. One of Amladon’s soldiers stabs him in the gut.
“Haul him outside and put him in the cage,” Skree commands. “Anyone else feeling unpatriotic?”
The others in the room hold their tongues. I’m frozen, unwilling to fight a hundred men.
“Shackle them up,” he orders. “We move out in an hour. Welcome to the army boys.”
Several soldiers enter the inn, and one clubs me in the ribs. I might have fought back, but Talen shakes his head, telling me to be still with rapidly moving fingers. They grip me roughly by my left wrist and push me forward into a throng of bodies.
The slavers inspect all of us, taking the sickly aside to kill them rather than leaving people behind at the outpost. Talen and I are shackled together by tight iron bands. We’re chained to the others, which comprise a long string of people. Then we’re made to sit and wait for General Amladon’s orders to move out. One of the slavers takes a particular interest in Angelaria, lifting her chin up and inspecting her face.
“This one’s beautiful, milord,” he says.
The general walks over and kneads her tits. Suddenly his eyes widen. “Lady Angelaria,” he says. “How intensely gratifying it is to speak with you again.”
“I can’t say that I’m as happy to see you, general. If you know what’s best for you, you’ll take your hands from my boobs this instant.”
General Amladon grins and drops his hands to his side. “You there…free the lady from her bonds.”
I watch this exchange with mute bewilderment.
“Thank you, Skree,” she says. “Perhaps I won’t kill you now.”
He stares at her. “I can’t let you go, princess. Braedir will want to see you again. Especially since you left Soulwarden so hastily on your last visit.”
“I was pressed for time, as I’m sure you can understand.”
“You’re a dangerous woman, princess, but your father is a long way from the shores of Meron. I’ll treat you with civility, but you’re coming along as my guest. I’m afraid that I must insist. Are we agreed on this?”
She purses her lips.
“I don’t want you using magic. If I have to, I’ll keep you unconscious the entire way to Soulwarden. If you don’t agree to my terms, that is.”
“How monstrous!”
He laughs. “You know so little of how the world works, don’t you my dear? But I’m giving you a choice. What’s it going to be?”
She falls silent looking past him to me. “I’ll cooperate,” she says at last.
“Splendid.” He turns back to his men. “Let’s march. The girl rides up front with me.”
The slavers walk by, pulling us to our feet. We all stand, albeit slowly, and with the rattling of chains. After a moment, we begin our forced march down the muddy road toward Soulwarden. All around us are the mounted men of General Skree Amladon, a hundred or more, and somewhere up ahead in the gloom rides Angelaria who’s growing more mysterious with every footstep.
You never told me you were a princess.
In fact, she never eluded to anything even remotely noble. I may have assumed too much and wrongly so. Everyone has a past, even the most unassuming of us. Somehow, she’s not only well-traveled but well-known amongst cutthroats and thieves in Meron.
Who are you really?
The slaver’s column progresses slowly through the night.
Those who are less rugged succumb to the forced march early on. They get released of their chains only to have the soldiers of General Amladon trample them under their horse’s hooves. However, even at my fitness level, my muscles burn and my feet ache so much that every step’s still a partial agony. Two hours past midnight, four men manage to escape from their chains and make a break for the woods. Cheers rise from our column and the general calls a stop. He orders his slavers into the woods after them, and we all watch breathlessly as the ranks of soldiers thin along the road, torches weaving and bobbing between moist tree trunks and moss-covered boulders that line both sides of the highway. The chase lasts until sunrise when tired and frightened, the last man is run down in the woods. They bring his body back to the road and toss it face-down in the mud.
It begins to rain and with it hope melts away.
Talen and I manage some rest during the night, and they feed us (it seems) not out of mercy, but out of necessity. I swear I’d just fallen asleep when they order us to our feet again to resume our terrible trek. I think infrequently of Angelaria, trying to answer the flurry of questions that come to mind each time I behold her perfect face or think of the honeysuckle smell of her hair.
Talen’s voice calls me back to reality.
“I think I can pick this lock, Kian,” Talen states. I look down and he shows me what he’s talking about. “What about you?”
I concentrate on the details of the lock. “Yes, I think so,” I say.
Talen nods. “When we stop for a break, we’ve to do it at the same time. Understand?”
“Yes.”
“You still have the picks I told you to sew into your shirts right?”
I remember my early days in the guild when Talen taught me a thief is never without equipment. “Yes.”
“Excellent,” Talen says. And then we wait.
General Skree calls his men to a halt sometime after noon. I’m famished as I sit down on the roadside, but I don’t have time to be hungry. Our opportunity to escape is nigh at hand. One of the Slavers rides by and in the instant his horse is between me and the others, I slip my fingers downward and fish about in the lock with a slender metal pick. It comes open almost instantly. The man next to me regards me with green eyes.
“Good luck,” he says.
Talen and I jump up and run breakneck into the woods. The slavers swear and give hot pursuit, but Talen and I are exceptionally fast. We pull on reserves that come from our vigorous training as thieves in Clothol.
I jump up onto a rotten, lichen covered redwood and turn to face the mounted slaver on my heels. He draws up, surprised that I’d stopped. I leap from my purchase and knock him off his horse. When he tries to stand, I kick him in the face with my heel, splashing his blood onto the leaves around us. Then I crack his head open.
Talen spins around and draws out his sword to cut the legs out from the rider tracking him into the woods. The astonished slaver rolls to the ground where Talen catches him, breaks his arm, and pins him to the earth. The man’s eyes open wide and he tries to yell for help. Talen grins and cuts downward with his sword, cleaving his head open and spraying bloody brains about on the moss.
We signal each other and run off in the same direction.
Two more slavers catch up to us, but we kill them, hiding their bodies in the silent woods. I drop mine in a bog of quicksand; Talen leaves his by an ancient oak, eyes open with a look of inescapable horror frozen on his face.
The chase lasts for three more hours before general Skree tells his surviving men to forget us and leave. Talen and I kill eight slavers a piece, and I can see this has shaken their resolve. The column cheers us on each time one of the slavers returns with the details of yet another corpse. It’s a game…this killing…and Talen and I have always been good at games.
By the end, we’re exhausted, but remain unwounded.
We collapse together at the foot of a massive banyan and take turns sleeping until nightfall. The column’s slow-moving. Once we’ve rested, it’ll be easy to catch and hopefully, I can find a way to free Angelaria.
That’s my plan anyway.
I just hope Tethyr is watching.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
I study the jungle around me, still a bit groggy from our short rest. The drizzle has me soaking wet, water drips off my bangs and runs down my nose.
Talen searches a bag we filched from a dead slaver and fishes out some dried cheese, bread, and wine to share with me. When we finish, I jump to my feet. He takes lead and I follow him through the woods. I think Talen’s a natural born tracker and finds the highway much quicker than I could. While moving, we keep constant vigil to the road ahead and behind for any sign of trouble.
Puddles in the ruts of the muddy road cascade with waves when the thunder rolls overhead. Lightning flickers and sends bright shadows fleeing before it. Somewhere in the woods, I hear the loud call of a peacock sounding mournful and distressed.
The road sucks at my slender boots, and for the first time in my life I wish I had fatter feet. With a broader sole, I wouldn’t sink as deep. To make matters worse, piles of horse dung have turned the clay into a disgusting brown ooze. Miniature lakes gather in the canyons created by the tracks of so many conscripts, and I’ve to be careful or end up swallowed to the knee.
Still, Talen and I manage to make decent time. We jog for 3-hours without stopping, keeping parallel to the winding road. By my book, we cover almost 10 leagues.
Along about midnight, I spy the chain gang and my heart lifts just a little.
It’s stopped by the roadside. Guards stand in groups on either end, keeping constant vigil over their property. They fight off the damp and oppressive darkness with blazing torches that hiss and sputter in the descending raindrops.
We creep into the woods alive with the sounds of night.
I push the oily leaves of ferns away from my face and descend a moderate slope facing away from the road. Talen follows behind me, silent as a prowling cat. At times, we hold our breath to remain hidden from those who walk within the gleam of firelight only a man’s length from us. Thus I go about searching the camp looking for her, but Talen sees Angelaria first.
She’s dressed in a splendid gown of royal purple, and her hair’s combed back and held with a silver clasp. An immaculate necklace of platinum jeweled with three tiny sapphires hangs from her neck. They seem to catch the light of the torches and reflect them in three layers of blue, each with its own magical sparkle. She’s seated at a table in a tent with the general. To my chagrin, it looks like she’s having a wonderful time. Angelaria picks at a dinner of barbecue pork. I smell fresh cornbread and baked beans swimming in sauce. And she lifts a fine crystal goblet to her red lips, apparently savoring the taste of the white wine on her palate. Verrr rolls around on the carpeted floor near her feet, playing with a ball of colored string and jumping with each crash of thunder.
You could at least show some concern for us.
Talen shakes his head. “You’re in lust with a strange lady. She doesn’t care for you one bit. Methinks she’s of some importance, Kian, and that we don’t know nearly enough about her.”
“Oh shut up,” I say. I immediately regret snapping at him. I look at Talen’s soft, caring eyes. They’re so deeply in love with me that I wonder if I’m dreaming. You’re just jealous.
“What shall we do?” he asks. “She honestly doesn’t look like she’s going to want to leave.”
I frown. “Let’s see if we can get a little closer. I want to hear what they’re talking about.”
Talen rolls his eyes.
We circle around the camp, staying hidden in the woods and trees until we’re at the aft end of the tent. Shadows cast by those within play on the yellow cloth like marionettes. I can even see Verrr. The kitten’s plopped itself against the wall closest to me.
This is where Talen and I stop, crouch, and eavesdrop.
“It’s entirely possible,” the general says, “because there’s been an alliance between the Timeron knights and the followers of Zandine before, if you remember.”
“Of course I remember.”
“Forgive me, Lady Angelaria. It’s not often that I can dine with someone so educated.”
“You’re forgiven General,” she states.
Her voice is so elegant and musical.
“In any event, the Council of Soulwarden began its summit two days ago. All of the Nightshades and their pupils are present or have been accounted for but this meeting seems to have a different agenda.”
“Oh?”
“A woman named Kahket, a sorceress of sorts, seems to be in charge. She’s allied with a death knight named Calisto Blackmoor. He’s the general of the Timeron knight army in Meron. They both have cruel sexual appetites. You’d be wise to not look too pretty on the streets of Thorn though Calisto seems to have a propensity for teenaged boys with the usual ‘armor’ fetish common with their ilk. What’s left of them after he’s finished isn’t worth a pig’s slop.”
“Interesting,” Angelaria says. “Any idea why Timeron knights practice homosexuality? I defer to your expertise.”
“I should slap that smirk right off your face. I fuck only women. Timeron knights are religious zealots who’ve been brainwashed to believe that their seed is so incredibly precious they can’t risk pregnancy with a sub-standard woman. They’re so stuck on body image many are narcissistic to the extreme. They believe in idealistic beauty.”
“Idealistic beauty?” Angelaria prompts.
“A term I borrow from the goddess of beauty. Attractiveness begins at fourteen and ends at twenty-four. And even in-between, men must have low body fat and women must be so toned that they approach perfection. Nothing below a ‘six’ from an Auditor of Eilustriel is worthy of their dicks. When they do find one, it’s cause for a party and an all-night gang bang. Sometimes they get a shadow demon out of it.”
“A shadow demon?” Angelaria asks.
“A gift from Taleta; only powerful knights receive them. Like I said, they’re only birthed as a result of an all-knight orgy on someone chosen to receive the nectar from their balls. Permission from the host isn’t necessary, and the egg that’s implanted works equally well in both men and women as the breeding all takes place up the butt. However, men are preferred because there’s no vagina to capture stray semen.”
“I’ve heard of this,” Angelaria says. “But, there’re certain races that result in more powerful demon spawn.”
General Skree Amladon pauses. “It seems convenient that a rare blond teenaged boy escaped into the woods today.”
“Whatever are you getting at general?”
“Was he Atlantean?”
“The Atlanteans are extinct,” Angelaria states. “And why would his race matter? Even if he were Atlantean, your incompetence allowed him to slip away.”
“My incompetence? You wound me princess. I’ve so much more to tell you of the kingdom you’ll rule as Braedir’s queen. But I guess I should leave now as it’s not important to you.”
“Oh shut up,” she says.  “Tell me more of this Kahket.”
“Beg me too and I might.”
“Please oh mighty man, tell me what I need to know. As your queen, I’ll fuck you behind Braedir’s back and maybe even bear your child. Like he’d know the difference.”
I love the way she plays the general. It sounds so convincing.
“Kahket’s addressed the council as an emissary of Zandine and demanded that Constantine give her a jewel called the Eye of Blood. She’s threatened the entire council with war unless they comply. Since Calisto has an army parked outside the city that numbers twenty thousand, most think that’s what Kahket’s talking about. However, I think she means something else. One should never trust a witch.”
“I agree,” Angelaria says.
“You would,” Skree replies. “But before you get all full of yourself, know that there’s a world of difference though between you and Kahket.”
“Oh really?”
“Absolutely. For one, Kahket’s a real woman with a legendary cunt between her legs. She’s not an inexperienced little girl. She knows her place unlike you. She knows she’s meant to serve and that she does, on her knees if necessary. If not sucking Calisto’s mummified prick, then it’s to something else. And I think it’s that ‘something else’ people should worry about. I think when she says she’ll bring war Calisto’s only a small part of it.”
“You make a lot of assumptions about me,” Angelaria states. “All of them wrong.”
Skree laughs. “We’ll see princess. Kahket didn’t get the jewel she wanted though. Not from Constantine. By Chagidiel’s beard he showed up without it and it enraged her. Rumor is, you know, they used to be lovers. She never expected a double-cross from the likes of him. Damned smooth if you ask my opinion. Just shows how women always come up short where men are concerned.”
“Yet even someone as powerful as Constantine could not resist Kahket’s charm? Sounds like you’re in love with Kahket. If she’s got such a legendary cunt as you say, maybe she’ll let you lick it clean.”
“Ha! Personally, I wish someone would stick a knife in the bitch. Of course, King Braedir fears her as any man should. She’s got followers from here to Morikan ready to die for her cause. And some say she’s a lamia.”
“Lamia?”
“Yes, a creature that feeds on the magic of others to fuel her own. Her consort is some demon prince named Ravidan, but no one’s seen him of late. The head of Kahket’s guard is a man named Aldric, and he’s a slippery fellow. I think he used Ravidan to kill an important Tethyrite. Additionally, he’s been converting hundreds to Zandine by saying if they don’t convert, Tempest Mountain will erupt and kill them all. He preaches of the day Zandine will walk the earth in flesh and that it’ll be soon. His admonishment that only the faithful shall be spared a fiery death was at first ignored, but then the volcano started smoking. No one knows why. But the fear has grown palpable. The Guildhouse of Assassins is ripe with it, watching a once strong political foundation turn to quicksand beneath their feet. Kahket’s behind it all, I guarantee it. Probably manipulating Constantine until he showed her who’s boss by not bringing the jewel. Adding to the fear is an inquisition headed by Aldric to ferret out a coup that’s brewing in Calisto’s own camp. It’s got the general on edge, which plays right into Kahket’s hands. She’s the most dangerous person in the kingdom right now.”
“A coup?”
“Yes. There’s many ambitious men in the Timeron army, but none dare attack Calisto directly. That’s the only way they can advance, you see. One lower officer has to kill his superior. And they say Calisto’s unkillable. But there’s enough evidence afoot to say that’s someone’s thought of a way. I think Braedir knows who it is, but he’s not saying. If that’s true, the king stands to make a fortune.”
“How much of a fortune?”
I hear the tinkle of glasses. Then the general says, “Enough to satisfy even your appetite.”
I brush the water from my face and stare back at Talen who shifts in the mud, uncomfortably. Then I hear the general clear his throat. “The king loves you, you know.”
She laughs. “Oh yes, I know. Verrr, come here,” she says. The shadow of the little kitten lifts itself from the canvas wall.
“You’re a beautiful woman,” he says. “If you’ll not have him, will you have me?”
“Really Skree, aren’t you a bit old for me?”
“Nevertheless, I could support you. Give you a place to call home. No one can fuck you like I can. Trust me, there’s nothing like an eight inch dick to satisfy your cravings. Whores from here to Ventikor tell me I’m the most well-endowed man in the land.”
“And you trust what whores say?”
“What do they gain by lying?”
“I don’t want to hurt your feelings, general, but the Mirimar’s not exactly what I had in mind when I set out from Mon Arcanos. Besides, I could never love you, and that’s the absolute truth. I’m dreadfully sorry. If it’s any consolation, I don’t love your king either. He’s a grotesque, ugly man with no spine and excessively poor taste in clothes.”
He laughs. “Do you even know what love is?”
“I know what lust is,” she muses. “Lust is a coffer filled with gold owed to me by a skinny blond boy that thinks too much of himself. But he has a cock that dwarfs yours.”
The general doesn’t immediately respond. But when he does, it’s filled with anger. “Braedir’s been combing the cities in the three kingdoms for a boy like the one you’ve described. That color is very rare, but I sense you know that.”
“You give me too much credit,” Angelaria says. “I only found out about it this afternoon.”
“Who told you?” the general asks.
“A woman has to have some secrets.”
“Was he a lover of yours? You play a dangerous game, princess.”
“Lover? Hardly. It’s you that are in danger. He’s coming for me and when he does, you’d best not stand in the way. He could kill you faster than I can snap my fingers.”
“What he and his friend did to my men is impressive,” Skree admits, then pauses. “I think I understand your odd request from this morning. Play with fire, princess. I don’t care if your blond boy comes to rescue you. He’ll fail, and I’ll have two presents to give to the King. I see now that you’re just a slut wearing the skin of a lady. I guess it doesn’t matter since stuffed lady skins are all the rage in Thorn right now.”
How dare you call her a slut? I’m so going to enjoy killing you, Skree.
“I think that I’d like to retire for the evening, general,” Angelaria remarks. “The conversation, I’m afraid, has soured my appetite.”
“I’ll pity the king if he ends up with your backstabbing cunt in his bed.” I see his shadow stand, reach across the table, and kiss her hand. “Thank you for a wonderful evening, Lady Angelaria,” he says with thick contempt.
I hear his footsteps retreat. “You there,” he calls out to someone. “Make sure our prisoner doesn’t take a midnight stroll.”
“Really general, is all this necessary?”
“Just a precaution, princess.”
“Goodnight then,” she states.
And then he departs to go and inspect his prisoners for any who might have died from the march.
I look to Talen, but he’s gone. When I finally spot him several yards to my left, he signals with his fingers, saying “Let’s get her out of there.”
I move past the tree line, crawling over the vines and kudzu to the tent, and insert my dagger, making a vertical cut through the canvas. I peer inside. Angelaria doesn’t immediately realize I’ve come for her. Rather she admires her kitten that’s busy batting at her mahogany curls.
I whistle and she almost drops Verrr.
“Kian, what’re you doing here?” she whispers.
“Come on. We can leave through this hole I’ve made.”
Angelaria purses her lips. “Give me a minute. I’m not dressed.” She steps behind a standing screen and starts changing her clothes. I can’t help but stare at the shadow her willowy figure makes on the far side of that silk. “Many interesting things are happening in Thorn right now,” she whispers. Then I watch her slip some boots on. It’s so sexy I’ve to check my mouth for stray bits of drool. She rounds the corner and stops by the table to retrieve an ornate little box resting near her dinner plate.
I chew on my lip. “I overheard your conversation.”
“Good,” she says. “Then you know Constantine’s in Thorn. That pleases you, right?” She touches my hand delicately with hers. “I prayed you’d come for me soon.”
If my heart doesn’t skip a beat it sure feels like it does.
I nod in answer to her question. Then I ask one of my own. “Is Thorn the same as Soulwarden?”
“Yes. Two names for the same place. The locals prefer to call their city ‘Thorn.’ The followers of Tethyr call it ‘Soulwarden’ because they believe their god’s soul rests with his earthly remains interred in a place called the Well of Souls. It’s underneath the basilica at the center of the city.”
“Basilica?”
“The grandest temple to Tethyr in all the land. Very few of the gods even have earthly remains, you know? In fact, Tethyr’s the only one I can think of that does. Tethyr’s bones are all that connect him to a time when he walked the earth in flesh and could do anything he wanted. Gods can’t do that anymore. They’re tied to the cycle of faith.”
I nod, only barely able to understand what she’s saying. Now’s not the time nor the place for this kind of education anyway.
We speed off together into the woods and rejoin Talen who seems a little put out by our holding hands. I don’t care though. My flaring nostrils catch the pleasant whiff of her perfume. It’s like lilacs or pale roses in the springtime, and it makes my eyes and my thoughts wander. In fact, I think I stand there for several minutes just staring at her while Talen shakes his head.
“Well, are we just going to wait here for them to discover us, or did you think that far?” Angelaria asks me. Verrr seems to echo her impatience with a quiet “meow.” I’m not sure how to answer that. Given that Talen and I just risked our lives to save her makes me think she’s a bit ungrateful, especially with such a condescending tone to her voice.
I slide down a slope of wet leaves making sure it’s downwind from the camp and start plotting a track back into the brush. Angelaria follows me; Talen brings up the rear. When we’re back far enough that our voices won’t carry, I turn on her.
“We need to settle something once and for all,” I say, raising my voice slightly and pointing a finger at her face. “I’m calling the shots here, not you. You could’ve made my job just a little bit easier back there instead of cozying up to the general. And I don’t want you questioning my command of the situation at every turn, understand? Without me, you’d still be sitting back there waiting for whatever fate King Braedir has in store for you.”
She arches an eyebrow. “Oh really? Did it ever occur to you that I was doing fine without your help? Did it ever occur to you that I could care less about your orders? I know more about this place than you do anyway. I’ve been here. I wouldn’t be surprised if all you’d managed to see was a picture in a book somewhere. Lord knows that you can’t read either, so not even flavor text would help in your situation.”
I lower my eyes to the ground. She’s absolutely right. How can I know better? I look at her, and I feel shame creeping over my skin. I don’t have anything to say. But I want to say something, a clever response, a witty remark.
But there’s none to be had.
“Let’s go,” I say as quietly as possible. I notice Talen frowning. She obviously has no clue that her words cut me. The fact that Talen does speaks volumes for his character.
We move on.
Sometime around ten o’clock at night, the rain finally stops. We’re now far ahead of the conscription camp. However, the wet stickiness of the jungle does its best to stifle my lungs. The blasted moisture permeates everything, leaving clothes smelling of mildew and softening even the driest bread.
Despite the fact we’re all exhausted, I push us to travel well past midnight.
For the last two hours, Talen and Angelaria trail behind me, whispering and talking while I take point.
What the hell are they talking about? Should I even care? Sometimes they even giggle. Sure have a good time at my expense. Don’t invite me to participate in your humors. I don’t care.
I catch a glimpse of the ornate box several times. Angelaria shows Talen what it is, but I’m not going to give her the satisfaction of asking to be included in her show and tell. One of us has to take our situation seriously and get us out of this mess. I guess that task (once again) falls to me.
Just when we think we’re safe, Talen’s excellent hearing picks up the sound of dogs baying in the distance. The general’s discovered Angelaria’s disappearance, and it’s not much of a leap in logic to assume he’s tracking us down.
“There’s no chance they’ll find our path,” I say to them. “I crossed as many patches of water as I could find.”
“Very astute of you,” Angelaria says.
“Well one of us had to keep his head on straight, what with all the giggling and whispering.”
She frowns. “Giggling and whispering is it? What? You think we don’t know what kind of danger we’re in?”
I swallow nervously and say, “Let’s just pick up the pace a little.”
After another hour, we circle back to the road. Traffic is light, but grows heavier with each hour. We pass inns and side buildings, stables where horses are rented, and shops where travelers on the road can purchase equipment they may need.
All of it is a sign we’re nearing the capital city.
We cross several small towns nestled in muddy little clearings. At one of these, I stop long enough to buy some new provisions and to ask directions as there are now many roads that lead to the west and the Icewall Mountains or to other cities on the River Meron.
By evening we crest a hilltop, and I see the city of Soulwarden for the first time in my life. It seethes under the boiling plumes of a volcano. The air is tainted with the smell of ash.
Thorn squats in a huge crater with four vast roads dissecting the circular city in unequal pie sections. At its center is the Basilica of Tethyr. It’s huge and circular with spires that reach toward the heavens. The whole of it is made from black stone.
There are over a hundred thousand people living in this fetid cluster of houses, businesses, and churches stacked one on top of another until the alleys are shrouded in perpetual twilight. I see that some roads end abruptly while others split with no discernible pattern or reason. Because the crater’s in a jungle, wild trees and plants crawl over everything. Unmaintained buildings are buried in vines. Standing pools of water drown entire sections of road (the breeding grounds no doubt for many varieties of mosquitoes).
Some of the complexes I see are twenty stories high, connected to each other by bridges and covered roads about halfway up. On the north side of the crater runs the river Meron, a monstrous thing that’s so wide, I can’t discern the other bank.
My father once told me that the Meron is more than thirty leagues across in many places and approaches fifty leagues at the mouth. Thorn’s at the very heart of the country, but because the waterway’s so deep, ships can sail into the Soulwarden port of call (if their captains are brave enough). Right now, all I see are hundreds of little fishing boats and merchant vessels rocking slowly with the ebb and flow of the muddy water. None are as large as the galleon that Ja-Mir captains.
Mondath hovers like a balloon above the steep roofs of this teeming metropolis. The heat and the stench of the place moves over me like a tight garment. It’s a suffocating, intoxicating smell…an unstoppable font of things both repugnant and loathsome.
Dimly, in the spider web of intersecting streets and avenues, I spy the shape of windows lit by burning candlelight and saffron hue. I imagined medieval rooms filled with tapestries and antique chandeliers. Soulwarden is a city of contrasts...being at once the finest and the poorest. It is both old and new. Life and death. And the whole of it is without any single law, no police force, yet home to the Guildhouse of Assassins that kills indiscriminately. It’s a place where the strong eat the meek. However, fortunes can be made here in the slave and drug trade. That evidence is everywhere from private armies to mansions that occupy the walls of the crater. A higher elevation obviously affords those with means a better lifestyle near the rim.
“Kian,” Angelaria says. “Cover your head and face. Natural blonds are unheard of here, and we don’t want to attract the notice of those who keep track of such things.”
I nod and slip my mask over my head. Then I put on my cloak and hood. The heat drives me crazy, but Angelaria’s advice is sound.
When that’s done, I take lead and descend the gentle slope of the crater astride the broad cobblestone highway that flows toward city center. The illusion of civilized life, now and then, breaks down in the streets of Thorn. I pass by a brawl which ends up with three men getting their throats slit. If that isn’t horrible enough, a man dressed in magenta robes buys the bodies almost immediately. From the conversation, I learn that the magenta robes mark him as a priest of Chagidiel, the first of his kind I’ve ever seen. He has terrible acne and wears his hair greasy and long. But most vile is his plan to cannibalize these men with others of his kind. He calls the event, “The Feast of the Lad.”
The very thought of it turns my stomach. Talen observes the man with thumb and forefinger pressed to his chin as if in deep thought. Angelaria purses her lips and looks to Talen, tilting her head ever so slightly. He responds with a ‘thumbs up.’
What are you up to?
“Kian,” Angelaria says, “would you like to try some of this?” I think I see her wink at Talen, but it happens so quickly that I can’t be sure. She produces the ornate box they’ve been toying with all night. It contains some white powder. “You sniff it through this tiny straw. I got it from the general as a gift, and it’s very precious. It’ll take away your exhaustion and expands the mind. I think we need every edge we can get in a dangerous city like this. If you use it, there’s nothing you won’t notice.”
I stare at it. “I-I think I’ll pass--” I begin to say.
But Talen cuts me off. He puts his hand on my shoulder and nods. “Try it, buddy. I had some earlier. It’s fucking wild. Plus, I hear it’s great to bang on when we get down to business later. It heightens sensation while putting off your nutter, if you know what I mean.”
“We had some earlier,” Angelaria explains. “It’s relaxing and pleasureful. I insist that you try it at least once. If you don’t like it, you can just stop. There’s no side effect.”
“Is that why you guys have been whispering and giggling for hours now?”
Both of them nod.
“What’s it called?” I ask, picking up the straw. Fearlessly, I sniff some of the powder, perhaps too much, and feel a cool sensation on the inside of my nose before the drug sends a powerful euphoria to my head. The rush leaves my feet and hands tingling with excitement, and I feel like I can fly even though my feet never leave the ground.
“It’s called eros.” She reaches up and strokes my ear, and I find her touch enervating.
Behind me, Talen giggles. “His eyes are already dilating,” he says.
I lift my mask to kiss him. Talen smiles and holds the straw for me to take another hit. “That’s my Kian,” he whispers, but all I hear is “You belong to me.” It’s exactly what I desire from him. And then he French-kisses me, and the heat of his mouth leaves me light-headed and hard between the legs.
My senses are stripped raw by eros.
I feel the roll of water beading on my skin, I notice the fine blemishes on Talen’s flesh, I can even taste his sweat in the air. When I look up and see a bird, I swear I can see every detail in every feather.
“Eros…” I murmur.
To my left, the murderer of those men strikes a deal with the Razide of Chagidiel. Gold is exchanged, and he helps to put the bodies in a cart that the priest pushes in front of him for just this purpose.
“Can I try giving him a command?” Talen asks.
Angelaria nods. “Knock yourself out.”
Talen places his lips close to my ear. “Kian dear, you’re not bothered by that. In fact, you wonder what the men will taste like.”
Talen’s right. I do wonder what the men will taste like and smack my lips.
How do you even cook man flesh?
“Do you think they’ll use barbecue sauce?” I ask Talen.
He shrugs. “Hard to say, I’ve never eaten a person before.” He giggles and winks once more at Angelaria. “That stuff is incredible. Kian, maybe they’ll just roast them on a spit or serve them with diced potatoes.”
“I like potatoes,” I say, suddenly imagining platters of them covered in gravy. “Are we going to eat some?”
Talen bursts out laughing. “Not yet, boyfriend. Not yet.”
We walk past poor and homeless people by the hundreds. They take refuge here much the same as they would in Clothol, and I think to myself how inventive instead of feeling as if I understand their plight or even a shred of pity. They skulk about in out-of-the-way places, covering their heads with garbage and sleeping in sewage gutters. The only thoughts that cross my mind are I wonder why they don’t throw the garbage away? and a gutter seems like an illogical place to crash. There’s too much water…what if it got in your nose? How would you breathe?
I voice many of my questions, and Talen giggles constantly. I love the way he looks. He’s so happy.
Angelaria whispers to Talen and it sounds a lot like, “Eros has a powerful effect on him. Be careful for he’ll obey you completely.”
“I like it,” Talen states. “For once, I’m in control. Do you think our plan will work? When do we meet Braedir?”
“Shortly,” she tells him.
“Who’s Braedir?” I ask but she shushes me with her finger. “You’ll see soon, my love. You’re the most important part of that meeting. Talen and I need you to help us with a task. Here, have another hit of eros.” She holds out the box and the white powder calls to me even as my blood races. I sniff at it, pulling much of the white powder into my narrow nostrils.
Gods I love this stuff. I love how it makes me feel.
“Where are we going?” I ask her, turning my head from Talen to the lovely Angelaria. I desire them both so equally that I’m left confused.
“I need to see the king,” Angelaria says.
I smile. “Somehow, I don’t think that we’re dressed for the occasion.”
She looks at me. “You’re fine. King Braedir Kaietel of Soulwarden is an unsavory man. And he’s not so much an actual king as he is the person with the largest private army outside the Guildhouse of Assassins. You’ll probably like him.”
I rub my tongue against the roof of my mouth not wanting to say anything. Angelaria pushes past me and heads down the street. Astonished, I follow her while staying at Talen’s side. She negotiates the roads of this medieval town like a professional. After a few minutes of walking we stop at the door to a tavern with large windows crossed in broad wooden mullions. The bottom half of the outside wall is carefully laid river rock and the upper half contains brilliant little windows and whitewashed wooden planks. The second story juts out over the first like a precarious shack on the edge of a chasm. An antiquated sign painted green and embossed with gold portrays a stuffed pig on a spit.
Angelaria lifts her head, taking note of the sign before stepping inside. The inn’s stuffed with hairy men and their whores. Glass bottles both empty and full lie in every imaginable place about the room, knocked over on barrels and tabletops, shattered into pieces strewn upon the floor, or being kicked around by dogs pawing at rotten table scraps.
To my amusement, I blink and watch the broken bottles reassemble themselves and break again over and over. I laugh and Talen tugs me by the elbow. A few men and some women stare at us as we pass.
Angelaria wastes no time. She walks over to a table where a man in a soiled velvet doublet and green hose sits. He’s licking a barmaid on her bare breast and sucking on her large dark nipples. The man wears his hair in a long ponytail, and it looks as if it’s never been washed. In addition, he sports a full beard and mustache. His eyes are beady like those of a reptile. They’re black spots of coal in a face that seems too narrow for his body.
“His flesh looks like cookie dough,” I blurt out.
Talen pulls me into his chest and says, “Focus on me for a moment,” and I do. I sink into his warm eyes as if they’re pools beckoning me to swim within them. “Now be quiet.”
I pinch my lips as if to say “not a peep,” and he scratches me behind the ear. It feels so good that when I look down, I note I’m actually floating. Or at least it seems like it.
Braedir regards Angelaria. They’ve been talking some time. White droplets of human milk sparkle in his chin hair. I glance at the whore and see she’s lactating, and I almost want to throw up in my mouth (at least just a little bit). But the man smiles approvingly as if completely unaware of his appearance. His eyes never drift higher than Angelaria’s boobs. I fear just a little for her virginity (which I want to take for myself) when this guy pushes the barmaid away from him with his right hand.
If you lay one finger on her I swear I’ll kick your teeth in.
“It’s been a long time,” he says. “You still pure? Or has that been stolen from me?”
Angelaria laughs at him. “You’ll never know.”
“Come here, lover.” He tries to grab her but she sidesteps him easily. I ball my fist.
“Come now, my king. With all of this attention I wouldn’t think you’d miss me any more than a stiff breeze. How have you been Braedir? And keep your paws to yourself.”
“Unsettled, since last you left.”
This slob is the king! I shake my head disdainfully.
“I’ll speak to you in private,” Angelaria indicates. She turns and looks at the women who appear to either side of Braedir.
Skanks. I’ve certainly fucked better. Each carries a bottle of wine and they all wear oily smiles, the kind that result from sweaty sex in which there’s no cleanup.
“I’m sorry ladies, but your king has business,” Angelaria tells them. Then, she reaches down and grabs Braedir by the doublet.
“You spoil everything, princess,” he says, putting one arm around her shoulder. Angelaria guides him to the stairs that lead up to a second floor room. It’s flanked by a wooden rail that’s broken in at least three places.
A man standing guard at the bottom of the stairs stops us, “And just who are these other two?”
“My friends,” she says. “They’ll be coming along too.”
The guard shakes his head. “That one on the left must remove his mask.”
“I’m not taking off anything,” I say with my best challenging tone. I know I’m six-feet tall, but to this guy I must be a giant.
“Braedir, order your man to stand aside,” Angelaria says. “He’s harmless.”
“If you say so,” he says, eyes ogling her. “It’s all right Olaf. If she’s vouching for these men, then they’ll do me no harm.”
Olaf begrudgingly nods and moves to the right. I can’t resist one last taunt as I pass, “It’s not like you could stop me if you wanted to. So be a good dog and make certain you’re never in my way.”
Olaf glares at me, but he holds his tongue. Halfway up, Braedir whispers something to Angelaria. She nods, “Yes, he’s the one. He’s presently in the grip of eros.”
“Ahh, but you’re certain he’ll meet Leto’s standards?”
“He’ll meet anyone’s standards. Is Leto part of your plan? Have you got the Timeron knight armor?”
“I do,” Braedir says. “I was at a loss as to how you’d trap Constantine’s own pupil like we discussed through the magic mirror. But eros? I never expected you to stoop so low. It’s absolutely brilliant. You’re aware of the physiological risks?”
“Not only eros but the drug in its purest form. Do I look like I care? I want money,” she answers sharply. “He owes me quite a bit.”
Are they talking about me?
I want to interrupt and ask questions. But every time I try to focus my mind, I see Talen out of the corner of my eye and am drawn to him. Sometimes he allows me to kiss him. And when I look back, I’ve forgotten everything. It’s like his lips bestow amnesia.
At the top of the stairs, Angelaria opens a door. Inside we find a small room with a bed, a conference table, three stools and a wash basin. There aren’t any windows, but there’s a chest at the foot of the bed. Talen and I enter last and shut the door quickly, locking it into place.
“Can we be overheard here?” Talen asks.
“Not really,” the king comments. “The tavern’s too noisy. It’s hard to hear anything over that.”
“Good,” Angelaria says. “I’ll keep this short. I and my associate Talen here have a proposition. Talen wants to come out a hero to his church by exposing Kahket as the one that killed the Preceptor. We both know she’s behind it. I want money. I know you’ve been looking for a blond teenaged boy for a long time. I’ve brought him to you. Because you mentioned the need for one that can wear Timeron knight armor I assume there’s a good reason? If that’s the case, you’d better show me the gold or I’m walking.”
“We’re in luck then,” Braedir says. “What you two want figures nicely into what I want. My associates are the one who want the boy and they’ve deep pockets, rest assured princess. But for Talen to expose Kahket, he’ll need to access the Preceptor’s home for evidence. It’s guarded by a spell cast by Kahket. She did it almost immediately following the fire. Only those blessed by an amulet Calisto wears around his neck are allowed to pass. Your blond man here should be able to get close enough to Calisto to steal it for us. That is, if he’s as good looking as you say he is.”
“Trust me, he’s of outstanding quality,” Angelaria says.
Talen grabs her by the elbow and under his breath says, “You promised me that Kian wouldn’t get fucked. He’s still my boyfriend, and I don’t want to share him with anyone.”
Angelaria pats Talen on the cheek. “I said I wouldn’t let him get fucked up. But if you’re going to be a hero to the church of Tethyr you need to be willing to sacrifice something. Ask yourself how much is this worth? Do you want to lead your own guild? Do you want to be the master of an entire territory? Kian has a sweet ass and cock, but right now, selling it is your best shot at greatness.”
“How exactly am I going to be a hero?” Talen asks. “You’ve been vague on that, but I’ve trusted you thus far. It’d better be good or else.”
“Or else? Are you threatening me? Just shut up and listen.”
It’s weird but I agree with her. I want to say to Talen, yeah shut up and listen to her! But I don’t say that of course because I want him to kiss me. I suspect he’d be mad if I addressed him like that.
Suddenly, an eros-induced fog fills my thoughts. What was I thinking just now? Talen looks miffed for some reason.
Why so serious?
Braedir snorts. “Is there a problem?”
“No,” Angelaria answers.
Braedir pauses, staring me in the eyes. “High as a kite. It’s remarkable at how large his pupils are. I can hardly see any blue at all, although his eyes are lovely as you say.”
Angelaria opens the box containing eros and gives me another hit. I sniff it through the straw and wipe excess powder from my nose.
Braedir addresses Talen. “As Angel here already knows, a preceptor of Tethyr’s church turned up dead in his house with half of it gutted out by a fire that threatened to burn the entire city. This happened a few days ago.”
“I gather as much. There’re eleven preceptors in my church. They serve the disciple of Tethyr. My question is: how’s the preceptor’s assassination at all an opportunity for me? What indisputable evidence could possibly survive a fire?” Talen asks.
I giggle.
“What’s so funny?” Talen asks me.
My head’s swimming and all I can think of is the number eleven. I say, “I’ve an eleven inch cock you could suck for me.”
Talen rolls his eyes and pats me on the cheek. “Be quiet for a moment and stare at that painting on the wall.”
I look at where he’s pointing and see a field of butterflies. I’m mesmerized by the detail in their wings.
“How was the priest killed?”Angelaria asks.
By fire, silly. Even I know that. He’s just said as much.
“No one knows. The fire apparently started from inside the house, and it burned so hotly that some of the stones fused together. However, other rooms in the house are completely untouched. No glass is broken in these rooms, but all the doors are locked tight as a drum and every window secured.”
“Impossible,” Talen states.
“I wouldn’t lie about this,” Braedir replies. “It’s merely what preliminary investigators discovered before they were chased away by Calisto’s men.”
“Could it be magic?” My interruption draws stares from all three. “I love magic,” I say.
“I don’t know,” Angelaria answers. “To get something burning that hot and that specific would take tremendous training. It’s beyond my skill, but I’ve heard of demon princes able to call forth balefire that could be this specific. It could explain why Tempest Mountain is suddenly smoking. The effort after igniting a mountain would be exhausting, however. Even for such a creature. He’d hardly be able to remove himself from the scene unaided. Preceptor or not, all that just to burn a man to death seems a little bit unnecessary.”
“Oh he wasn’t burned to death,” the king interrupts. “He was poisoned. The fire didn’t even touch him where they found his body lying on the stone floor of his refectory.”
“How soon were the premises investigated?” Talen asks.
“Almost immediately. The fire burned out like a candle snuffed between two fingers.”
“How’s it guarded again?” Talen queries. I can see his brilliant mind calculating.
“Calisto has fourteen knights there, all of them cape dancers. If you haven’t seen Timeron knights cape dance, then you’ve truly not witnessed death. As I said earlier, Kahket extended a supernatural ward over the property to protect the scene of the crime until a ‘proper investigation’ warranted by the Guildhouse of Assassins is ordered. If you ask me, she’s hiding something, or buying time to search the place herself. The Guildhouse of Assassins is enfeebled with their summit and all the unrest in the city. As a result, she’s got all the time she needs to make her plans bear fruit. How do you become a hero? This druggie steals it off Calisto and gives it to you. You gotta rub your hand over it see? That’s your ticket inside to get what she wants before she finds it.”
“You say that the preceptor was killed? Poisoned? Angelaria pointed out that to have a fire burning like this would require a great deal of control,” Talen says. “What Kahket’s looking for is obvious. The demon prince that’s missing? Ravidan…I think that’s his name? He’s still in the house. That’s why Kahket put the ward in place. She wants to keep people from looking.”
It’s like the lights suddenly turn on in Angelaria’s eyes. “And if you find him, then that’s definitive proof that Kahket ordered the preceptor killed. Braedir you’re wrong. With our plan, we take out three birds with one stone.” She counts off the points with her fingers. “One: we both get rich. Two: Kahket ends up dead. Three: Talen becomes a hero to his church. And all it costs is to let some undead shriveled up thing fuck your asinine boyfriend so that Kian can steal the amulet and replace it with a fake. That puts the onus on Kian and not on us, Talen. If you think he’s talented, you should bet on that and go along with this plan. From my perspective, it sounds like a bargain.”
“I’ve got to admit,” Talen says, “Daymaster Talen does have a nice ring to it.”
“It does indeed,” Angelaria says crossing over to him. She kisses Talen full on the lips, and he drops his hand to her butt, squeezing one of her cheeks.
I grin, watching them both. They stop kissing after a while, and Talen slips his hand back into mine.
Angelaria, however, is more insistent. She trails her finger down Talen’s neck. “There’s more ambition in you than I thought. It’s a real turn on. You get fame, I get fortune, and we part ways. Is that how our story ends?”
“However it ends,” he says, “there’s no part where you get to sleep with Kian. Is that clear? That’s what I’m looking forward to the most when you leave. I’ll make sure he forgets you.”
She sighs and stares at me. “I guess it wasn’t meant to be, my love. But if you think Kian can forget me, you’re more of a fool than I thought.”
Talen scowls and I’m wondering why he’s scowling. I take my fingers and force his lips into a smile before he playfully slaps my hands from his face.
I grin at Angelaria. “I guess not,” I answer her. Then I happily return my gaze to Talen, my head swimming in the kind of good vibes that only puppy love creates.
He puts his hands on the side of my face. “You’ll always love only me,” he says, staring into my eyes.
I nod. “Yes, Talen.”
I can’t think of any reason why I wouldn’t.
The king seems generally intrigued. “You’re playing with fire in using eros on him. He’s so vulnerable to its overpowering effects. What a shame to do this to such a handsome boy.”
“Mind your own business, my king,” Angelaria replies.
Braedir clears his throat, “Calisto is a regular at the Blood Dungeon.”
“Tell me more of this place,” Angelaria demands.
“Well, as per our correspondence via mirror from your tent while traveling with Skree, it’s a brothel owned and operated by the church of Chagidiel. It features only male models offered for pleasure to paying customers. The younger, the better. The whores who work there make a lot of money, and only the elite can afford their prices. The place is never hiring unless there’re especially violent requests, and those are handled secretly by the Razide of Chagidiel that runs the place. The worker is never informed, but it results in a vacancy in their staff of sixty men. However, it’s so rare that the place has no trouble securing new ‘talent’ because even being there for a few months secures one enough money to live on for a lifetime. I should warn you, the Blood Dungeon is not hiring. They want no new boys.”
“They haven’t seen Kian yet,” Talen says.
“You’re awfully confident in your boyfriend. I guess you’ll know soon enough. When we finish here, you’ll follow me to my home where the Timeron knight armor I intend to loan you is stored. The armor appeals to fetishists. You,” he says pointing at Talen, “will take him into a Meronese bathhouse on the street of the obscene statues. They’ll know soon enough that you’re his pimp. The staff of the brothel washes every day before they perform. They’re overseen by Leto, a Razide of Chagidiel with black skin and many piercings. Get into the bathhouse and impress Leto, and he just might buy what you’re selling…namely him. But he’s very specific tastes. As close to no body fat as possible and a face so pretty it turns heads.”
“I think we can ensure that Leto will find our dear Kian delectable,” she says, patting me on the cheek.
“Delectable?” I query. “Are we going to eat somewhere?”
Talen giggles. “He’s adorable this way. We’ll be eating, but you won’t.”
“Why not?” I ask. “And you think I’m adorable?”
Talen kisses me. “Of course I do. And we need you a little starved so that your muscles are very defined for the boys tonight. Kian, do you love me? Are you willing to do whatever I ask tonight? Whatever that I need you to do? For me and for Angelaria?” He rubs his fingers gently over my delicate ears and my heart flutters with the sensation.
“Of course,” I say without hesitation. And then I try to sort through my clouded mind. “What is it that you need me to do again?”
“You need to follow me,” Angelaria says, “and Braedir to his home. Then we’re going to get you dressed in some very nice full plate armor while Talen, the king, and I eat dinner. Then Talen will take you to a bath house to meet some friends who like nice bodies. These are friends who really want to meet you, Kian.”
I blink, liking very much the sound of this plan. “I have a beautiful body, and not nearly enough friends,” I say.
And then we follow Braedir out of the room, but not before Angelaria blesses me with another hit of eros from her lovely ornate box.
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
I am shown to a room with pretty velvet paper on the walls. There are no windows here, but there is a second door. However, as soon as it passes from my field of vision, I forget it. My mind has no retention for these things now, and I’m not sure why. Before I can contemplate an answer, I’m distracted by the scent of perfume.
Perhaps it’s only soap, but why would there be soap in this room?
Whatever the source, I find it intoxicating. It lies somewhere between fresh sandalwood, leather, and semen or a combination of all three.
The only other furnishings that I notice are three chairs with ornate backs, plump cushions, and golden tassels wrapped about their carved legs. Talen and Angelaria are nowhere in sight.
I say Talen’s name three times. Three times and you won’t forget…that’s what my father told me once. I feel anxious because I think I’m in danger of forgetting my beautiful boyfriend. So I say his name once more for luck. I finish with a prayer.
Please, Tethyr…if you can hear me…help me. I don’t know what’s happening...
Then I try to say her name three times…but that’s just it. I don’t remember her name even though it was there a second ago. “Fuck fuck fuck,” I say under my breath. I punch myself in the forehead angrily.
All I see is white. Is it mist? No, it’s powder….
I try to remember where they went, but the door opens behind me and my thoughts flee behind a wall of fog. A man with many piercings on his face and down the line of his throat steps toward me. He’s wearing a brilliant colored robe and has mesmerizing eyes: one is yellow and the other brown. From across the room, I put him in his mid-twenties, but as he draws closer, I see he’s several decades older. His skin is slathered in a thick white makeup that makes his wrinkles all but disappear. But this trick doesn’t work when he’s inches from my face.
Pity.
I hope I don’t look like him when I age. When I’m…when I’m…h-how old am I?
I scratch my head. Have I ever had a birthday?
My nose burns, and I pinch my petite nostrils wondering why it feels so dry.
The robe he wears scintillates in the artificial light coming from a hundred candles blazing around the room. It has red, blue, silver, white, green…so many colors that I lose track of them. He has normal-sized fingers tipped with inch-long painted nails, so that each arm looks like it ends in a five-legged spider.
He stops and stares at me. He walks so close to my body, I think he might kiss me and then backs away to stand motionless like a statue in a gallery. He circles around me, muttering things from a mouth that seems lipless under a thin hooked nose. But I realize I can’t see his lips because of the makeup. He touches my shoulders briefly with his nails, looking at my killsuit, and then stops in front of my face.
“You are a stunningly gorgeous if not wretched smelly thing,” he says, “but the princess and the cute, stupid boy did not do you justice when they said…you…were…lovely. I’ve never before seen your like. I’m going to enjoy washing you. Too bad the boy insisted that I not molest you in any way. What’s your name?”
I blink but the wall of fog remains. “I-I don’t remember.”
The man smiles and holds out a familiar box. “Take another sniff. Maybe it’ll come to you.”
I’m delighted to see the eros powder. It looks so wonderful in neat lines. I inhale and feel the cool burn ignite my nose. The man licks his lips.
My nose bleeds a little, but the man dabs it away with a handkerchief.
“Bleeding already? It must be almost pure…fascinating. That’s bad news for you, young lad. The princess must truly loathe you. That’s enough for now,” he says drawing the box away, “oh my savory little puppy.”
“That’s enough of what?” I ask. I try to remember what I was just doing. He takes a straw from my hand and turns me around. I see a tub in front of me. Steam rises from scented water.
Why didn’t I see that before?
“That’s enough time you’ve wasted,” the man says softly in answer to my question. “Now, take off these filthy trappings.”
I nod and start to remove my killsuit. As I do so he watches me, and I hear the tinkle of glasses through the door and what sounds like Talen’s laughter. I smell food on the air and my mouth salivates.
“When’s dinner?” I ask. I pull off my boots and slip out of the priapus. Now completely naked I say, “I’m starving.” But the man is distracted by the ugliness of my manhood. Even I’m surprised at how thick and long it is, the skin crawling in wormy veins. It glistens with my sweat and probably stinks--the pink head looks like the cap of a big mushroom or a small apple. I try to cover it with my hands. Even with both, it’s an impossible task. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, hoping that my appearance doesn’t offend him.
“You shouldn’t be starving,” the man says softly, approaching me to scoop up my things and put them in a bag. “You already ate.” He slaps my hands away from my groin and leaves a tiny scratch on the back of one finger.
“I did?” I ask, looking at my ripped body. I listen to my stomach growl and complain. Tethyr’s teeth, I’ve so many veins sticking out across my skin that it repulses me. They run across my abdomen, over my pectorals, and up from my groin. “They’re so ugly,” I say, but my comment has no context at all. In the next instant, I wonder why I can remember Tethyr’s name. Perhaps the name of God is so powerful, no one ever forgets it.
“Your veins?” the man asks with an eyebrow raised. “I’ve never seen them quite so prominent, and I think they look…very attractive,” he states, raising his eyes from my dick. “What a pity you’ll never have children…the side effect of eros. Barely an adult and completely sterile now.”
“EROS!” I blurt out. “May I have some more?”
Please say yes. I’ll truly do anything for it. Eros takes me away from the miseries of my life.
“I think not. To answer your earlier question, Yes, you could be a little thinner. I can’t lie after all. We groomers of Moh-Dehll have an oath to consider, and we as you may well know are the church that claims ownership of the best courtesans in the world.”
“I-I want to be the best,” I interrupt.
He frowns, “Then lose some fucking body fat. It’s a good thing that even though you may someday free yourself of…addiction…a lot of these things I say to you shall implant themselves deep into your subconscious. You know, puppy, I like to see pretty boys with eating disorders.” He smiles wickedly. “It’s karma. People like you enjoy an easy life while people like me have to work doubly hard for everything we have.”
I swallow nervously. “I don’t understand…lose body fat?”
The man slaps me across the face. “I’d love to really hurt you my pretty puppy, but I can’t.” Yet even as he says this, he strikes me again, this time much harder. And then he does it for a third time, making my eyes water and leaving my skin inflamed. “Do you want to know what I consider perfection? My taste is impeccable. What I consider perfection is what everyone considers perfection. Do you want to know?” He slaps me a fourth time.
“Yes,” I answer.
“Beg...beg me to tell you,” the man whispers in my ear.
I nod. “I beg of you sir. Please tell me what perfection is.”
“These raised bumps you have in the serratus anterior are beautiful, your rib and muscle definition is remarkable, and your navel is perfect…a boy’s little dimple waiting to be sucked. But shaving ten more pounds of fat from this frame would improve you still.”
“It would?”
He nods, “Oh yes. There’s always room for progress, even in someone as slender as you...even in someone as physically gifted.” He drops his fingers to trail along the top of my cock. “The Meronese have absurd standards for their breeding holes. Your owners will court the highest paying clients to fuck you. The more perfect you look, the more money everyone makes before you can’t shit properly. In the life of a whore, time is against you. The sphincter, you see, gets to a point where it no longer tightens. We call this ‘incontinence.’ But puppy, you’re so young. What an investment the girl has made in you. ‘Incontinence’ shouldn’t happen for a few years yet.”
I shake my head, trying to clear all the thoughts that keep cropping into my mind. There’s a voice telling me to run, to fight, and to flee. There’s another yelling at me to stop failing. There’s a third urging me to ask for more eros. There’s a fourth that keeps calling out to a brown-haired boy somewhere in the darkness, hoping that he’ll hear me and find me. And there’s a loud voice right in my face, telling me I’m not perfect enough and asking me to refuse to eat because this will make me attractive to others. This is a good thing, right?
“You think I could be thinner?” I ask.
I want to please him so much even though he’s a stranger. In fact, it becomes my only purpose in life. Is that weird or does it even make sense?
The man stares me in the face and smiles. “Of course. All boys who don’t want to be hideous curs must sacrifice something. You’re only barely adequate. But I can teach you to discipline yourself. Eat only before you pass out from hunger and only then, make sure it is an apple or some kind of fruit lest you be a gluttonous pig.” He pats me on the cheek. “And then perhaps you’ll attain those precious things that make one more…fuckable.” He turns me around and inspects the muscles of my butt. “By the gods she stand to make some money tonight.” He kneads my muscular globes with his fingers, sniffing the tips afterwards.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“Nothing. I was just remarking that the young lady, the boy, and the king are embarking on a business adventure. From the looks of things, we shall be quite rich in just a short while.”
“How nice,” I say, smiling. “I hope it goes well for you.”
“Of course you do,” the man says.
“May I know your name?” I ask.
The man tells me, but in the next moment, I forget. Why is my mind so foggy? I decide to call him Spider, because of the way his fingers look.
Spider picks up my priapus and dips it in a pot of clear oil. He lets it rest there for a moment. Then, he wrings it dry and returns it to me. “Put this back on.”
I eye the tub of steaming water wondering why it’s there. But my obsession with it causes Spider to speak. “Don’t worry; this oil has made the garment magical. It will now protect your balls and cock from washing. We don’t want to lose any of your natural scent before tonight. It’ll drive the dogs…and others…wild.”
I shake my head. “I wasn’t worried,” I say. But another question pops into my mind. “Don’t I want to wash myself down there?”
“Oh no,” the man says. “It’s an attention grabber for the wealthy client who enjoys and desires youth for his bed.”
“Oh!” I exclaim and then slip it back on. As usual, my veiny dick barely fits in the tight rubber garment. Then the man hands me a pair of rubber boots also washed in the same oil. They’re not my boots, but ones that nevertheless, fit skin-tight over my feet.
“Why am I to wear these?” I ask after putting them on. The boots are barely comfortable, and I almost immediately begin to sweat in them.
“Same reason,” Spider replies.
“Same reason as what?” I ask, not remembering what we were talking about.
Tethyr’s teeth I hate this. I just surrender to the fog and my eyes wander…only to settle upon the box of eros.
Spider sees me looking at it and then retrieves it for me. I take another hit, and my eyes almost roll into the back of my head. By the gods, eros is the best time I’ve ever had. I close my eyes for a second, and I’m back in the fishing boat with my father. He’s holding me tight, and I smell his shirt, and he places a fishing rod in my hand. “Now son,” he says, “this is how you bait a hook…” and his voice drifts away over a sun-sparkled ocean. “I love you dad,” I whisper feeling all warm and fuzzy.
Spider snaps his fingers.
I open my eyes.
“Into the tub,” he orders. “I must wash you for tonight.”
“Yes sir,” I say. I get up realizing I still have my priapus and rubber boots on. They are a second skin on my lean ankles. “Shall I remove these?”
“No,” he snaps and points at the tub.
I swallow hard not wanting to cross him for his sharp tone. I walk over and get into the water. It feels soothing and relaxes me. As my mind drifts, I once again hear the tinkling of glasses through the door and a boy laughing. He sounds so familiar; I smell savory food and am so hungry.
Spider washes my hair, pulling a comb through my blond locks, and complaining loudly to himself. Sometimes his tugging hurts. Later, when my hair lies flat and straight, he scrubs my chest and back with a soft brush, using lots of soap and oils. Finally, he shaves the fine hair from my armpits, cuts my hair so that it’s off the collar in the back, and leaves me with no sideburns or even peach fuzz on my face. He even removes my white blond treasure path that disappears into the top of my glistening priapus, pulling it down just enough to remove all the pubes I’ve manage to grow around the base of my penis.
It feels so peculiar.
I feel more naked than I’ve ever felt.
He leaves me in the tub to soak for a moment and returns a minute later with a suit of knight’s armor. It’s some of the most magnificent pieces I’ve ever seen. While he takes each piece of full plate out, I dry myself with a soft towel, and he makes fine adjustments, stepping often to my side for a quick measure and a quick tug on a strap or two.
“I think we’re ready to try this on,” he says at last, “breastplate first. You’re the only knight I’ve seen that’s six feet tall and possessing a 28-inch waist.”
“Am I a knight?” I ask Spider.
He chuckles. “Why yes, ser. And I’m your squire. Now your lordship,” he says with a much exaggerated and somewhat mocking genuflection, “please get ready to be armored. Where you’re going tonight, there’ll be other warriors from the front lines, but none so clean and none wearing such pristine trappings of the Timeron Order.”
I grin. “Why then am I wearing them, my squire?” I step over to inspect the fabulous looking metal raiment. They’re so lightweight, and all of them made from shiny black metal. It feels so cool being a knight. I had no idea I was so accomplished.
“Because you’re role is to be the peacock of a very particular fantasy,” Spider says. “You’re an example of how beautiful…noble warriors can be. There’s a reason why many men think armor looks good, and why many women swoon over knights in full plate.”
I feel heat rising to my cheeks. I must be blushing, and I’ve no idea why. Other than I must not be used to compliments. Honestly, come to think of it, I can’t remember any.
Spider drapes a black shirt over my chest and then attaches the breastplate, which seems molded for my physique. It takes him a minute to tighten all the straps. The cold metal feels odd, but my body heats it quickly. The side everyone sees is molded very similar to my own real chest. It has accentuated pectorals, a deeply cut six-pack of muscles framed by a metal ribcage, and the two slanted lines that form a “V” on the left and right known as an “Apollo’s belt.” The waist flares out some; it’s a short metal skirt polished to a high gleam.
It really does a remarkable job of reflecting my actual body.
I do the same with my thighs, knees, and legs: I wrap them in the incredibly beautiful black metal pieces. The legs and arms are engraved. Gauntlets with individual metal fingers cover my hands, the knuckles done in pure gold. My pauldrons bear the insignia of the Queen of Demons, and lastly, he puts black chainmail over my privates which are in turn cupped by the rubber priapus. But there’s no chain mail to cover my butt hole. He leaves that open “for easy access,” but I’ve no idea what he’s talking about. He does assure me the cloak will protect my modesty until it’s pushed aside. And as for the back of the priapus, Spider says it’s nothing a knife won’t make short order of because it’s made of thin black rubber.
His comment makes me laugh. Why would I knife my own jockstrap?
Spider is so silly.
As for my boots, he has me remove them and place my sweaty, veined feet into a different pair that come with high arch support and room for my long bony toes. The tops rise to just under the knee (they’re fitted to slip over the armor on my calves) and are made of soft black leather, with red straps and laces, and six shiny buckles a piece. The leather makes my feet sweat so much that after only a few minutes, dark spots in the shape of toes appear.
“Why do I want sweaty feet?” I ask Spider. But he doesn’t answer me directly. He beats around the bush. In my state of mind, I can’t come up with any answer at all and his explanation just confuses me.
“Why indeed?” Spider says. “You’re Atlantean. You don’t produce smelly sweat like other human races. What you perspire is considered an aphrodisiac by many different cultures. It’s why the Nykorans often skinned Atlanteans following coitus. They felt capes made from Atlantean hide would bestow virility. I have to say, I’ve always wanted an Atlantean cape to wear, but they’re so expensive.”
“What’s an aphrodisiac?” I ask. It’s a word that sticks in my head. Ironically, Spider has said hundreds of words I don’t know the meaning to, but that’s the one I ask him to define.
He grins. “Something that creates desire.”
“Is that good?”
“It’s very profitable,” he answers. Spider puts a black chainmail hood over my head and tucks it down into the collar of my armor which rises from the breastplate and neatly encloses my long neck and protruding Adam’s apple. Then he hands me a full helmet. I slide it on; it fits tightly. I’m covered completely, a thin slit being the only way I can see unless I lift the visor. Lastly, he depends a full black and red cloak from my pauldrons. It flows over and sweeps across my back to trail on the floor (and neatly covers my bubble butt). When I stand, I can pull it all the way in front of me so that I’m completely engulfed by it. Not even my boots are visible. It feels heavy and traps heat close to my body.
“I love this,” I say, giggling and lifting myself onto my tippy toes. I feel like a kid getting birthday presents from dad.
“It looks incredible on you,” Spider says.
Once again I hear the laughter and tilt my head to one side. I wish whoever was laughing would invite me. It almost makes me sad, but then my mind returns to the eros…
“You’re to stay here,” Spider says, “until someone comes for you. Until that time, I want you to do chin-ups using that bar over there. When you’re too fatigued, do sit ups and pushups. I want you exercising and creating sweat and becoming a little dehydrated. Don’t worry; someone will come for you shortly. I want you thirsty for what comes next.”
“Yes sir,” I say.
And then he leaves taking the box of heavenly powder with him.
I do as Spider says.
Before long, sweat is pouring off my body, and it soaks my boots and cape and leaks from every opening. And my face is so hot, I long to pull the helmet off, but I fear that Spider will be cross with me if I don’t obey him.
He returns almost an hour later, sees sweat stains I’ve left on the carpet, and claps his hands. Draped over his arm, he carries a black tabard. “Would you like to see how this looks on you?” Spider asks.
I nod.
He puts it over my chest and the bottom of it flows over my groin to about mid-thigh. He attaches a leather belt around my waist to hold it in place and then shows me to a mirror in a room just to the side. Was there a door? Yes, I think I did see a door when I first came into the room.
How awesome is that?
I look in the mirror.
I realize suddenly that I’m tall and blade thin (almost wiry) with broad shoulders and svelte lines, but I guess this is what handsome is. The knightly armor looks fearsome, and the tabard is both beautiful and horrific. It features an eclipsed sun and a black star surrounded in a halo of blood. Beneath it are shadows that look like demons cavorting in twisted reverie around a pile of bones.
Standing at my shoulder, and a full inch shorter than me, Spider reaches underneath my armpit and to my front where he slides his arachnid-like hands down my abdomen, feeling every bump.
“Are you hungry, my knight?” he asks.
And as if on cue, I am. The hunger returns full force.
“Yes,” I reply, turning my head ever so slightly. I know he can’t see me, but I’m looking at him with my best puppy dog eyes hoping he’ll give me something to eat. I know these eyes once turned someone else to gravy…a boy with brown hair that I struggle to recall. I think his name starts with a “T.”
“Then on your knees,” he declares. “It’s time for supper.”
Praise Tethyr, I think to myself. I drop down as he indicates, increasingly thankful with each passing second. Spider raises my visor. Then he parts his robes and pulls out his dick. It’s glistening with pre-cum, erect, and about six inches long. It’s spotted with glitter.
“Suck on this gently,” he says. “When your meal is ready, I’ll let you know. And if I feel teeth, you shall have no dinner.”
He looks to either side nervously as I begin to suck on him. I loll my tongue gently along his skin, feeling the warmth penetrate my eager moist mouth over and over. I actually welcome the sweat I taste off of him because I’m so thirsty. And Spider groans and groans and starts thrusting against my helmet. He grabs my head and forces me to take all six inches of him, which I’m not used to and it makes me gag.
Every once in a while, I taste something foul that stings my throat. But I don’t complain. This is what he wants me to do. Although part of me, a very small part of me is screaming, the other part that knows he has the eros urges me to do the best possible job that I can to earn the fuel I’ll need for tonight.
I just wish there were more men to please, so that I could get a full meal.
Slowly as I work him, water glistens from Spider’s neck, and his bony hands clutch violently while his body shudders.
“By Moh-Dehll, god of coin, you’re so fucking tight and moist and perfect. Ahh Ahhh Ahhhh,” he says, pounding away with his hips. “Nnnggghhh…suck my cock you fucking cum whore! After I feed you, I’ll piss down your throat.”
My lips start feeling sore.
“Prepare to receive your dinner,” he whispers. But then I hear the door to the chamber begin to open. I hear a woman’s voice followed by a boy’s.
“Let’s see if our dear Kian is ready,” a girl’s voice says.
“Wait,” a husky man’s voice declares. “You forgot your kitten, princess…”
The delay gives Spider just enough time to finish. I’m so glad because I’m hungry and he promised to feed me.
Spider’s face scrunches and he pulls his dick out of my mouth, and he pumps his semen over my eye and nose. Long white ropes dangle from my eyelashes. Some of it makes it to my tongue, and I hungrily lap it up, sensing the man’s urgency. Then Spider drops onto his knees and puts my visor back in place, wiping my helmet down with a cloth.
“You’ll not uncover your face for any reason until you’re gone from here!” he hisses, eyes wide. “If you do, you’ll regret it. This I promise you.”
Then he covers himself with his robes and rushes to the door. I stand and feel Spider’s warm cum sliding down one side of my nose, but manage to blink most of it from one eye. I’m so fucking hungry I want to lift my visor and eat the rest of it, but I know better than to disobey. It’s my only chance on getting more eros, and that’s worth anything, even if I don’t get my supper.
A lovely girl with mahogany hair that I think I should know walks in with a handsome young boy at her side. I know him…his name’s Talen, but I can’t quite place why I know him. All I know is that he’s so beautiful. I’d be so lucky to be his friend, and I hope maybe he’ll like me.
I wonder what it’s like to get a hug from him.
They walk in carrying wine glasses. Behind them a tall, thick man with a beard that looks like it’s made from steel wool follows them in. He’s the one I heard speak earlier…the one that said, “princess…”
Is my mind clearing a little? I hope so.
“By Milbar,” the girl swears, clutching her breast, “he’s handsome. I love men in plate mail.”
But I’m the one that knows she’s the pretty one, all dressed in blue velvet and wearing jewels. Who is she? Who is this incredible vixen? Because of this attractive couple, my cock jumps just a little behind the priapus and leaves me momentarily in discomfort.
The boy raises himself up on the balls of his shoes. “Damn Skippy he is,” Talen says.
Wait…did he just compliment me? My heart starts beating faster.
Talen turns to Spider who’s mopping sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.
“He’s all cleaned up then?” Talen asks.
“Of course, just as his majesty ordered,” Spider answers.
“And unmolested?” Talen follows up.
It’s almost like he suspects something. But what? And what does unmolested mean?
Spider raises his voice. “What kind of operation do you think we run here, my little lord? As the king commanded, I only washed him and clothed him as you see here. He’s fit to accompany you and the miss to discuss business with Leto and acquire the things you need. I assure you my little lord. His body remains a temple…a thing that has only seen your pleasure and yours alone. Please remember that I’m bound by the oath of the groomer. I’m a complete professional and while I spoke with him, I used no words to implant suggestion or change his behavior.”
“See,” Braedir says to Talen, “I told you to relax. A groomer of Moh-Dehll is quite an asset to have in my house.”
“The oath of the groomer?” Talen queries with a suspicious tone. “Is that something associated with the church of the god of wealth?”
“Yes,” Spider says. “They’d have my tongue cut out were I to speak falsely and brag, for example, of spilling my seed across this young man’s face…a man that’s probably the only Atlantean boy left alive in all the world. I wouldn’t be so stupid.” Spider sneers at him, and I feel sorry for Talen, but I’m not sure why.
I see Talen swallow uncomfortably, and he looks at Spider over the bridge of his cute nose. “Well that’s what I thought. No need to get testy about it. I just wanted verification.”
Angelaria lets out a loud sigh and asks, “Why are you so hung up on this?”
“Because I take a lot of pride in…owning Kian,” Talen remarks. “I-I don’t want him touched unless it’s for a ton of money. And even then, I’m not so sure I’d be on board with it. I-I’m feeling a little confused. Maybe it’s second thoughts. Call it what you will, but…can we talk this over?” 
Kian? Is that my name?
I wonder but Angelaria steps forward with the box offering me some eros. I lift my visor with caution. Only a slit so that she can slide the straw through and I sniff the white powder into my nostrils. I feel a rush of blood almost immediately that ends in so much pleasure, I curl my toes. The next thing I know, I’m dreaming of rainbows yet wide awake.
“You’re being a fool. Grow some balls. You’re nineteen and so is he. At most you’ll be in love another four months and then move on to fuck other people. I’ve seen it before and will see it again. ‘Love’ is a word he used to get into your pants, Talen. That’s all. You’ve seen what he’s like. He takes you for granted; uses you like a whore and boasts of it to anyone who’ll listen,” Angelaria states.
“What if I like him boasting about it?” Talen asks.
“Then you’re stupider than I thought,” Angelaria says. “He’s going to make us both rich and you famous. You’ll be leader of multiple guilds back in that shithole of a place you call a country. And you’ll have all kinds of boys beholding to you. Make them fuck you if you want. Or, you could fuck some girls if you develop a taste for proper pussy.”
Talen shakes his head. “I-I don’t know…no one looks like Kian does. You know I’m right. He’s like one in a million. What if Calisto hurts him or messes up his--”
Angelaria slaps Talen across the face and puts the box away. She hit him so hard it leaves a red mark on his skin.
I feel like I need to move to his side, but my feet are as heavy as lead. Maybe it’s all the unicorns that have surrounded me and are stepping on my pink shoes. I giggle…pink shoes. Those are so cute. I close my eyes and think of daisies and rainbows and fairies with sparkling wings who want to paint little moons on my cheeks.
Talen rubs the pain away, but anger is boiling under his skin.
Spider speaks up. “I must caution you that I instructed Kian not to remove his helmet for fear of showing his blond hair too early. He’ll only raise his visor just enough to sniff more eros if you choose to give him some. I suggest you keep him well medicated. If he bleeds from the nostrils it’s only because the air here in Soulwarden is unfit for his physiology. More eros should actually be helpful to him. And being starved for food has definitely brought out the definition you indicated you wanted on him prior to meeting with Leto. His veins and muscles are so prominent on his nakedness you could use him as a medical school cadaver.” Spider rubs his hands together in glee. “Perhaps when he’s properly worn out, they’ll sell him back to me so I can cut him up. I’ve always wanted to see the guts of an Atlantean. And perhaps I could use his skin to fashion a handbag. My friends would be so jealous.”
“We aren’t selling him!” Talen exclaims, putting his foot down. “Only using him to get the amulet from Calisto. And Angelaria, we don’t leave him behind!”
“You’ve done splendid work, Spider,” the taller, bearded man says, patting him on the back. “You may leave us now.” He turns to Angelaria, “If you’re satisfied, we’d best get your man to the bathhouse. Leto will not be there for long if you intend to attract his attention.”
“Thank you, Braedir.” The girl says, and as the big man turns to leave, Angelaria faces Talen. Her eyes suddenly blaze with blue light. “I’m altering this deal because I can see you’re getting cold feet. Here’s the truth little boy…I’m selling your boyfriend to Leto tonight for as much money as I can get. I’m also taking the money I get from Braedir’s associates and not sharing any with you. If they want Kian, they can have him. You can choose to go along with that or not. But mark my word, if Calisto and a legion of Timeron knights want to rape your boyfriend until he can’t walk, I’ll let it happen. If they want to use his mouth as their own personal toilet, I won’t raise so much as a single finger. Not as long as I get my money! And know this…if he stays behind to live out his life as a sex slave for all the wickedness he’s done, so be it. He needs to learn that no one screws me over and kills my sellswords. I want what’s in that preceptor’s house too, and you’ll need my help to bag a demon prince. Imagine the enormous amount of money I can squeeze from the church of thieves with information on the murder of one of their most important clergy members. Not only will it start a war—and need I remind you, Talen, that wars are highly profitable—but it’ll also make me rich beyond the dreams of avarice. If you suddenly remember that ‘you’re in love’ then it’s too little and too late. Count your blessings that you’ll at least be a hero after this. It’s a better fate than what’s waiting for your boyfriend.”
“You fucking bitch!” Talen screams, fists squeezing tight. “You USED me! You KNEW I was jealous that he always thought of you. But I’m not the fool you take me for.”
She laughs. “No? And just what are you then for not stopping me? I see a fool who’s killed the best thing he had going in his life.”
Talen snatches a knife from his belt and lunges at her chest but Angelaria has him beat. She raises a hand, speaks a single word, and Talen is swept back by a powerful force and thrown into the wall. He collapses on the ground, a little blood streaming from his forehead.
“Don’t ever attack me again,” Angelaria warns. “I can kill you with my magic. I can fry you in your clothes with bolts of lightning from the sky. I can reduce you to the size of a flea and force you to live your life out on a dog turd. I am the daughter of Hanibel the Pale, greatest wizard of Mon Arcanos and advisor to the Throne of the Seven Dragons. My father is court magician to the crown of Kandaleya, whose shores are so vast, two oceans crash upon them. And you! What are you other than a nobody…a nothing…a weakling with little education and a birth no higher than that of a common sow? I’m a princess of sorcery, taught in a college of wizards so powerful their very spells broke apart two continents. I have words that can strip the flesh from your very bones while you still live. It would be best for you to remember this.”
Talen starts to weep, and I walk over to him and kneel, hugging him. He pauses to stare through the slit at my eyes and then he sobs on my shoulder. I help him up and ask him, “Why are you crying?” I honestly can’t figure out why, but he looks so sad. “Don’t cry,” I say, patting his back.
But this question, this statement only makes the handsome boy weep a little more.
The girl walks over to me and grabs me by the elbow, and I suddenly feel like following her. She’s so pretty in her dress. I wonder where she’s taking me.
“Coming, Talen?” Angelaria asks. “We’ve an appointment to keep, and I don’t want to be late. Don’t make me alter the deal further. I’m sure I could sell you into slavery too, only I doubt I’d get even a pittance of what your boyfriend’s worth.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
Outside Braedir’s palace, I stand in the shadow of two-story opulence. Its gaudy window dressings and ornate architecture possess an offensive beauty. It belongs in a city known to be the undisputed ruler of the obscene…that flaunts its lewdness with naked statues of boys and girls having butt sex over gardens of lovely poppies.
Just outside the gilded gate to the palace walls, I marvel at the detail on a statue featuring a slavering woman eating the leg cut from a wailing child. I wonder what the bronze plaque says that’s mounted on the pedestal beneath it. Maybe it’s a dedication to whomever the woman was, perhaps a great leader who made flesh the business of Soulwarden and its most thriving trade. Perhaps it bespeaks of the horrors the nameless suffered at her hands. And what a horror she is too! With bulging eyeballs and exaggerated mandibles, chomping forever at a bronze foot that drips bronze blood and dangles mutilated metal flesh.
I love artists who can bring their passion to life.
“Milk of the poppy!” a man calls from his wagon. “Opium! Powder of eros…all is for sale! Cocaine! Heroin! We have it all for you! New tools! Needles for a speedy delivery made of the finest steel and imported from the tinkering gnomes of the Icewall Mountains!”
Eros….
I suck on my lip. When can I get some more? I watch the wheels turn on his cart as if they rotate for an eternity. I feel aches growing in my muscles. Eros takes those away. In addition, everything I see and experience is somehow more intense. It gives me incredible insight. I know everyone else is wiser and that it’s okay to be the stupid illiterate one. I can trust everyone. I’ve to stop being selfish. Spider’s advice is so precious. It brings tears to my eyes because I can’t see him. He’s so wise, so powerful. I’ve never felt more loved than I was by Spider.
Where is he? Gone like my thoughts.
Mist. Pixies. A sparkling diamond necklace attracts my eyes.
Verrr rolls on the ground. He’s a cute kitten. I think owning a lot of cats would be fun.
A boy approaches the dealer’s cart, a cloud glows red, a woman calls for help.
The boy hobbles on one leg. Next to him is a girl; she moves in a stupor. Maybe they’re brother and sister. She has her hands bound and the boy passes the girl to the man with the cart. In return he receives a small package. I bet it contains pure pleasure.
I’m jealous but smile for him. I’m happy for you.
Exchanging one thing for another is far superior to money. The boy’s resourceful even if the girl cries and goes unwillingly. She’s no idea the good things he no doubt intends. Maybe she’ll get enrolled in a school so she can read proper unlike me.
By now, I’ve grown used to staring through the narrow slit my visor affords me, and my gaze lifts to the crimson clouds spewing forth from Tempest Mountain. The fiery red glow is everywhere.
The ground rumbles and shakes.
“The gods are angry with us,” a man says to my right. Several other men nod and continue with their work, preparing the royal column to move out into the streets. “They’ll punish this wicked city.”
Is Thorn wicked? What a curious word, but maybe he’s right.
Perhaps the gods are angry with Soulwarden.
The blood drains from my cheeks as fear grips my guts. I say a prayer to Tethyr. Despite my memory lapses and my inability to remain focused, I’m always able to remember the mysterious “Gray Warder” as he’s known. It’s as if my love for my god wells up from a place inside me that’s inviolate.
Sometimes I think Tethyr’s watching me. I feel eyes move over my body, but when I search the crowd I see nothing at first. But then, there’s the black wolf with yellow eyes. Sometimes he’s a dog. Sometimes it’s a picture on the wall like the one decorating the meditation room of the dojo in Clothol. Sometimes it’s a tattoo on the arm of a bare-chested warrior walking down the street.
The yellow eyes seek me out when I least expect it.
Why? I can’t answer that. But when I close my eyes, I frequently dream of them. They bore into my soul; they tell me I must fight. But fight what? They tell me that my ordeal will challenge both my mind and my spirit, that I’ll be faced with an opportunity for revenge or forgiveness, and that my choice will define my destiny in Tethyr’s eyes.
The say only the proper choice will make me a Black Dragon Assassin.
Is that superior to a Nightshade? What’s a Black Dragon Assassin? I’ve no idea. But the yellow eyes say that a person who’s consumed by revenge and hate will never walk at Tethyr’s side.
Even with eros, I’m worried. My clouded mind tells me that the future holds a reckoning for someone I love. My ultimate destiny will be tied to my ability to forgive them, whoever they are.
 But I’ve no idea why I would want revenge against someone I love? I’m so at peace. And no one I love has wronged me. Not Spider, certainly not Talen, not the beautiful girl with mahogany hair….
Wow, I love a lot of people.
The faces keep surfacing, even the servant that gave me water five minutes ago.
Another tremor shakes the earth.
The air in the crater smells of smoke. Outside the ten-foot walls the streets teem with Meronese who conduct daily business without fear. They’ve learned to live with it so long it’s like a cloak to them.
Fear profits a man nothing.
Why am I afraid? I blink with tears in my eyes, suddenly aware that everything frightens me.
I hunker down and wrap my arms around myself, trying to breathe.
“Please, please, please…stop,” I mutter.
Stop what? the yellow eyes say to me in my mind. You must stop taking the drug.
“The eros?” I question. “But it gives me strength.”
No, the yellow eyes say. Love is what gives you strength. Only Talen can help you. You must remind him, or he’ll take his own life for what he sees tonight. And then the eyes are gone.
After a while, I feel all right.
There’s a noise. The girl with mahogany hair on the arm of the king both emerge from the palace. Talen’s there too. He looks so handsome; I wonder if he likes me. The eyes say he loves me.
I must remind him. Or he will take his own life for what he sees tonight….
Why would you do that? What are you going to see?
Angelaria is treated like royalty. She scoops up Verrr and follows Braedir onto one of two decorative palanquins. Each has a bamboo frame and roof, the latter to keep rain off the heads of those seated within. Mosquito netting hangs in drapes from the frames and the palanquins themselves are carried upon the backs of black-skinned Amserran slaves. I’ve difficulty recalling what I know of the Amserrans. But their squat, heavily-muscled appearance brings back a single memory from my father’s adventures.
I think I was six when he died.
Four slaves are chosen to carry each palanquin; poles rest on their muscular shoulders.
I wish I could ride on a palanquin. It’s so hot and sweaty in this armor; they get fanned by people; I want to get fanned too.
It’s like they want me wet, and it makes no sense.
A hot breeze tugs at my cloak. It swirls around my leather boots. They’re soaked through with the sweat from my bare feet.
I walk amidst a throng of twenty nameless young people. They’re divided evenly between men and women. Most are comely, but none make me rise between the legs. Laughable costumes wrap some of them. These garments are homage to various armors, and I catch a word I don’t understand: “fetishist garb.”
I wonder what it means. It sounds funny, and I scratch my nuts with a gauntleted finger as I contemplate it.
Because I’m a knight of course, mine is authentic. Why would anyone want to pretend to be something they’re not? The “fetishist garb” is mostly leather and rubber, much like my boots and priapus. That makes me ponder. Do these count as “fetishist garb?” How strange is that?
My mind clouds again, and I know I won’t remember to ask someone what the words mean.
In fact, I’ve already forgotten.
I’m no longer surprised by that. I sniff. My nose burns but I’m afraid to lift my visor to scratch it. I feel slightly dizzy but try to steady myself by crouching on the balls of my feet for a moment to regain my balance.
Breathe, I think to myself. Just breathe through your mouth.
And remind Talen of your love…I can’t forget that. Or he’ll take his own life after what he sees tonight. He’s my only hope but for what?
The air’s so hot. That must be the reason for my dry nostrils, and why I’ve been bleeding. I close my eyes for a moment and draw the air into my lungs as slowly and deliberately as possible. This stops the world from spinning so much.
Ten of the twenty around me are men. Are they perfect? I must remember what Spider said: I’m not perfect, but I can get there if I starve. I blink and once again stand to wait for us to move out. I quash my hunger with my mind; someone hands me a water bottle with a nipple on the end. I drink from it. Maybe the water will quiet my belly. It has a strange taste, but it slakes my parched throat.
Their leather and rubber suits cling to the skin; none are helmeted save me. Three have black skin, two are oriental with almond-shaped eyes, and one looks like a Daar Clansmen because of his sweeping brown hair. There’s even one with pointed ears. He’s an elf, and he stares at me with an expressionless face. I see bruises on his cheeks and a few missing teeth. Each is fitted with a solid gold circlet around the neck, and they’re all impeccably clean shaven and smell of perfume.
In the ranks of women, there are so many beauties. Some are dark and exotic looking, with hair braided in cornrows and jewels dangling from their earlobes. Others have smoky kohl over each eye. They wear flimsy dresses made from mist silk that sweeps around their waists and breasts; it leaves nothing to the imagination. All the girls have shaved genitals, and I wonder if this “denuding” means something. I’ve hair at the base of my cock. I don’t know how long it’s been that way, but it makes me ask…am I the same as them?
I can’t be. I’ve no gold collar.
I bet it’s a sign Spider finds them perfect. Blast!
I look around me just to make sure. Yes, I’m marching with them as if I were one. But wait. Perhaps I’m supposed to be their leader? But wouldn’t someone tell me this? Just in case, I start preparing a speech to say to them in case they want me to lead. I’ve got to show them what kind of knight I am.
A black Amserran woman with thick lips and bleached hair sidles next to me while we wait. I can’t help but stare at her. The nipples form points on her mist silk dress so that she looks like she’s got cones attached to her chest. She wears the gold collar, holds herself regally, and stands straight like me.
You know I can’t read, don’t you?
I also like how she’s pulled all of her hair into a single braid that falls to the top of her butt.
“Are you a Timeron knight?” she asks me, accent thick on her voice.
I blink, not knowing if I should answer. Finally I say, “Yes.” Nervous sweat rolls down my face, and I try to quiet the trembling. Please don’t make fun of me. Don’t call me stupid…I-I just can’t handle “stupid” right now.
“Where’s your sword then? Where are your spurs?” she asks.
They’re good questions. I look down at my boots. They look lovely on my thin feet. I wonder if anyone else might enjoy them. “I’m supposed to have spurs?”
She snorts, and looks through the slit of my visor at my eyes. There’s a lot of shuffling going on in the column as we prepare to move out, and it’s difficult to hear anything over the din and clang of weapons and so many voices.
“I’m Mudrufamesa,” she says. “You’re not from here. If you’re a knight, know that I was once a rich woman but now I’m a slave. At the age of ten I became the most sought-after whore in Thorn. At the age of twenty-five I’m a pauper. How life changes…it’s like the wind. Sometimes fortune blows your way, and at other times it brings you nothing but dust. You and your kind are to blame because you and your demon god chose to invade our lands. All because the Queen of Demons has no mercy for those they conquer unless they’re white boys who happen to be beautiful.”
“I’m an invader?” I ask.
She stares at me again. “Maybe. Maybe not. Huge pupils speak of eros addiction. I think perhaps that you’re not a knight. Perhaps you’re just like Mudrufamesa.”
“Who’s that?” I ask.
“Me,” she says, rolling her eyes. “They’ve given you too much.”
“I can’t pronounce your name,” I say.
“Don’t worry about it,” she responds. “You can call me “Famesa.”
“Famesa,” I begin, “I’m not a knight?”
She nods. “They probably told you that but you aren’t. It doesn’t matter. Believe that you’re a knight because I’ve a feeling they want this of you. Know that the most valuable currency in this vile city is flesh.”
“This is a vile city?”
“One of the worst in the world,” Famesa says. “A great war has come, and it fills all the lands to the south. To the north, forces are invading. I hear tales of ten thousand men killed in a single day, and of death giants who wander the forests looking for humans to sacrifice to their god to bring them fortune in war. Here in Thorn, It all collects. Those who are too cowardly to fight, those who flee from the armies, and those who have sexual appetites that run to the extreme all come here for one reason or another. There’s no law in Thorn, only strength. And it makes the gods angry…the true gods…not the ones of evil.”
I shuffle in my boots. “I-I think I’ve had sex,” I say. “I honestly can’t remember.”
“Virginity is only prized amongst females. That rule is universal,” Famesa says, eyes scanning the long line of my body.
I sigh. “That sucks. I think I’m a virgin.”
“Don’t despair, Blue-eyes. The knights are the most sexually desirable men in ‘The Pit’ right now and have been since their occupation. The military has a strict fitness code, and the babies the women beget from their seed end up nobles in Noremost, their great empire across the sea. The boys end up knights like their fathers. The girls end up in the priesthood. So the Timeron knights choose only the most fit and most beautiful females to breed.”
“I’m a noble? I’d breed her…the girl with mahogany hair. She’d make great babies.”
Famesa laughs. “You can’t have children. Eros robs you of that, so you’re definitely not a knight. And making beautiful babies has much to do with the parents, but in the end the gods also have their say. Some are born with much less.”
“What happens to those kids?” I ask.
“They die. The knights use them for target practice to hone their bow and arrow skills. Their remains are burned. I told you, the knights only have mercy for beautiful white-skinned boys.”
“Where does this happen?”
“In Greasy Tops, the foulest section of this city. I worked there for five years. Sometimes, as many as a hundred lives are ended in a day, drawn from the birthing pits where women pregnant with Timeron babies must go to release their water. Imperfection can result from something as small as a birthmark. A fountain in Greasy Tops flows red; I hope you never see it. The Meronese refer to it as ‘the blessing’ and many believe washing in it bestows the youth of the slain children upon them.”
I swallow, uncomfortably. “They kill babies?”
Mudrufamesa says, “Yes. Perhaps they intend to take you to the Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh. Are you an assassin?”
I blink trying to comprehend what she’s saying. “Are we going there for dinner? I’m not supposed to eat--” But she interrupts me with a shake of her head.
“Eros,” she mutters.
“I like eros,” I say. “Please, if you have some might I buy a hit off you?”
She glares at me for a moment. “I’ve pity for you, Blue-eyes,” Famesa says. “They’ll take you into Greasy Tops and make you do things you may not like were it not for the drug. Eros takes over your mind; displaces your personality. It’s popular among rapists. If there’s anything of you left in there, you’ll take no more.”
“I-I can’t.”
“You must,” she says. “It comes from under the Icewall Mountains in the caverns of the squid-faced mind lords who created it to enslave the world of men.”
“I’ve eaten squid before,” I say.
“This is different, Blue-eyes.”
“Why do they call it Greasy Tops?” I ask.
“Because the smoke from cremating the dead produces oil that makes the roofs shine. The streets are no wider than the length of a man, and each building rises one stacked on top of another until the suns are all but a memory. All the brothels, the bathhouses, and the sex dens are there. Anyone can purchase anything they want. It is said, there’s even a place where one can eat another human, if that’s your desire. But these unusual extravagances are very costly, and you must know the right people.”
“Why would anyone want to eat another person?” I ask, horrified.
She shakes her head. “Who knows the why and the how to this world? They say those who go to Greasy Tops never return. It’s a place of disease, where the sewers run with the blood of the living, and torture is as common as water. Demons walk the cobblestones of Greasy Tops clothed in the skin of men, brought here by the Timeron knights who command them...brought here by men dressed like you.”
“Are you saying I’m wicked?” I ask.
She shrugs. “There’s a reason you ended up here. There’s a reason why you are in this predicament. Good people don’t come to Thorn. Though I don’t know you, I believe you were not…perhaps are not…a good person. But what we call good is a matter of perspective, right? I think there’s hope for you yet, Blue-eyes. Perhaps if you try, you can channel your life in such a way that your career works against the agents of wickedness.”
I breathe slowly trying to commit her words to memory. Perhaps if I try I can channel my life in such a way that my career works against the agents of wickedness. As odd as it seems, I only repeat this sentence once, and it stores itself beyond the fogginess in my mind.
“Why do knights go there? I-I mean…if it’s so wicked?”
“They go like everyone else…for sex free of the pressure of children. Their chosen hangout is the Blood Dungeon. You’re definitely not a knight, or you’d know this,” she says. “In their religion, women suitable for sex are kept pregnant. Those not suitable for sex far outnumber the ones that do. The Blood Dungeon caters to such high standards and removes the possibility of pregnancy by providing attractive men for their elite clients. A hole is a hole, right? This despite the syphilis they carry.”
“That sounds rather awful,” I say.
She laughs. “Much in life is awful. Take for example being employed at the Blood Dungeon. Boys barely out of puberty aspire to work there for the gold. Not just anyone gets a job. You have to be beautiful to work in the Blood Dungeon. But beauty is more than just a pretty face.”
“Like what?” I ask.
“Athletic and possessed of a cock of above-average length; a body with less than 15% percent fat. The best have less than 8%, measured by calipers or through the machine of Eilustriel. Magundu is currently their prize bull and the biggest asshole in their employ. It’s said he’s fucked twenty thousand women and forty thousand men. He has a legendary girth and a length some say is nine inches…the largest they’ve seen at the Blood Dungeon. Size is the first thing the employees of the Blood Dungeon respect, and Magundu takes 10% of the profits from every other man who works there simply because he was born with the largest dick in the land. The shortest that works there is seven inches. The priests of Chagidiel all claim Magundu’s cock shall be bronzed upon his death as it is the largest endowment they’ve seen on a human male. It raises Magundu’s status. He sometimes requires new workers to kiss it as a sign of their obedience.”
“That’s crazy,” I say. “Is 10% a lot?”
“Yes, Magundu is a very rich man. He could’ve retired several years ago, but he enjoys his work too much. He enjoys being the most legendary man in ‘The Pit.’ And he has good doctors to treat his diseases.”
“Nine inches is impressive,” I remark. “I’ve never measured mine. At least I think so.” I scratch my head. “On second thought, I don’t even know what it looks like. Isn’t that weird?” I laugh. “I don’t know what my own dick looks like.”
“Eros,” she mutters. “They’ve given you too much.”
I think you’ve said that before.
“Most men I’ve seen are average. Magundu will dwarf your own. But clothed as a knight, you’ll have your choice to take him as a partner if you go there. They won’t know any better. Do not be ashamed. Not everyone is a Magundu, but he can teach you things and bring you untold pleasures you’ve never experienced. And when your body becomes diseased, you can buy a healer with your money.”
I almost salivate at her words.
“You must be some kind of spy. I wonder why the king is sending you there,” she says.
“Hopefully for pleasure,” I say. “Don’t worry about me. I shan’t be ashamed that Magundu is bigger than me.” I speak the words with as much sincerity as I can muster.
“If you go there in that armor, you’ll be treated like a king. Everyone wants to fuck a knight, and if you are a spy, they no doubt have a man picked out for you already. But to what end, I’ve no idea. Know that the demand for attractive men in Thorn is far greater than the supply. Soul Warden’s population has suffered wars, plague, drugs, and the rule of the Guildhouse of Assassins for a thousand years. The population has many missing limbs, scars from battle, and other hideous ailments. Disease transmitted through sex with no access to healing or education has left entire neighborhoods devastated. There’s no good within the pit, only suffering.”
I swallow nervously. “No good at all?”
She nods her head. “Huge crowds gather outside the Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh where the workers of the Blood Dungeon bathe before their doors open each night. Because the Blood Dungeon caters only to men, it’s the only time that their physically gifted staff is available for unrestricted coitus. So the women are there for one reason only: for seed. Some of the women want to become pregnant and give birth to a child who’s not native Meronese. This gives the offspring a much higher chance to emerge without deformity. Others are wealthy crones too ugly for a handsome man. They go there to be serviced by Magundu. If he’s not available, then they buy others to satiate their pussies. However, men are there for only one reason: to sodomize those who cater only to Timeron knight standards. Because the bathhouse is operated by the clergy of Chagidiel, anything goes. The bathhouse is a great opportunity for very rich men to scout out prospects for the night.”
“That’s pretty sensible. It’s like window shopping,” I say.
Famesa laughs, “This is not buying a pair of shoes. All of the workers at the Blood Dungeon range from a scale of six to eight as judged by Eilustriel, while those males who frequent the bathhouse rarely achieve a four. These are secretive men, well past their prime or who have trouble getting any sex because they’re so repulsive. Some are politicians, others warriors and statesmen. Most are universally hideous, and the lower they rate on the scale, the more money they must pay before being allowed in. But those that do get in are entitled assholes, wanting to get all their money’s worth. Depending on how much they bribe the gatekeeper relates to how soon they can be squeezed inside. I’ve seen men who rank as a one move to the front of the line for a thousand gold…men so grotesque, the one they have sex with could end up with incurable leprosy. But this just means an opening in the brothel’s workforce. No one who works for the brothel can refuse sex with anyone, no matter how dreadful they are.”
“Wait,” I say, “people are ranked in numbers? Who’s Eilustriel?”
“She’s the goddess of beauty. A wondrous machine at the door places a number on anyone who enters based upon the goddesses’ explicit standards. A ten is the highest rank and is considered god-like comeliness. A three or four is considered plain. No one in the two thousand years since it was invented has ever achieved a ten. This machine can only be purchased directly from the church of the goddess of beauty.”
“Wow,” I say, trying to imagine what the machine looks like. “This place must be packed to the walls with people.” I get semi-hard just thinking about it, and that’s incredibly uncomfortable as the priapus is restrictive.
The Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh only has room for two-hundred souls, but at least three times that number wait outside for a chance to get through the door at sunset. They wait to see if they can pass the test of Eilustriel for a discount rate. If they’re a three or below, they must wait for the bathhouse to fill with those that rate higher first. Either that or pay even more than normal. If it’s a slow night, then those in line can be admitted but are restricted to employees of the Blood Dungeon who rate no higher than a six, which is incredibly handsome. However, they’ll have no access to Magundu, who’s a seven.”
“I wonder what I’ll rate,” I ask to no one in particular. I’m mostly just talking to myself.
“You won’t know until you’ve asked Eilustriel’s machine.” Famesa pauses, “Knights rarely visit the bathhouse for they’ve got exclusivity to the Blood Dungeon whose doors are open from midnight until dawn. Those that do visit receive automatic entry because they’ve got money and looks and a contract with Chagidiel. Very rarely, some knights have achieved the ultimate in beauty: an eight. Only one in a million men rates this high. There is no one who gets a nine or ten. Eilustriel says nine’s exist, but only one in every ten million. None have ever passed through one of the machines. That would make history the world over, and even the goddess of beauty herself would be aware of this man.”
“What about a ten?” I ask.
“Every hundred years one is born. There’s only ever one ten on Wynwrayth, and their naked body is the object of desire for anyone that sees it. That is the legend.”
I shake my head. “That must be something.”
She shrugs. “A man who ranks as a ten would be physically irresistible even to the most trained priests of Thorn. They’d break oaths and promises to their gods just to touch his body. Women would desire his seed for their womb without question, and it would take all their willpower to put a face to the world that says otherwise.”
“Fascinating,” I say. “A ten would never be lonely then. That guy could have sex with anyone he wants.”
“Sex and companionship are different things,” Famesa says. “But I think they’d be lonely, for their partner would suffer insecurity and jealousy. Someday you may learn that lesson.”
I nod, thinking about her words. There’s something calming about them, or maybe it’s her amber eyes. I feel like I’m meant to talk with her.
“Know that in Soulwarden, sex with any Timeron is prestigious for the brothel workers,” she continues. “But some take it too far. Magundu flaunts his conquests as well as his wealth. To date, Magundu and four other men are the only ones to have ‘couched’ Timeron knights in the actual bathhouse. In the Blood Dungeon, everyone has done so of course. Workers at the Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh who achieve this are compensated with enough gold to buy ten slaves for just a few hours of their work. In a month’s time, one could retire for the rest of one’s life. Some choose this, and the job opening is quickly filled.”
“I like the idea of it being prestigious to fuck me,” I say.
She chuckles. “You’re a funny man, Blue-eyes. But I think you say this because you’ve not been fucked after you’ve said no. Be selective on whom you choose if you end up at the bathhouse. Anyone who couches you, employee or not, will receive a gift from Chagidiel. It’s considered a token of appreciation for the alliance between the gods of evil: Chagidiel and Taleta. This person’s flesh will be molded in one single area to correct a perceived imperfection through magic, a highly desired gift for the vain and the disfigured both. However, this can never extend to a man’s penis or a woman’s vagina, as Chagidiel teaches these organs are sacred and must be worshiped and untouched by divinity or sorcery. In exchange for treating the knights so well, the church of Taleta protects the church of Chagidiel with its armies.”
“Couched?” I ask. “What’s that exactly?”
“They have several couches in the bathhouse. If a patron gets a knight onto one and seduces him into fluid exchange, their reward is the gift of Chagidiel. It can be bestowed three times, in case the knight wishes to have more mouths and fingers and other things within and upon his body.”
I hear some noise and six of Braedir’s house knights walk up to surround us; they’re all women. Famesa winks at me and doesn’t say another word.
“Thank you,” I whisper to her.
She nods.
I look at the girls and think, Braedir sure loves his women. They’re dressed in leather and studded armor and carry spears instead of swords. Each spear has a red ribbon tied to the end, and they look flexible like you’d expect a martial arts weapon to be. Talen comes up behind me then in his usual confident swagger. However, there’s no palanquin for him, and he’s definitely put off by that because his face looks pinched in the way mine does when I suck on a lemon.
It almost makes me giggle.
Last, a few men round out our contingent, but none of them is Spider. Inside my helmet, I feel my nose bleeding again, and I try to sniff it up back into my nostrils. When I fail, a little runs into my mouth, and I can taste the salty hotness of it. I notice that each of the men that join us is carrying a large wooden paddle. I soon understand the purpose of these clubs as we make our way from the palace onto the crowded street.
“Make way for the king!” one of the men carrying the paddles shouts. He smacks an old woman in the head, dropping her instantly. Although I step over her, I see she’s soon trampled. Another woman, inspecting oranges from a man’s cart gets struck about the shoulders and kicked into the wall of the building on my left. This is all done so that the Amserrans carrying the palanquins have room to maneuver.
Our pace is fast.
If I fall behind by a few steps, the women behind me prod my backside with a spear.
I expect the king to be popular. However, crowds jeer at him from the side of the road. Those given over to boldness throw tomatoes. They’re quickly beaten back by the men carrying the wooden paddles.
After ten minutes, Braedir’s palanquin stops in the middle of a stone bridge spanning a sluggish river. The whole of it stinks of shit. I peer over the edge and see that it’s really nothing more than an open sewer. As if to make my point, a hundred feet away, a cow near the embankment drops a bucketful of its waste into the water with a huge splash. Urchins so filthy I can’t tell if they’re boys or girls line the bank.
Braedir parts the mosquito netting and extends a hand. “My people…behold the generosity of your king!” He throws a handful of copper coins into the water and then the kids all dive-in to try and grab them.
The spectacle raises bile to my mouth.
Angelaria claps and Braedir turns to speak with her in the neighboring palanquin. “I love watching the poor swim for the scraps. It’s my favorite pastime to see a child with a mouthful of shit. Well worth a copper farthing.”
“You’re so clever dear,” Angelaria says.
I have to admit suddenly that it is kind of clever.
One child emerges with dung clinging to his emaciated body and holds a copper coin proudly. I notice he has leeches on his back from the swim. But before I can make a comment or even feel sorry for the child, a woman appears holding a box. It has the eros in it, and she pokes a straw through the bottom of my visor so I can take a sniff.
“He’s got a bloody nose,” the girl says loud enough for Angelaria and Braedir to hear.
Several feet behind me, Talen steps forward but is blocked by the girls with spears. “Braedir, what’s the meaning of this?” Talen asks. “I’m still a partner despite you thinking otherwise! Blood means he’s hemorrhaging…you’re killing him, Angelaria. I’m as much invested in this as you!”
“Oh shut up!” Angelaria yells from her palanquin.
I see Talen’s hands are trembling. When I stare at him through the visor, I note a twitch in his eye, and I suspect he’s hiding something. I’m not surprised because Talen has to be clever. He’s too good-looking not to be. I wish I could see him naked.
He wiggles his fingers at me, and I think it’s a kind of language, but I don’t remember how to understand those fine movements.
“A hemorrhage may be a sign of an overdose,” Braedir indicates quietly to Angelaria, but his voice is loud enough that I hear it. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, my princess? We don’t want him to die now do we?”
She looks at me, and then snaps her fingers. “Give him another dose!” she calls out.
Talen knocks the spears out of the way and manages to reach the girl holding the box before I can take another sniff. He snatches it from her and she complains loudly.
“Talen,” I say, getting his attention. “I-I love you,” I tell him as softly as I can. It’s all I can do to remember what the yellow eyes told me to do. I need to remind him that I love him, or what he sees tonight may make him take his own life. That’s what I remember, and I’m worried because the skies are darkening. It’ll be night soon.
I think this is what yellow eyes meant.
Talen’s face pales, and he swallows hard.
“Give him another fucking dose, or I’ll kill you!” Angelaria yells at Talen, fire swirling around her fingertips.
“Play along buddy,” Talen whispers to me. He holds the straw through the crack. I try to take a sniff but get nothing. He’s pinching the straw.
Why would he do that?
Angelaria turns to Braedir. “Stop lecturing me, both of you. Now Talen, get back in line and return the box to the woman! He won’t die. He’s too physically strong for that. I want him as pliable as a blank page. He can have no resistance to orders of any kind. He’s very dangerous when not in the grips of that drug.”
I hear them talking; I know it’s about me. But all I can do is stand there and think of how beautiful and perfect her face is, how round and full her breasts are, and how soft her pussy must feel. I close my eyes and the rush of the eros that I did manage to take hits me full force, filling my whole body with pleasure and warmth. I feel as if I’ve consumed liquid happiness.
“Move along,” a female knight says. She prods me in the back with the end of her spear, and I immediately oblige her.
The trek we make ends another twenty minutes later. I’m not even tired, but the slaves are slick with sweat. I’m positively drenched. Because of the jungle heat, every porous hole, greave, and joint on my armor leaks with my own perspiration. And my nose is bleeding so much…for the first time it’s leaking past my helmet. No one seems to notice. No one cares. Why should I? It’s not like it hurts.
We stop in front of a church soaring fourteen stories above me. It has crenelated walls and onion domes. Everything is white marble and sheathed in gold. It’s incredible.
Does Tethyr live here?
Some kind of auction is taking place before the walls of this citadel. Men and women are standing on a stage hocking other people to the highest bidder. There’s literally a crowd of thousands in this square, and I’m forced to huddle amidst the perfumed men and women so tightly that I can’t raise my arms. Those who stand at the outer circle are sniffed over by huge hounds with glossy black fur and large pink tongues that drip drool on the cobblestones beneath my boots. The dogs menace and bark and bare their teeth, and it frightens the men and women who are one by one torn from Braedir’s column to be escorted to the stage where the throng of thousands awaits to bid on them.
One of them is Famesa.
“Goodbye,” I whisper.
“Salut, Blue-eyes,” she responds. And like that, she’s gone.
“We must always pay tribute,” Braedir says to Angelaria loud enough for her to hear over the crowd, “to gain entrance to the church of the god of wealth.”
“Why are we here?” Angelaria asks.
Braedir shrugs, “I wasn’t born yesterday, princess. We’re here so you can sign a contract of Moh-Dehll. I don’t trust you, quite frankly, and this will assure that I get all my money back and then some from this ‘favor’ I’m doing for you.”
“I’m not signing anything,” Angelaria states. “I insist you stick to our agenda.”
“I will, princess,” Braedir says, inspecting his fingers, “once the contract is signed. And you will sign it. Here’s why: we need Talen to follow your slave inside the Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh to assist with the sale to Leto. You’ve given him so much eros that he’s almost a dullard. Witches are not allowed in, and invisibility is not something sorcerers can cast. Invisibility is exclusively a spell for the gold eyes of Moh-Dehll, and as you know, they do not share power. The guards for the Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh are Timeron squires, which is another reason to have your man gussied up like he is. They’ll let one of their own through, but not you, and not me.”
“I-I could use magic to put them to sleep…”
“No, you can’t,” Braedir says. “Even Timeron squires have the ability to recognize a spellcaster on sight. They’re accompanied by shadow vultures possessing an all-seeing eye. And let’s not even count that demons are immune to your sorcery and transfer this to their charges.”
“Why can Talen get in?”
“Because, dear lady…Talen’s skinny, good-looking, and a teenager with all his body parts accounted for. Getting him in will be free, and I like free. Some girls in my employ say he’s ‘dreamy.’ Does that answer your question? You do realize there’s a reason he and your slave are boyfriends, right? If Talen were straight, he could have any woman he wants.”
“He couldn’t have me,” she snorts, folding her arms.
“Aye but I bet he could at that, so you’re a liar. Which is precisely why I need you to sign the contract of Moh-Dehll. Be aware, princess, this column is also surrounded by seven sacred champions of Moh-Dehll even as we speak. They’re immune to the spells of magicians. Only divine magic can harm them. You would be cut to ribbons were you to try and use your wizardry to harm me or anyone in my charge. And an invisible priest on that wall there is ready to paralyze you with a divine spell by turning your feet into solid gold. Let’s see you try to escape while that magic is in effect. Oh, princess, you will sign the contract, I assure you!”
“Bastard,” she says. “I’ll get even with you.”
“Perhaps. But right now, all I want is a fair deal from a known serpent. I assure you, the contract is a formality of our business arrangement, to ensure that you uphold your end of the bargain. That’s all.”
The crowd around me eases up a little as three women are led off kicking and screaming to be sold on the stage. I hear some of them commanding as much as a gold piece, but most get only a silver farthing before the bidding generates no more interest.
Talen appears at my side and whispers, “Kian, I’m sorry I got you into this. Please forgive me. I swear by Tethyr himself I’ll right this wrong.” He looks to either side to make sure no one can hear his words. “I’m working on a way out of this right now for the both of us. If you see me playing along, that’s all that is. But you’ve to play along too. Our situation is very dangerous.” His eyes are darting everywhere; sweat drips from his nose and chin. “I’m so stupid. I was jealous of the attention you gave her. I wanted to say ‘fuck you,’ and I thought if I made something of my life, I could live without you.” He starts to cry.
Another tremor shakes the ground and my eyes look to the angry mountain in sunset.
“But now I know I don’t want that. I had these dreams of ruling my own guild or being master over several guilds. I saw a future where I’d never hunger and have more gold than I could possibly handle, but it means nothing if you aren’t there with me. I’ve been so resentful that you seemed to take me for granted…that I seemed nothing more than a fuck buddy. It was a slap to the face that I might lose you to a girl. Angelaria pointed that out, see? That I was losing you…and that it was just a matter of time.” Talen takes a moment to wipe his eyes. “She’s insidious, and I-I’ve messed things up bad, I know. J-just give me time…trust me.”
I stare at him, and somehow I comprehend most of his words. I know I’ll even remember them. I hug him and say, “I love you. I trust you. Yellow eyes says to trust you.”
He looks at me with a questioning expression? “Yellow eyes? What’s yellow eyes?”
“God,” I say.
“Tethyr’s speaking to you?” he queries, wiping his nose. “You’re hallucinating, Kian. It’s the eros.”
I shake my head. “Not hallucinating. God says you’ll do the right thing; that I need to trust you.”
“What else does He say?”
I think and recall the warning. “Please don’t hurt yourself tonight, Talen.”
“Why would I hurt myself?”
“You’ll see something, I think…it’s so foggy. Something that’ll make you want to take your own life. P-please don’t. I love you so much,” I tell him.
Talen looks horrified; it’s not the reaction I expect. “What am I going to see, Kian?”
But I don’t answer him. I honestly don’t know.
One of the slave dogs with black fur makes its way toward me and sniffs at my crotch, pawing, and barking. I drop down and stroke his head, and the dog immediately calms. A moment later, it starts to lick the outside of my visor.
“Nice doggy,” I say.
Only then do I see it has yellow eyes. None of the other dogs do…just this one.
Famesa gets sold. I watch her being led off and realize she has amber eyes.
Amber is yellow. Was Famesa Tethyr?
A huge albino man walks through the crowd toward me. He stands slightly over seven feet tall. The giant’s boots are made from heavy bronze metal and rise to mid-calf. They’re strapped with tight leather cords and covered in small hooks. He’s got a bare chest and bare legs. His thighs are as wide as tree trunks; pure corded muscle. I rise and come only to the middle of a chest as big around as a large ale keg. He looks mighty enough to uproot trees with his hands; he could probably split coconuts in the crook of his arm.
“Tethyr’s teeth,” I say, craning my head to stare at his enormous melon.
His shoulders are protected by leather pauldrons tied to his chest by several belts; he wears shorts made from dangling strips of leather, fashioned like a gladiator’s kilt.
But I wish I never looked him in the face.
Hideous, monstrous, ugly…no words do it justice.
The albino’s eyes are so far apart; his head looks split in two. One’s an inch above the other, crowned by a misshapen and dreadful forehead. He’s got a squat, fat nose streaming boogers down over his lips. He has a huge mouth with only two teeth in it, and he grunts and squeals with his fat pink tongue dangling like a plump worm shiny with mucous. Inside my helmet, my jaw drops because he looks so incredibly dull, so horribly thoughtless that his pink eyes don’t even glisten with a spark of intelligence. And he smells awful, as if his body has never been touched by a sponge or soap. It’s the scent of old sweat, urine, and feces.
He squeals again and raises mitts with fingers the size of boiled Korimarian sausages.
Talen steps between us and tries to thrust him back from me. “Leave! And take your dog too.”
“Why does the knight stand amidst the slaves?” a deep male voice queries from atop the giant’s shoulders.
I look again and see there’s a saddle attached to the leather pauldrons worn by this huge retard. I spy a small man seated there. His large head is disproportionate to his short fat limbs. He slaps the albino unceremoniously on his enormous, deformed head.
“Stop, Piggy!” the dwarf yells. “He isn’t wearing the gold collar.”
“He’s not a slave,” Talen states. “He’s a knight.”
Around me, I hear women screaming. I look only to see men raping their purchases. They grab breasts and finger holes: some are already getting fucked by warriors who don’t bother to buy lube. In fact, they don’t even take off their armor. One girl looks barely thirteen, if that. They lean these slaves up against a barrel, a wagon, or even their horse, and rip the mist silk away from their privates and plunge their hairy, filthy dicks into pussies too small and unready for such intrusion.
No one comes to their aid. A vendor walks amidst the orgy taking place and sells beer or other drugs from a wagon. I know this is wrong, but when I concentrate, I’m distracted by visions of pink fairies sprinkling dust over my shoulders. It makes me smile.
“Look Talen,” I say, “pixies are here…”
The midget on the big man’s shoulders looks on in silence, scratching his head.
A bag containing the gold and silver made at the auction is slowly collected by some of the female guards to be delivered to Braedir.
The dog, unable to reach my helmet, starts licking the chainmail cupping my sweaty sack.
“Stop it,” I say, cheeks growing hot with embarrassment.
“He likes what he smells there,” the dwarf observes. Then he addresses Talen. “I’ve got good money. I’ve a fetish for armored men, and I’ve not seen someone who’s the exact height I like and has this narrow body style and obviously fine bone structure.”
Braedir snaps his fingers and two women with spears force Piggy and the little man atop his shoulders back into the crowd. “He’s not for sale,” the king adds. “You insult a good knight.”
I stand proudly with my chest out.
“Pahhh!” the midget says, pointing. “Knights are gifted spurs; he wears none on his boots. You’re a deceiver, king. I’ll give you a thousand gold for him right now.”
Talen glances back at me, clearly worried.
Men with paddles show up and strike Piggy and he squeals in fright. The midget howls. “Stop it! Stop it! We’ll leave, then. We won’t forget this Braedir! May Chagidiel turn you into a woman and cover your body in diseased cunts!”
“Who’s that?” Angelaria asks. “What a repulsive man. I could smell his unwashed body from here.”
Braedir chuckles. “The dwarf or the giant?”
“Both,” she answers.
“The dwarf is Maven. The giant, as you heard, is called Piggy. He’s a mute with little to no human intelligence. Piggy’s the offspring that results from the union of a human woman by a forest ogre, in case you wondered how that would ever turn out. Maven’s a foul-mouthed piece of shit with twisted legs and hobbled feet. He’s so ugly his own father, a rich merchant prince by the name of Ja-Mir, tried to smother him when he was born.”
“Ja-Mir has a bastard dwarf as a child?” She couldn’t stop her laughter.
“Yes. Though many of the warriors and curs that visit the slave market daily are in search of women, Maven always buys slaves who end up dead within a week. I think he likes to give them to Bull to breed while he watches…Bull being Piggy’s twin brother. Piggy loves to kiss and when he does, the one who’s on the receiving end of all that slobber almost drowns in it. And Bull fucks anything Maven gives him. Both of them never say a word, and Bull’s so strong, no human can hope to fight back. Bull is slightly smarter than Piggy though. He can understand about a hundred words. Maven takes care of them and they in turn carry Maven around and break the necks of anyone who insults Maven. He’s quite wealthy, and gives the lion’s share of his riches to the church of Chagidiel, the god of perverted sexuality and cannibalism. His house has suits of armor on display…he collects them…and he’s wanted a suit of Timeron knight armor for a while, but there are dangers to this kind of desire. He in particular wants the one Kian is wearing as a display piece because that particular suit was created by the church of the goddess of beauty.”
“Oh really?” Angelaria asks. “Do tell…there must be a story behind that.”
“There is,” Braedir says. “I suppose we have time to wait while more gold is collected from the sale of my property. The goddess of beauty, Eilustrial, holds a contest to declare the most beautiful male athlete in all the world once every ten years in her patron city of Passion’s Cove. One year a Timeron knight and a Valion Knight (two orders that hate each other) competed for the honor amongst thousands. Stripped naked, they tied every game, but were not chosen. In fact, no winner was chosen at all. When they asked why, Eilustrial said that only men who won all the events and who had perfect physical proportions could be declared the most beautiful male athlete. When they asked what the proportions should be, she used her powerful magic to transform both the Timeron knight’s suit of armor, and the Valion Knights suit of armor, to reflect them. That miraculous piece, princess, is the one Kian now wears. Keep in mind, that no one has ever been able to don it since it was altered over a thousand years ago.”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” she says.
“No…I’m not. The armor was never returned to the Church of the Queen of Demons…the insignia is on one side. When Passion’s Cove got sacked by a pirate attack five hundred years ago, the armor disappeared. I’ve owned it for some time now, wondering if I should sell it to Maven. When your request came in many days ago via your spells, I knew I’d have to see if your man could fit into it. And he does…that’s quite extraordinary…but so is his appearance.”
Angelaria frowns.
“What? Having second thoughts about sterilizing what may be the most handsome man alive?”
“Absolutely not. I-I mean I thought Kian pretty but to pass standards set by the goddess of beauty herself is ridiculous. You’re lying to me, Braedir, and that’s a dangerous pastime.”
“I assure you, I’m not,” Braedir counters. “The facts are true, whether or not you choose to believe them.” He pauses to take a bag of coins. “I think we’re ready to see about this contract.”
Now light of twenty men and women, we proceed forward. No one seems to mind that Talen has taken up station at my side, and I extend my gauntlet to take his hand in my own. It feels good to hold his hand, but Talen looks anxious.
And the black dog that licked my crotch and helmet follows along the side, making its way through a crowd occupied with the buying and selling of slaves. “Yellow eyes,” I whisper gazing at him. Then I send yet another prayer to Tethyr, and I hope he’s listening.
The dog barks at me and almost seems to smile.
I look to Talen who’s busy wiggling his fingers to someone in the crowd.
Two thin men with shiny black cassocks nod and then vanish into the throng of people gathered before the church of Moh-Dehll.
What’s he doing?
The gates in front of us open. I’m marched inside to a much quieter courtyard. It’s dominated by a statue of a platinum fat man standing in the middle of a fountain. From an oval mouth spews forth crystal clear water flecked with gold. He’s so tall I have to crane my neck to see the top of his bald pate. Everything in sight is sheathed in marble or expensive lapis lazuli tiles. The stones of the courtyard itself are meticulously clean, even with seven regal Clydesdale warhorses sporting ferocious battle armor and well-worn leather saddles. Each is decorated with a fine black caparison, noble houses displayed in bold color. I see fine stirrups of black steel and manes so glossy and long, they could only belong to a noble.
I pause for a second to marvel at how pretty they are. Why does their barding have the regalia of my armor on it? Does one belong to me? I start feeling excited; I would proudly mount such a steed. I imagine flowers decorating my path, thrown from baskets held by girls who celebrate my return from war, and my chest puffs out just a little more.
The entire courtyard is beyond grandeur, with frescoes and paintings of such color that the world pales in comparison. Peacocks walk amidst statues, and cups of jewels glimmer in the sunlight. Talen’s eyes sparkle and I squeeze his hand to restrain him when he tries to go and inspect one of the many chalices.
However, there are some sights that instill horror once I realize what they are.
In velvet draped alcoves covered by crystal clear glass, there are young girls seated on cushions, their legs spread to show the velvety smallness of their tiny vaginas with hymen still intact. They are perfect, with breasts no larger than a wine glass, and eyes that never blink. Even the skin looks slightly moist and sweaty, as if ready to breed. The slightness of their waists, the hint of ribs, shows not an ounce of unnecessary fat has been allowed. Each finger and toe is a perfect length and their hair flows in fullness to the middle of their back, cascading about the shoulders as if blown there by a phantom wind. Some look on the verge of laughter.
The horror comes when I realize that these are the skins of several young girls stuffed and put on display. By the looks of the silky flesh, the girls died in the prime of their lives. Whoever made these dolls from their skin has skill beyond anything I could possibly imagine.
How did this happen? How much does it cost? A lot apparently if they’re here on display in a church of the god of wealth. Their deaths could not have been accidental.
“What’s the meaning of these horses, Braedir?” Angelaria asks hotly.
The palanquin holding the king settles on the ground followed in turn by hers. He emerges with an oily look on his face. “All in good time, princess. All will be explained inside.”
“I don’t like this at all!” Talen yells. “Those are Timeron knight horses…seven of them by my count. Where are their riders?”
“I was worried,” Braedir says with a smug tone. “I thought you too stupid to count but maybe you used your fingers. Yes, there are seven. Relax, they’re not here doing business for their church. They’re conducting business with the gold eyes. And with me.”
“What kind of business?” Angelaria asks. “These are the men plotting the coup on Calisto!”
Ahead of us, doors open to the palatial hall that leads to the inside of the church. I’m so busy watching figures approach us from inside, that I don’t hear the gatehouse close at my rear. It makes a resounding boom, like the sound of a tomb sealing shut forever.
My heart is beating so hard I can feel it in my mouth. I’ve never felt this anxious before, and I think I’m siphoning it from Talen. He looks so worried, so I should be too.
The king gestures for us to follow. With little or no choice and surrounded by a contingent of Braedir’s female knights, the four of us sally forth to meet these men. Angelaria looks nervous, and it makes me afraid. She’s always been so calm before. However, Talen’s in an absolute panic.
As we step into the shadows, I find the coolness soothing. I see seven Timeron knights in resplendent if not dirty armor. They walk next to a floating fat man with gold coins dangling in front of his face. One of the men is in intense negotiation while the others listen. They all have spurs and swords and have tabards torn in some spots because they’ve seen battle. These men wear their visors lifted, revealing the most stern and handsome faces I’ve ever seen. Each is defined by high cheekbones, sinew, and eyes so deep they’re overshadowed by aristocratic brows and prominent noses. The flesh on each is impeccable, the teeth white and gleaming, and their jaws strong. Most are clean shaven, one has a well-trimmed mustache. He has incredible emerald green eyes that speak of intelligence I can barely comprehend. Their waists are narrow and tapered; they stand on average about six-foot four, but despite this height, each is well-made and quite a few have colossal manly feet. They walk loudly, as if there’s not a care in the world that someone could hear them approaching. Stomp, jingle, stomp, jingle goes the rhythm of their gait with the clink of their spurs.
As for the priest, well his rolls of suet overflow his fabulous garments covered in grotesque amounts of jewels. He has a ring on every chubby finger; gold and emeralds are sewn through his beard.
His feet are round, wrapped in fine silk, and his toes sit atop them like thin-skinned grapes.
The doors to the church clang. Almost instantly, Talen is apprehended by the female knights and hurled to the floor in front of the floating priest. The knight with the emerald green peepers steps forward, black cloak swirling about the floor, and puts his leather boot on Talen’s shoulder. It’s covered in drying mud as is most of his armor. I know he’s mortal, but he has the presence of a demigod.
“Is this the little thief that worships the god of thieves?” he asks. Beautiful black hair hangs from his head. It catches the light perfectly and is exactly the proper length to frame his elegant face. A strange shadow plays along the ground and for a second, I think I see a pair of eyes looking at me.
Talen spits. “What’s it to you? What care you of the god who hears my prayers?”
He laughs and kicks Talen in the side. I step forward but am cut off by spears that lower to bar my progress.
“Address me as Ser Chezbernon,” he states. “I’m a Darkglory of the Queen of Demons. Are you unaware that Timeron knights have an enmity with all followers of Tethyr and are required to kill them on sight?”
Talen whimpers, and then shakes his head no.
Another knight steps forward and motions the ladies to move their spears aside. This boy can be no older than twenty-two, and he has mysterious violet eyes and creamy unblemished skin. His pupils occasionally light up with lightning bolts. Red hair so fine it looks like threads of silk fall against his sweaty forehead. And his features are bold and chiseled, featuring a most aquiline nose above a set of perfect pink lips.
The sight of him is breathtaking.
“Incredible,” he says. “Is this the assassin? This…it’s the legendary armor. Isn’t it said no one can wear it?”
“You know your history,” Braedir remarks.
The knight smiles; Angelaria asks, “Assassin for what?”
“Why…to kill Calisto of course,” Ser Chezbernon states. “Which will make me general of the armies of Meron! A fine reason not to kill both lads right here and now, don’t you think? Let’s just hope that this one,” he says pointing at me, “is up to the task. Or I’ll feast on more than the steaks cut from those skinless beauty queens tonight.”
 



Chapter Twenty
 
The stunning ginger-haired young knight steps aside and allows me to go to Talen. I crouch next to my companion, and Ser Chezbernon takes a step back to give us room, but I’m cognizant of his stare. It feels like his eyes are boring into the back of my helmet. I clasp Talen’s palm in my black steel gauntlet; it suddenly looks very alien on my hand. After a moment, he allows me to pull him to his feet, rubbing his ribs, and pain floating over every aspect of his fair face.
“Are you okay?” I ask him.
Talen nods. “Just a little bruised. That’s all.” He looks to each of the knights whose faces, though astonishingly handsome, reveal tiny hints of unseen savagery.
Stomp jingle stomp jingle.
For an instant my eyes fall to the ground, drawn by the sound of boots and spurs and the swish of heavy cloaks. Again I see the shadows swirl in ways that the light should not allow. A chill creeps over me that leaves as soon as I show signs that I’ve noticed something.
Stomp jingle stomp jingle.
Slits of light within the animated inky black…they can only be eyes. They watch me, inspect me, but to what end?
Stomp jingle stomp jingle.
They seem to attach themselves to the heels of a knight. Are they an extension of the person? Or do my eyes play tricks on me. One knight, however, is without one.
Ser Chezbernon.
Stomp jingle stomp jingle.
They move and shift in place; each loud step indifferent to the world. Anything that could confront them would be ground into blood and bones under their enormous muddy boots. I don’t want to be one of those people.
And the shadows I spied only a moment before are now gone.
Did I ever even see them to begin with? Can something alive be made of something as insubstantial as shadow? And what on Wynwrayth gives birth to such a thing?
I find it interesting that each knight allows his eyes to linger on my body for some time. They stare through my visor slit; they examine my eyes, my arms, and especially my waist. They whisper to each other, curious no doubt as to my appearance, and why I’m still fully helmeted in their presence when they are not.
My ears hone in on a conversation that’s been underway for a full minute.
Angelaria is speaking.
“I did not agree to killing Calisto,” she says. “Nor was I aware that Braedir made arrangements behind my back.”
“Please, please,” the floating priest of Moh-Dehll says, “calm yourself, dear girl. Let’s go someplace more private to discuss business. There’s much on the table, and I think once you see our accounting work, you’ll agree this is for the best.”
The ginger-haired knight speaks up, “leave all your guards here in the chapel of the church. Knights of our order work alone.”
The king smiles and says, “Of course, Ser Knight.” But I can see something about this bothers him.
A third Timeron knight walks forward. In his hand he carries two pairs of leather cuffs attached to steel chains. Just like the others, he’s a beast of a man dwarfing me by at least three inches. But gods is he good looking with long bangs the color of milk chocolate and the warmest brown eyes. He gently but firmly separates me from Talen.
The ginger-haired knight pulls out a dagger and holds it to Talen’s throat while the other shackles him. “They’re soft but impossible to break,” the milk chocolate-haired knight says to Talen. “They’re not meant to be uncomfortable, just to keep you compliant.” Then he pats Talen gently on the cheek. “Don’t worry, if we wanted to kill you we’d have done so already.”
I exhale slowly. I can relax now that I see they’re not going to hurt either of us.
Talen swallows and tries not to look afraid, but his eyes betray his anxiety. “I-I should be allowed to be free, like Braedir and Angelaria,” he states. In response, the knight looks to the leader with a questioning gaze.
“Logan just wants to keep you safe, young thief. You really have no clue as to why we hate you so much, do you?” Ser Chezbernon replies.
The knight with the milk chocolate hair now has a name.
Logan finishes shackling Talen in chains. My gaze falls to his shiny spurs that sit on the heel of his muddy boots. I wonder how much larger his toes are compared to mine. “It’s nothing personal…just something your god did a long time ago,” Logan declares. He sweeps his bangs out of his eyes and glances at me. “What about that one? The…imposter?”
“I have him drugged,” Angelaria interjects, “with eros. But he’s going on little rest. Talen and I are in slightly better shape having caught a short nap at the palace.”
“Rest is overrated,” Ser Chezbernon says. “I’ve fought battles that took days and when I got home, fucked a couple of bitches to fulfill my duty. Your man should be good for the same.”
The priest of Moh-Dehll clears his throat and addresses the chocolate-haired knight. “Ser Logan, if you must regale us with that antique account of your faith, I assure you there’s time to tell him the story as we walk. Time after all is money. Gentlemen, shall we proceed?” Without waiting for an answer, he floats off to the north.
“Indeed,” Ser Chezbernon says. “Silverhawk, why don’t you regale us with the tale.”
The ginger-haired knight smiles. “Do I have to Zy?”
“Eros…eh?” Logan says, standing to his full height. I unconsciously step back, craning my neck a little to continue to unflinchingly meet those scrutinizing eyes. “He’s a brave one…I’ll give him that. Eros usually leaves men cowering in fear in my presence. If the drug wasn’t flowing through his veins, he’d probably be trying to kick my arse right now.”
“It’s pure eros,” Zylander Chezbernon replies.
Logan turns his head slightly. “Pure? So you’ve decided then based only on what you learned from the floating fat man? That potion of healing we acquired cost us a month’s wages. Why not find another suitable for giving birth, but one that we don’t have to waste a potion on and can just let die?”
Zylander says, “My demon inherits half its traits from its host, the other half from the boy that gestates it. If it were yours, you’d want to have the most powerful you can get.”
I wonder who they’re talking about, and who this host might end up being.
“I see,” Logan says. “One question though…if the drug makes its victims compliant, does it also dull their skill? If so, Zy, then we have a problem.”
“It has to,” Angelaria says. “He’s dangerous. He’d more than attack you were he sober. I’d bet a thousand gold crowns he could probably kill any of you in under five seconds.”
Logan grunts. “You’ve never seen me fight, princess.” He sizes me up, the tip of his tongue pushing against his bottom lip. “He’s got good height, shoulders, and a dexterous build. But whereas he’s light and flexible, I’m strong and unbending. Ever see a blade of grass defeat an oak tree? I doubt he could take me.”
I swallow, watching him clench his fists. It’s almost like he wants to try.
We move out, taking an aisle to the north, following the floating priest.
Stomp jingle stomp jingle. The heavyset walk of the knights around me has a cadence I liken to a marching bad. I can’t help but think that exercise might help the priest to control his weight. But then again, floating would be so much easier. I think if I could float I’d probably spend my time looking at the art on the ceiling.
I follow behind the other men, unable really to keep my attention on any one thing because there’s so much that attracts me. There are many well-polished oaken pews arranged to either side of a grand room, and all of them face a pulpit of rosewood, ivory, and platinum. Unlike crude benches found in more humble churches, these are covered in satin cushions and decorated in gold filigree as befits the god of wealth. Slender columns of gold and ivory rise to a vaulted ceiling high above. It’s painted in meticulous detail and depicts multitudinous religious scenes for which I’ve no comprehension. Magnificent stained-glass windows to either side allow sunlight to stream through.
There are only a couple more hours before darkness.
I silently encircle Talen’s hand in my own so we can walk together. I whisper, “I love you” to him, and he smiles.
I’m so tired. I just want to sleep.
The joints in my knees kind of ache.
“It’s the tale of Deeping Lore which is the first of all weapons,” Silverhawk says with a somewhat musical and soft voice. I forget where I am almost instantly. “It’s a tragic story of love lost in which the fair Taleta ascended the high mountains at the dawn of time to speak with her twin sister, the lovely Inzilbeth. However, what she found there horrified her to the very core. You see, her sister’s naked body lay slain at the feet of Tethyr who’d just lain with her. Artists the world over have tried to depict the anguish on her face, but none do our queen justice.”
I swallow, staring at Silverhawk as we walk, and many times he stares back at me. I see he notices I’m holding hands with Talen. He quietly points it out to the other knights who snicker, and Talen quickly removes his hand from my grasp. Once Silverhawk even winks and it makes me smile. I think he likes me. Why are these men are considered evil?
“You haven’t heard this story either, have you?” Silverhawk asks me.
I shake my head. “I-I haven’t Ser Knight. Please continue.”
He seems genuinely surprised by my request, grins, and claps me on the shoulder. He moves up to his leader and whispers, but I can still hear him. The priest gives signs that he does too, although the talking and that stomp jingle stomp jingle do much to cover errant words. “Zy, are you sure he isn’t a Timeron? I kind of like this spry rabbit. Maybe the gang rape won’t be all work and no play. It’d make my night if he has white blond hair. Can we take a look?”
“We could dye it for you,” the priest interrupts, “for a price of course. Natural white blond is all but extinct, and I know it’s what the Timeron’s like the most.”
“It’s the natural hair color of our goddess, Taleta,” Logan adds in full volume. “But it’s not just white blond hair we like in our sodomites. We also like them with an athletic twink build, smooth, and young. That’s almost impossible to find even at the famed Dungeon of Blood.” I hear a bunch of grunts and nods as all the knights agree with Logan’s description of the flesh for which they lust. “And regarding the white blond hair…why wouldn’t we desire it? But as you say it only comes from a bottle these days. It’s not the same.”
“You won’t find any of that here,” Talen says. “Best to let us go.”
Chuckles. I laugh too and Talen kicks me in the shin.
I have to say, hearing Silverhawk refer to me as potential Timeron knight material does put pep in my step. Can I even meet their physical standards? I’m only six feet tall and have slender athletic feet with high arches and long Elven-like toes. I doubt that I could bring myself to stomp at all, but I’d be willing to try. I puff out my chest trying to mimic their barrel-chested swagger in the hopes they’ll see I’m one of them. I also hope that my age doesn’t become an issue in joining their ranks.
“I’m certain of it,” Ser Chezbernon replies in answer to Silverhawk’s query. “But that doesn’t mean he can’t be. We’ll see what merit he has soon enough, once he’s killed Calisto for us and made me general. Once he’s fulfilled a couple of his…duties.” He inflects the word “duties” as if to imply something naughty.
Silverhawk clears his throat and continues his story. “As I understand it, Tethyr defended himself against Xeylynn, who drew Deeping Lore on the godling after murdering Inzilbeth for adultery. The Thread is said to have descended Mount Saramet, admonished them, and decreed that the death of Inzilbeth would be played out forever through human conflict.”
Tears well-up in my eyes. I don’t know why I’m feeling so emotional, but the idea of the young queen losing her sister like that tugs at my heart. I sniff and it catches Silverhawk’s attention.
“Are you crying?” he asks me.
I nod. “It’s very sad.”
“Fascinating,” he says. He looks so young, and his helmet hair makes me want to reach out and straighten it. He peers through the slit of my visor at my glistening eyes. “I’ve never seen a follower of Tethyr shed even a single tear at the telling of this story. By the way, your eyes are very pretty.”
“You can’t say that after today,” I whisper. “But my lord, I don’t mean to offend. Please Ser Silverhawk, what else is there?”
Talen raises his voice, “Your history is hardly the history as it happened. I’m sure there’s a hundred ways of telling your tale with each heavily biased to a particular point of view.” Talen’s agitation almost seems exaggerated, as if he’s trying to divert attention away from me and onto him.
It works because Silverhawk laughs.
He sounds like a harpsichord of gentle silver strings, flicked once by the fingers of a fine musician. “The cute faggot finds his claws!” Then the others join suit in a hearty laugh. Even I chuckle and it draws Talen’s gaze. He almost replies but stops himself short, eyeing a few clenched fists around him. This pause gives Silverhawk the cue he needs to continue his story. “‘But what of my sister? Is she to lie still and cold, with death, and these two to go unpunished?’
“And the Thread spoke. ‘Nay, for as her blood is spilt, I will do nothing. But lo, there is life there still.’
“You see, Taleta looked down at the body of Inzilbeth and discovered the seed that Tethyr had just planted in her body and focused her powers upon it and the babe was born. A fine young boy with bright blue eyes and the dishwater brown hair of his father. But before Tethyr could take him joyously into his arms, she snatched the babe up. ‘You, my hated brother,’ she declared, ‘shall never know his touch. I will destroy you myself for what you’ve done this day! And I shall take this babe with me, and he shall be learned of the ways of war so that in the last days I shalt have a worthy adversary. All the world shall be my dominion for I choose now and forever to walk the path of darkness. And know this, that I shall remake the cosmos to be a reflection of my everlasting loneliness. Hail to thee, God of War,’ she declared, holding the newborn aloft. ‘Hail to thee and farewell.’
“Tethyr stepped forward and said, ‘Don’t do this, my sister,’
“And she responded, ‘I shall drink your blood and the blood of those that follow you,’ she declared. ‘Mark well this day, for it is the day that I, Taleta, lay claim to the host of Hell and the day that I spit vengeance upon thee for the rest of thy days.’ And with that, the Goddess transported herself to the plains of Wynwrayth and gave the babe to some she-wolf to be cared for which is why the Valion knights are as much wolf as they are human. She gave the child a loving kiss and in that kiss and in her tears she imparted to him some of her many virtues. The one he got from the kiss is said to be god-like strength. Then she whispered in his ear and passed on the knowledge of all that had ever come to pass. And she touched the babe’s hair, giving to him her own lustrous white blond! Scholars say it’s the color of pure sunlight! But it turned hers a deep black like the kind that lingers between the stars at midnight. And she brushed his eyes, giving to him her own beautiful silver pupils. Lastly, Taleta slapped the child so that his final memory of her would be one filled with pain for in him was given the ability to someday destroy her. Then she took the dark path to Hell itself.”
I’m mesmerized and hope I can remember this history.
“And that,” Ser Zylander Chezbernon says sidling up to me, “is why we hate followers of Tethyr.” He starts to whisper. “Our goddess in blessing our order with strength gave to us infernal servants that take especial joy at beeing born from a male follower of Tethyr. She did this because males are symbolic of Tethyr himself and to remind Tethyr that His rape of Her sister would bring those who follow him nothing but suffering. Eros is a part of that. Manufactured by the mind lords of the Icewall Mountains, eros steals thoughts and memories from its host to transplant into a demon egg. Interesting eh? Pure eros is better because it duplicates memories, leaving the one using it with most of his mind after the act is finished. Imagine a demon that comes into the world with all the skills of the host that bore him? That would be quite a gift if the host had valuable training, don’t you agree?”
I nod. “But where would you find someone like that?”
He smiles. “Where indeed?” Zy glances at Talen who’s so mad I think he might attack Ser Chezbernon. “But we suspend that hatred today for politics, because you my lean assassin are going to make me a general.”
We arrive at a door bound in deep rich leather. Decorative gold studs create two rows of three. “A riveting tale, Ser Silverhawk. You speak it impeccably,” the priest says. “Please, all of you enter and we shall discuss business. You can hang the thief’s shackles on one of the pillars. We have hooks for just that purpose.”
All of us step into the most richly appointed study I’ve ever seen. Four pillars divide the room; each is made of ivory and gold. The ceiling is all gold and inlaid with jewels. A gorgeous oriental carpet flows from wall to wall covered in so many brilliant colors and scenes my eyes can hardly absorb it. I see mythical creatures, mountains of gold, grape vineyards and fantastic feasts. I see star-filled skies, pyramids rising from sandy deserts, men carrying expensive spices to market and scenes of women spinning silk into clothing. It almost leaves me breathless. There are stuffed peacocks and tapestries of brilliant color and a polished granite ring encircles a heavenly arboretum.
The carpet muffles the “stomp” so much that the “jingle” almost entirely takes over.
Jingle jingle jingle.
At the end of the room, the men settle into multiple chairs and divans. Still there are not enough for everyone. I of course must stand during the entire meeting, and the ache in my legs is only dulled by the occasional flush of the beautiful eros lingering inside me. Servants immediately pour in from side chambers to deliver refreshments. Even Talen and I are watered from the same nippled wine-skin. It tastes so cool and refreshing. I swallow almost half before I signal I’ve had enough. 
Angelaria and Braedir sit in front of a huge oaken desk with a surface so highly polished I can see my reflection in it. The wood is seasoned and carved into marvelous shapes, with decorative swirls and small animals perched amidst branches and gold filigree. The priest sits behind this desk.
Somewhere, a fountain churns and natural sunlight floods down upon my shoulders from a skylight overhead. Huge green ferns spread their broad leaves from decorative porcelain vases, and perched on the limbs of a tree is a miraculous metal nightingale singing a mournful song.
It’s one of the most haunting melodies I’ve ever heard.
The wealth here astounds.
My eyes and those of the others settle upon a beautiful naked woman to the right of the desk. At a height of about five-foot eight, she has a narrow waist, wide hips, and full breasts. All of it looks carved from alabaster, but the detail is incredible down to the shallow hint of veins beneath portions of the flesh and a tiny but moist-looking pussy between her legs. The woman has metallic blue hair that sweeps to the top of her curvy ass, and she stands with lips parted as if ready to speak. But I know she can’t be real. Simply the most life-like doll I’ve ever seen. One of the knights, a comely young man with coffee-colored skin, brown hair, and aquamarine eyes, removes one gauntlet and slips a long slender finger into the lady’s cunt.
I love long slender fingers.
A second later, the knight retracts his hand, and his middle finger glistens with moisture. He smells it, smiling. “What is this, exactly?” the knight says, cleaning the skin with his tongue. “It tastes like fresh squirt!”
“You lie!” Logan challenges with an incredulous lift of one eyebrow. But his body language betrays the eagerness for which he wants a try. He almost salivates.
“I swear…it has the flavor of the squirter I banged only last month; ’twas the last time I got laid. A knight remembers when last his dick got wet!”
“It’s an Auditor of Eilustriel,” the priest answers. “Say ‘rate me’ and see what happens.” The priest grins and reaches into a bowl of figs, removes one, and pops it into his mouth. Then he offers one to everyone else seated before his desk.
I step back into a pillar, unable to pull my eyes from the machine. I’m so enraptured by her I don’t immediately notice that Talen is lashed to the pillar across from me. The chains attached to his restraints are hung upon a hook about eight feet off the ground.
“Are you afraid, Alec? Grow some balls and do as the priest says,” Logan taunts, taking a bite out of a fig and kicking his size twelve feet up on the priest’s desk. A few flakes of mud fall from his soles, and the priest frowns.
I’d never frown if a boy as attractive as Logan put his feet on my desk. I’d just ask him if he wanted them massaged.
“Rate me,” Alec says to the naked woman.
The Auditor animates and her topaz eyes orient on the knight. She extends her arms and places them around his neck. “Six foot four, two-hundred pounds, and 13% body fat.” She tilts her head to one side. “Six-inch erect penis, brown hair, aquamarine eyes, age twenty-five. Athletic jock body type with some body hair. You are a six. Only 10% of the human males alive are as striking as you.” Then the Auditor returns her arms to her side and her eyes once again darken.
“For the record,” the priest states, “No one ever rates higher than an eight. A six, well, that makes me jealous, but only until I see the color of your money. That always rates as a ten in my eyes.”
Alec laughs and steps back. “Anyone else?”
Angelaria rolls her eyes. “Time is ticking, gentlemen. We’ve got an appointment to keep at the Bathhouse of Oiled Flesh that I don’t wish to miss.”
“About that,” Zy interrupts, “Calisto will not be at the Dungeon of Blood tonight. But he’ll be tomorrow, so we’ve a full day. Braedir would not have known Calisto’s proper schedule, but I do as I spoke with him just this morning. See…I’m his trusted right hand man.”
While he’s speaking, another knight gets up and gets rated. He’s the tallest of them, and I learn from the Auditor that he’s in fact six-foot eight with white hair, scarlet eyes, and skin so black it looks like liquid oil. By the gods he’s gorgeous and rates ultimately as a seven (that’s in the top 5% of the male population worldwide). Despite his great size, he weighs only 240 pounds and his body fat is a meager 12%. The knights call him Mordred, and he packs an nine-inch cock somewhere under all that armor. I can’t even imagine something that large, and it makes me afraid to have my own measured as I can’t remember it clearly. If it’s small, I’ll be ashamed. He’s rated an athletic jock and is thirty years old. But truthfully, the things I notice most are his colossal size seventeen boots. They dwarf my feet, which look tiny in comparison.
My mind is so filled with mist, but something inside me seems to be saying I should avoid getting rated at all cost. Maybe it’s my confidence trying to save me from embarrassing myself in front of these incredible studs.
“Trusted? I think you mean traitorous,” Angelaria says, with vile contempt on her lips.
Why is she so mean? I want to tell her be nice because then they’ll like you as much as I do.
“Don’t be so swift to judge,” Ser Chezbernon continues while fingering a fig. “You seem to be as traitorous as I, and truthfully, what I’m up to can only be construed as traitorous if I’m caught. Every man in this room has sworn loyalty to me. They support me in my rise to power, and they’ll be richly rewarded for the risk they take. When your man over there,” he says pointing to me, “is fucked bloody by Calisto tomorrow, he’ll have the opportunity none of us get: access to Calisto’s amulet. I’ve taken great pains and great expense to produce an identical one that’ll kill Calisto the moment he puts it on. All your guy needs to do is ensure that one is exchanged for the other. And he should be on board with this, because Calisto is horrible. He’s an undead, rotting, smelly excuse for a knight. His perversions run to the gory, and the sooner he kills him, the better chance he has of living through the experience.”
“I-I want to live,” I say. But no one addresses my statement.
“His name’s Kian,” Talen interrupts the speaking men. “Not ‘your guy’ or ‘your man.’ It’s Kian!”
Zylander Chezbernon pops the fig into his mouth. “Very well,” he pauses to stare at me and listen to the last of his knights get rated. They’re all giggling and punching each other in the arm playfully. “Someone please put a gag in this thief! I’m tired of being interrupted by his outbursts.”
One of the nearby servants complies and muzzles Talen with a leather strap that encloses the entire lower half of his face. I smile at him and say, “You kind of look funny, Talen.” I can’t help but snicker a little. But this seems to infuriate Talen and so I stop. He yanks and pulls at his chains but to no avail.
The second to the last knight to have a go at the Auditor is named Parisim. He’s six-foot four, twenty-seven years old, and weighs two-hundred pounds. He has two eyes of differing colors, one yellow, and the other green. He also ranks as a seven.
“Kian, then,” Zylander says with a nod to me. “I meant you no disrespect by calling you otherwise.” He continues to watch me and finally states, “I do wonder what your face looks like if the others are so sure Calisto will be enspelled. I’ve to admit as the hours tick away that slender profile of yours has got me looking forward to tonight. That’s unusual since I, like most knights, only get hard for especially cute young boys. But how do I even know you’re cute?”
“I’d never lie to you,” Braedir says. “The boy’s cute as they come, though I get nothing from seeing him.”
“He’s okay,” Angelaria adds. “A little too proud of his appearance when he’s sober.”
“My men must feast tonight,” Ser Chezbernon says to the priest. “We’ll need energy to fuel us ’till dawn. We might also want to put off the impregnation. I’ll wait until we can find someone that rates an eight on that machine. Constitution and rank go hand-in-hand and is more valuable in a shadow demon than skills. If Kian got caught so easily, his skill is probably not as good as everyone says.”
The priest waves his fingers and a magical barrier of silence descends upon Angelaria and Braedir. “I don’t want them to hear our conversation,” the priest declares.
“Excellent thinking,” Zylander replies.
“I think, my lord, we should stop the eros infusion immediately. It’s expensive and can be used for seeding once we find one that meets your insane beauty standard. I’ll move the ‘chrysalis’ into a holding cell.”
“The host needs to be well-endowed too,” Zylander adds. “Anything over seven inches is great. It shall give my demon the ability to create other chrysalises. You don’t know what I went through to acquire the one I possess now. For every million shadow demons, there is only one egg-layer. And they’re worth a fortune.”
“I might suggest Magundu,” the priest states over the table. “He’s a whore in the Dungeon of Blood. We can work out the kidnapping details later, but the followers of Chagidiel claim he has the largest penis in the land.”
Zylander considers this. “Excellent.”
The priest waves his fingers again and the silence is lifted.
Angelaria blurts out, “What’s the meaning of this? I demand to know what you discussed behind my back?”
“You can demand nothing,” the priest tells her. “Now sit or I’ll have your blood turned to solid gold in an instant.”
Mouth agape, she plops down in the chair where Braedir pats her on the hand and says, “Trust me. We’re about to become very rich.”
“Your turn, Zy,” Alec interrupts, “Let’s all get rated by this machine. It’s fun; let’s see how our leader stacks up to the rest of us.”
The knights all cheer him on. The man grunts and stands. “Anything for my men,” he states throwing wide his arms in a show of fun. It seems oddly refreshing on someone so serious.
He walks up to the Auditor and the room quiets. She animates and tells us he’s six-foot seven, which makes him the second tallest next to Mordred. He weighs two-hundred eighteen pounds, possesses 13% body fat, is forty-one years old, and is categorized as an “athletic bear.” All the while he strums his mustache with his gauntleted fingers. No wonder he’s their leader.
Ser Zylander Chezbernon is magnificent, and he wears the regalia to match. My eyes wander over the length of his full plate and battle tested black armor, over the tabard of the Darkglories, and sweep to his huge mud-caked feet and the cape that swirls around them. I only notice now that the cape is weighted with metal and has a razor’s edge.
Remarkable.
When all’s said and done I learn he ranks as a seven, like a good majority of his men. It’s incredible to see the shape a man old enough to be my grandfather can maintain.
“Well that’s it,” Zylander says, settling back into his chair.
“Good,” the priest of Moh-Dehll begins. “Let’s talk about the kinds of money you expect to make from the sale of your property, princess.”
“Go on,” she states.
The priest of Moh-Dehll tugs upon his goatee and it makes his fat cheeks wobble. His eyes look so small in that dough-like face. “Consider that the average sale of a slave in this city is for a single gold crown. According to my documents…” he pauses to rummage through his desk. “One moment and I’ll show you…”
Silverhawk in the interim says, “Mind if I have Kian rated?”
“Go for it,” Zylander says, all of his attention focused on the priest. “But don’t be disappointed. Plans have changed, and I’ll tell you men about them later. Just take the Auditor over there a moment so none of us participating in the negotiations are distracted.”
“Come on, buddy,” he says, gently grabbing me by the elbow joint of my armor. “It won’t hurt you.” Two of the other knights pick up the Auditor and transport her to a corner of the room where I can still see Talen, but can no longer see the desk. And what the Auditor says will not be overheard.
“What won’t hurt me?” I’ve already forgotten what they were doing. 
He stands me before the naked woman, and he whispers to me, “Say ‘rate me’.”
And then he stands back. Most of the other knights gather round me when she animates.
“He’ll rate high,” Mordred says. “He makes my dick hard just looking at him.”
The Auditor begins to speak and says, “Six feet zero inches, one-hundred forty pounds, and 3% body fat.” She tilts her head to one side. “Eleven-inch erect penis, white blond hair, blue eyes, age nineteen. Athletic twink body type with no body hair at all. You are a ten. No human male alive has been like you in a thousand years. You are unique.” And in the stunned silence that follows, her eyes darken and her hands move back to her sides.
All the knights stare at me, and I back up realizing I’ve done something wrong. “I’m older than nineteen…honest. I just want to be a Timeron knight. She’s lying, I-I’m really twenty-one.”
“Shh, Silverhawk says to me. “Relax…we aren’t mad at you. Nineteen is just fine.”
“Someone needs to tell Zy,” a voice says.
“He’s busy…we’ll get to that after some fun,” another answers.
“I-it is?” I ask, hope lifting. Alec holds my left hand with his and is gently squeezing it. I feel the pressure through the metal gauntlet. “I want to see his face,” Alec says to Silverhawk moving me to the place where I stood before. He presses my back against the pillar while the others crowd me. No one at the desk pays us any attention.
Talen jerks on his chains and tries screaming at us through his gag but everything is muffled and intelligible.
Silverhawk raises his hands and I flinch. He stops immediately, fingers against my helmet. “I’m just going to slide this off, buddy. Don’t be afraid,” he says. “We just want to see what you look like under there.”
I swallow and say, “All right. I just wasn’t supposed to remove it.” I forget who told me that, but I think it was someone wise.
“That’s changed,” Silverhawk and the others say.
“Found it!” the priest declares, and he rolls a scroll out over his desk. It spills over the side because it’s so long.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Angelaria says, staring at the parchment. “Explain why I should sign this.”
The priest entwines his pudgy fingers together and Zylander turns his attention to the discussion around the desk, but not before he gives a visual “okay” for the other knights to proceed and get a look at me. “I’ll be there after I conclude with this,” he states. “Don’t have too much fun. Provided he’s passably good-looking, I’ll want a piece of him before any of you. That’s my right as commander.”
“He’s more than passable, my lord. But, we’ll be gentle, Zy and gladly be your sloppy seconds,” Logan says for the other knights.
“You expect twenty-five-thousand gold from a botched job back at Clothol and payment for the damages caused to your reputation. The armor he wears was purchased by Braedir for another ten-thousand gold. Then there’s the matter of the eros you’ve been using. That stuff isn’t cheap, and it’s cost Braedir ten thousand more to keep him in a state of pliancy that you believe is necessary. Braedir believes his cut should be five thousand for his information and contacts. Then there’s the matter of my fee, which is 10% on top of the total. How do you expect to sell a slave, even if he rates as a fucking nine by Eilustriel’s standards, and he won’t, I assure you, for upwards of fifty-five-thousand gold crowns?! A man that rates an eight on the scale usually sells for one-thousand gold. By our calculation, your man will garner no more than ten times that amount, which is only ten-thousand gold crowns. Where’s the rest of it coming from, my dear? This is why your man will kill Calisto. Zylander is supplying the other forty-five-thousand gold and has made half the payment already. You’ve no choice or we take the balance out of your hide and do what we want anyway.”
Angelaria swallows, “I didn’t realize it cost so much…”
I stop paying attention to their haggling. Voices get raised, but all I see is Silverhawk, violet eyes boring into me behind long silky red bangs. Carefully, he raises my helmet. When it’s fully off he passes it to Mordred and turns back to me.
“Well he’s a cock sucker,” Alec says with a laugh. “There’s wet cum on his face, but by Taleta is he incredible to look at.”
Gasps from many lips soon follow. “He has white blond eyelashes and eyebrows,” a knight named Ephram says. This boy is six-foot two with black hair and eyes the color of gray steel. He’s so handsome my heart skips a beat. Then again, they’re all so good looking it’s hard to breathe.
I hear Talen scream and tug at his chains.
“You’re being outrageous!” Angelaria declares.
It seems like everyone but us is busy raising voices.
When I turn my head to see what’s going on, Silverhawk takes me strongly by the chin and forces me back to look at him instead. He takes off the chainmail coif that rests atop my head. I feel fingers combing through my sweaty locks.
“White blond hair! By the gods…he’s perfect!” several indistinct voices mumble.
Silverhawk grins at all of them then addresses me from an inch in front of my nose, “I’m going to kiss you. In fact…we are all going to have a go at your mouth. Now you can be ornery about this if you want, and I won’t hurt you. But we’ll hurt your buddy…”
“P-please don’t,” I say, lower lip trembling. “I-I love Talen. I’ve told him that, you know?”
“I expect you have. So we have something in common then,” Alec states from my left. “I think we all love you.” The six men nod, looking on, some reaching under their tabards to adjust their dicks that have grown uncomfortable in their codpieces. I hear a little laughter.
“So are you going to be ornery?” Silverhawk asks me.
I shake my head, “No. If you’d like to kiss me you can.”
“Good. Put your arms on my shoulders so your hands can get to the back of my neck and head. Rub me gently, and pull your fingers through my hair like you’re enjoying this, even if you’re not. That’s what we like. Understood? Do it right, or we’ll break one of Talen’s fingers.”
I nod and gently do as instructed.
“Fuck…you’re so beautiful,” he breathes drawing closer. He takes off both gauntlets and hands them to Alec. Then he places his moist fingers on the side of my face, running it through my wet blond locks, and licks up Spider’s old semen, cleans the blood from my chin. His tongue feels like velvet, and he licks and licks and licks again, meticulously washing my smooth skin. The breath of the other men around me sounds like panting. “He tastes like cotton candy,” Silverhawk declares, loud enough for them to hear.
“Hurry up,” someone says. “It’s my turn.”
Chains clank and rattle to no avail, but all I see are those violet eyes.
“Let me have a minute with him,” Alec asks.
Silverhawk shakes his head. “In a second. And when it’s your turn, take off your gauntlets. We can’t risk bruising this beauty, not when we get him all night.”
“All night?” I ask.
Then he presses his lips to mine, gentle at first, even nibbling. They’re very soft. He takes his time to outline my lips with his moist tongue; he has the flavor of a pleasant brandy. I reach up with my hands; he cups my balls and puts pressure to my stomach. After two minutes, Silverhawk becomes insistent, forcing his tongue into my slightly parted jaw. It’s like an invasion at first, but a welcome one. Heat piles upon heat and he’s, probing me, fucking me, with fingers and tongue and little kisses left to the sides of my small mouth. I become an entry for his tongue, for his lust.
“Oh god,” I say, eyes fluttering. I try to push him away because the temperature is rising in my body. He gives me a sharp bite, not enough to draw blood, and to remind me this is not my choice. It’s his choice, and he’s claiming me for his own.
I continue to run my fingers through his hair like a good lover is supposed to do. I try moaning to encourage him. I won’t be ornery. I want Talen to be left alone.
I feel his fingers beneath my cloak, rubbing the tight round globes of my bubble butt, feeling the rubber priapus, and probing between the cheeks at the thin material covering my sweaty hole.
It’s wet hot flesh over wet hot flesh. And my nostrils flare, filling with the smell of oiled metal, clean sweat, and the earthiness of a knight that has been to battle and perhaps killed, but not yet bathed. I’m intoxicated by the smell of his musk, the floating aroma from his hairy armpits that have left his tabard soaked in fresh sweat from his athletic young body.
He thrusts the back of my head against the pillar and gnaws gently at my lips, not allowing me time to catch my breath. My skin glistens with sweat and my armor grows hot with the heat of my flesh just aching to be plundered.
And he makes love to my mouth; I long for it to end because it makes my mouth sore and he just sucks at my saliva. I feel like he’s drawing life out with my spit, and I know this is just the beginning.
The men trade off, giving me only a second or two to gulp down water from a skin held to my lips. Then there’s more fucking of my mouth with their tongues...more making of this bittersweet love. Silverhawk has to remind them to be gentle. I’m dizzy with so many beautiful colored eyes, so many features to take in. I blink and it’s another man raping my lips with his own; others behind him say, “My turn. I want to snog with the kid.”
The kid? That’s what I am to them? I knew my age would matter. I’ll never wear the spurs. So why are they kissing me? Maybe this is their way of saying goodbye.
Milky white hair falls about my face, my head is upturned.
Mordred.
I place my fingers to his neck, but he’s so tall. Gods…it’s like I’m trying to kiss a giant; his tongue touches the back of mine. I almost gag but not quite, and try to gasp for breath, try to remind him that I’m small in comparison to his incredible bulk; to his eye-popping strength. I can’t bend him any more than a steel beam. But he bends me, plies me with his fingers, and contorts my back. At last, sensing my struggle, he eases up and has me stand on his huge boots to compensate for the height difference.
My feet slip off of them repeatedly, but he just grabs me and sets me like a doll again on the tops of his covered toes.
The conversation between the priest of Moh-Dehll and Angelaria becomes heated.
She refuses to sign because to do so means that if the exact money is not delivered, then a curse befalls her and Talen. The priest says the curse of Moh-Dehll is the worst in all the land.
Tongue on my tongue. He pinches my nostrils closed with his fingers. Why is he trying to stifle me? My mouth opens wider…ahh that’s why.
The curse can never be abated, never disenchanted, and drives the one thus bestowed into financial and cataclysmic ruin.
I’m floating above myself…like a spirit…like a ghost fled from the men whose desire is ripping my soul to pieces.
My face, my hair, my neck gleams with so much sweat and saliva that I must look bathed in clear oil. Tongue juice drips from my nose, earlobes, and chin. Has anyone ever been kissed so much that this happens?
I must not fail; she cannot come to financial ruin. Or can she? Where’s Talen? He would know, but I can’t see him. There’s another man fucking my mouth with his tongue.
I close my eyes feeling the sensations pile on one after another. My whole body aches from the tension in my muscles. I want them to stop. I even plead, “Stop…please…” between the sucking and the licking. Tears stream from my eyes but they lick them up. My body is there for them to drink. Two sets of mouths work my head. Then three, one on each earlobe and the last on my tender lips.
I gasp. “P-please let me breathe…”
He does. The kind knight with the milk chocolate hair…he pauses for a second, hand firmly on my tummy, pressing down, knee pressed into my crotch, and arm squeezing my waist.
Images of fire…of yellow eyes…
The money! There’s so much money at stake! “I won’t sign it!” she screams.
Who’s the girl? Who’s screaming?
And more wetness until I can see nothing but the mouths of salacious men. All I feel for them is hunger, but I know they don’t want food. I’d love a bite to eat myself, but I don’t think I’m going to get any. Not from them. I could ask…
“Please feed me,” I beg. My tummy makes a noise.
Several voices… “Holy shite…he’s asking to be fed. We owe it to him not to disappoint…”
“Tonight!” Silverhawk says. “After the negotiations. After Zy feeds him first. After Zy gives him the egg; that should only take an hour at most and then we spend all night fertilizing it inside him. Remember men, we’re chosen for our physical traits to be Darkglories. We’re the one in a million! Our sperm is the most precious in the world.”
Zylander’s going to feed me? I think as Logan takes me. What a nice knight…what a nice leader. I dream of a petite steak and some potatoes swimming in gravy. My mouth salivates.
“Fuck he’s so wet,” Logan whispers and hungrily laps at my mouth.
“But you will sign the contract!” Braedir and the priest yell. “Or you’ll never leave. You owe us so much already, princess. Need we remind you that in Soulwarden, the rule belongs to those that can enforce it? In this church, do you really want to test Moh-Dehll’s power!? The god of wealth will crush you into dust!”
The huge black knight licks my bruised neck again. Is it his turn already?
My skin’s covered in bruises. How long has it been? So many mouths have moved up and down the skin of my throat. I smell of spit, and sweat and the odor of pre-cum wafts around me. It smells like ocean. The men are growing hornier; more insistent to grind. I can feel it with each new body that thrusts into my full plate armor. Why are they bumping me like this? Sometimes it hurts.
What will they do to me? When shall I get fed the steak I’m thinking of…I want meat so badly.
I clack off the column in rhythm.
Clack clack clack…over and over.
The knights thrust and grind, slapping the inside of my thighs with theirs. It’s armor against armor and I’ve nowhere to go. Imagine how silly it must look to see men in full plate armor snogging each other while pressed against a pillar of ivory and gold.
“Taleta’s eyes!” a knight exclaims. “Suck on his pink tongue! You’re a pretty boy, aren’t you…so young…such fine features.”
Laughter. Congratulations. Urgency.
They punch each other playfully in the pauldrons and flex fingers that I’ve sucked, licked, and cleaned with my own tongue to try and get them to be nice to me. But it only makes them stiffer.
I never fail to put my arms atop their broad shoulders; it’s what they want. I comb through their hair with my fine metal-shod fingers. I try to be pleasing, but it hurts now. Everything they do hurts because their caresses are brutal, and I can’t stop them lest they hurt Talen.
But I still ply their shoulders with my tender fingers begging them with my body to be mild in return. And I try and remind them to feed me, but it doesn’t get the response I want. “P-please,” I beg, “just a little meat in my mouth…something I can swallow…”
They guffaw with laughter.
Fuck…why are they all so tall? I love men taller than me.
Silverhawk reminds them when blood is spotted ringing my white teeth, “You’re being too rough…ease up, big boy,” he states to Parisim…or maybe it’s Alec. No…this one’s Logan, I’d recognize his bangs anywhere.
At least I think I would. But this guy has two differently colored eyes. How many men are kissing me?
Fingers through my hair.
Wetness dripping from my nose, chin, and ears.
The taste in my mouth is no longer my own.
My neck gleams with tongue water.
I blink a tear out of my eye and close them once again. Yes, I think…and I’m swallowed by aches from my exhausted banged up body.
And Mordred…it’s him again…the tallest one of all. He dry grinds against my groin, my butt pressed into the pillar painfully.
And across from me, Talen weeps. But I only see him once in an hour’s time. I catch a brief glimpse of his horrified face. I want to tell him, “I love only you,” but I feel he may be inconsolable.
I taste blood in the back of my mouth.
Another lifts me onto his huge boots and it all starts over again.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“By Taleta tears this boy is pretty…isn’t he?” Ser Zylander Chezbernon asks. I envy his rich baritone and deeply resonate way of speaking. I know my own voice will never sink so low. I also envy his good looks; I’ve no idea what he sees in me. But I guess I’m thankful for it.
As for what he’s saying, I can’t tell if he’s talking to anyone in particular or if he’s just talking to himself. Maybe he’s in disbelief and just wants to make sure I’m not a dream. So at least he thinks I’m good looking too, I guess. I can understand this. I’ve been in a nightmare for an eternity now, and it only seems to get worse. If I could dream of something better, I would. But I think I’d want assurance that it was real.
A happiness that’s a lie is a torture contrived in the deepest pits of Hell.
But where’s the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen? Where’s my Talen?
I look askew and Zylander pokes his finger into my mouth. It’s almost rude the way he does it. All the knights are like this…sometimes their nails scrape my gums. I caress it with my tongue like he wants me too because if I don’t, he may hurt the one I love. Some decisions are easy. They’re black and white like that.
Do I want Talen to hurt? Or do I want him to be safe?
Trust in Talen, the yellow eyes said to me once. It seems so long ago. Even if they hadn’t, I could never abandon my lover. He’s the only man I’ve been willingly intimate with, and the only one that has ever been privy to all of my adult body. A thing that today has never felt the touch of another man’s hands…only Talen’s fingers groping at my holes in a passion-filled dark. I grow thankful that there’s armor between the knights and my skin.
How much longer can it protect me?
I wonder how much longer it will be before they begin to remove it themselves, like they did my helmet.
The choice I make is an easy one. It emerges from a cocoon of love instead of hate or revenge. It exits from inside my heart.
I think I hear him: the shuffle of feet and the clank of chains. There’s laughter there too, but it doesn’t come from Talen. It’s from the Timeron knights who whisper things into his ears. They tease and mock him with words because they’re not permitted to do anything physical to him. Not as long as I play along…not as long as I sweat to fulfill their fantasy.
Talen’s mouth is muzzled and gagged so that he’s unable to respond to their taunts. Bullies don’t like a response. They have only one reason for their existence: to torment those who are in a weaker position and to gloat about the things that they own.
I know they tell him what they’re planning to do with me.
“I bet your boyfriend has a sweet ass…” I hear someone say.
“I’ll impale him on my dick,” another says, “and watch his face curl in pain while I fill his guts over and over. How does it feel to know your boyfriend is going to be dripping with man milk?” One of them grabs Talen by the sweaty hair and thrusts him through the door frame into the room that’ll serve as his prison for the night. “Listen carefully…” the knight says to Talen, “and you’ll hear us taking our turns in the next room. You’ll hear our flesh slapping his butt cheeks, our tongues lapping at his feet and sucking on that giant cock of his. Keep that in mind the next time you rim him…that our dicks filled him to overflowing.”
Talen tries to throw his shoulder into one of them, but he’s chained in every possible way. It just makes them laugh louder. He’s crying and tears stream down his cheeks with such fury they splash on the tiled floor.
Zylander pats my cheek.
My eyes slowly return to stare at Ser Chezbernon’s pupils.
“Come back to me now, my drugged beauty. I-I’ve got plans for you.” His voice is thick with the kind of youth lust only a grandpa can feel.
“What plans, Ser?” I ask. The lingering eros floats through my brain already making me forget what just happened to Talen. All I remember is that I saw him crying, and I’m not sure why. Did it have to do with me?
“I-I never suspected you’d look like this under all that metal, although maybe I should have. Braedir’s a liar, see? We’ve made deals with him before for slaves. But you’re the first that’s ever lived up to the promise. He even says you’ve been shaved. That’s good because I don’t like my pussies to be complicated by hair…even of the white blond variety. I like my skin smooth, unblemished, moist and young. Young is delicious…the younger the better. I just wish you were thirteen…maybe fourteen. That’s the perfect age for breeding. But nineteen will do, especially when you look so much younger.”
He licks his lips and I close my eyes for a moment. He holds me by the chin and turns me side to side as if I’m some kind of animal. The look of those cold emerald eyes turns my blood to slush.
“Just imagine what he’s going to look like nude,” another says. But who is it? Ginger hair…it’s so familiar. “His sweaty veined body will catch every shadow and highlight; reflect it like hard diamonds in the sun.”
“Aye and his sweat tastes like ambrosia with no smell; a hint of male musk perhaps mixed with what he’s wearin’. I’ve never seen anything like it; almost matches the legends they say the Atlanteans were like, but we all know they’re dead.”
Silverhawk cracks a smile. “If my lord pleaseth, I’d like to be the first to lick his tight boy pussy. I’m sure it’s so snug I’ll barely be able to shove my pinky into it. The boyfriend says he never fucked him…not in the years they knew each other. We’ve got ourselves a practical virgin…minus anything that might have happened before he was twelve. Whoever got to him as a child robbed us of the best sweets. But the candy that’s left over has aged and makes my cock harder than steel.”
“I wish I’d popped him at twelve!” Mordred yells.
They laugh.
“Is that so?” Zylander asks, kissing me again. He opens his dripping mouth so wide it almost engulfs the end of my elegant nose. My mouth fills with his saliva as his tongue rolls over my own. If his lust burns as red coals, then the heat of his body scorches the delicate tissues on the inside of my cheeks. Sweat drips down the side of my face, and I close my eyes hoping for a dream.
Zylander thrusts me against the wall over and over.
Clank clank clank sounds my armor.
I open my eyes; feel his codpiece pressuring my groin. It’s hard to breathe.
Is this what it’ll look like when I’m under him, my hands pinned, and my ass laid bare before his oiled and lubricated dick?
Will he force me to use his broad shoulders as footrests? Tethyr I’m so hot; I’m so tired. I silently pray. Please help me…please help Talen. We’re suffering.
“I’m at your mercy…” I whisper.
“Yes…yes you are,” Zylander says, thoroughly enjoying me.
His grin does not look loving. Any tenderness he had for me has been replaced.
At this, Ephram, the knight with black hair and steel gray eyes, laughs loud and clear. The tone rings like a bell struck from silver. “By midnight, his hole will gape so wide he’ll be able to take two dicks at once! One from behind and another in front. I hope he bleeds!”
Behind Ser Chezbernon, I hear chains rattle, and I see two of the Timeron knights thrust Talen backward. He falls onto the floor of a bedroom and then they lock the door. Now alone with the knights, I stand in a hallway backed into a makeshift corner by the presence of three hulking breastplates. They belong to men who’ve made love to my mouth for hours now. They’ve done everything possible to me without removing anything more than my helmet. My hair has been combed, licked, spit upon…my ears nibbled…bruises raised on my neck. And I’ve swallowed more tongue water that didn’t belong to me that I swear I’ve been drowning in an ocean of it.
I try to see where I am while practicing my best breathing control. My small nostrils are almost plugged from the spit…from the attention…of these lust-filled soldiers.
Religious frescoes and friezes decorate the stones. High above, a dome of stained glass caps walls that rise forty feet straight up. High and narrow windows flicker with red lightning. The glow comes from the underbelly of angry storm clouds created by nearby Tempest Mountain. Every groan from the volcano makes the earth shake just a little.
Or is it me who shudders?
Zylander leans in and deepens his caresses that he bestows upon me. He’s seven inches taller than I. His broad shoulders smell of oiled plate and sweat and his mustache tickles as it rubs against my upper lip. His breath smells of tobacco.
“Call me papa,” he orders. “I think I’d like that, since you’re a boy worthy of me...worthy of my loins.”
Slowly, he moves my sopping wet hair over my ears. Drops of clear saliva mixed with my own moisture splash the ground. Then he says a single sentence that takes a minute to utter, broken up between unnatural caresses.
“My…” he kisses me
“Beautiful…” another kiss.
“Blond…” he latches onto my lips and sucks on my tongue.
“Son….”
As he tongues my lips and presses his mouth eagerly to mine, I rub my fingers through his black hair.
“Papa?” I query.
My voice is weak, growing sore from a sickness that’s taking root in the back of my throat and which may produce a fever by morning. Perhaps it’s exhaustion, the drugs, and all the strange mouths. Perhaps it is the swapping of spit that’s making me ill. But even as I say that word, the eros gives me a vision of my real father, and my heart swells.
“The knights carry syphilis…” Famesa whispered those words to me once.
I know she means to scare me. Although she’s not here, I’m haunted by her face.
She is the girl with the yellow eyes!
Yellow Eyes….
What is syphilis? Do the knights even know how unclean they are? Would they knowingly give me a disease? Do they care for anyone other than themselves?
My real father never held me like this. He never invaded my mouth or gave me the impression he wanted more. Even swimming in drugs, I know something terrible is happening, but I’m powerless to prevent it.
“That’s more like it…” Zylander says with a grin. Then he presses me against the wall while other knights snicker around me. Even through my breastplate, I can feel his hand groping lower. It trails over my abdomen to softly cup my enlarged balls, to grope at my semi-hardened dick inside the priapus. “Would you like to make papa happy?” he asks me. “Papa wants to see you naked soon. And papa will want to bring his friends.” The knight captain turns to his men. “His cock is fucking colossal! It’ll be magnificent to torture.”
“Is it as large as the auditor said it was?” Alec asks.
“Larger…” Zylander says, the gleam of white teeth is all I see in his maw.
I hurt from the squeezing, and they laugh while I cry out in pain.
More grins…more lascivious grins.
I only fuck Talen. What will they say when I tell them no?
I nod, a little afraid, but also growing used to his strength and his arms around me. “Yes,” I say to him. “I want to make papa happy.” I’m short of breath and they mistake it for passion.
“Can I lick his feet?” Logan asks. He lowers himself to the ground and laps at the top of my boots where the stains have made lines against the leather. He even sniffs at the tops of them to catch any scent that might linger there…any hint of the flavor that waits within. “I’ve been staring at them for an hour now…wondering if he has long bony toes that don’t touch, clear nails, and veins running across the tops with high arches on the bottom.”
“Sure,” Zylander says, “but all that after we get the egg inside him. I’ll want you to give him an injection between his toes…one that contains pure eros and some coke just to keep him wired, and to feed my shadow demon child. We’re going to rape him until dawn. That’s when we’ll cut the worm out of him…by then it’ll consume most of his remaining body fat. I wonder what he’ll look like when he’s nothing but skin-draped muscle. We’ll need the healing potion to keep him from dying.”
Mordred walks forward.
I can hear his heavy stomp louder than all the others. I stare down at his boots, unable to comprehend what size seventeen feet must look like naked. All I know is that my own can entirely purchase on just the front end of his.
The black knight speaks, and his voice is deep. “He’ll look sexy. I detest fat of any kind, but he’ll bruise easy. And I can’t wait to find out how easy. It’s going to be fun abusing this puppy.” Then he addresses Alec and the others who are just now bringing up Angelaria to lock into another room.
She refused to sign the contract of Moh-Dehll.
“My father shall hear of this!” she yells down the corridor. “Braedir…I’ll never agree to your terms. You should have stuck to the original deal.”
“That only benefits you, my princess,” Braedir says back to her.
Mordred to Alec: “She’s rather loud, don’t you think?”
Alec replies with a raised eyebrow and then switches the conversation with a flick of his head to send the long brown hair scattering from in front of his eyes. “Mordred, have you ever been part of a rutting?”
The huge knight shakes his head. “Is it different than regular sodomy?”
“Quite,” Alec says.
Zylander parts from my lips, leaving a trail of spit to drip from them, and I stare at him and whisper, “Please papa…I’m sleepy and hungry.”
He hugs me and rocks me in his arms, kissing me on top of the head. “Listen to Alec now, so you know how tonight is going to work out for you.”
Alec grins, “You’re so cruel. On the eros, he’s going to associate memories of his father with you.”
“And your point is?” Zy asks.
Alec shrugs and then turns back to Mordred. “I guess I wish I’d have thought of it. Ruining a boy’s memory of his father by associating it with a brutal rutting? Now that’s a fate for any follower of Tethyr that I can drink to!”
“HA ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”
The slap of hands on the backs of armor.
“You were saying something about a ‘rutting’?” Mordred asks, prompting Alec.
“Ah yes…in a ‘rutting’ the egg is laid by the demon down the esophagus…where it makes its way into the guts of the host to await fertilization from the knight’s cock. The egg hatches on the first spurt you see, and produces an excretion which makes our cocks a little longer and as rigid as poles. It also increases the volume of our semen by tenfold. It’s quite incredible. It takes something from each one of us involved and each time one of us unloads inside his intestines; the embryo grows a little larger and stimulates his prostate. Mordred, our boy here will literally be panting for our dicks! It’s the best sex you’ll ever have. And being a spectator is one of the funnest roles because you’ll see things you’ve never seen before. On someone like this twink who has an incredibly narrow waist, you’ll see the bump of your rigid cock lifting the skin on his abdomen with each thrust. It may poke out an inch or more. Some of us will play games as the knights with significant length take their turn by flicking the small lump that appears on his belly in response to a particularly deep thrust.”
“I want to see that,” Mordred states.
“And you will…in just about an hour!” Zylander declares. Then he kisses me once again. “Do you have any idea, my son, the privilege you have in being chosen for so many Timeron knights to take care of you?”
“Take care of me? What if I don’t want to be taken care of?”
Zylander slaps me on the cheek. “It’s not just anyone that gets our nectar. But you…you’ll have it dripping on the floor before midnight. Your boots and cloak will be stained with it. Your chest and mouth will gleam with it. But no matter how much it hurts, you can never complain. We don’t like that. One complaint and we’ll cut something from Talen that he’ll miss. You might even miss it too. Do you understand?”
I nod quickly, tears streaming down my cheeks. “I won’t complain, Ser…papa.”
Then Zylander kisses me again, almost choking me out by gripping my neck.
From behind a door, I hear Angelaria calling out for Verrr.
The other knights save for Silverhawk and Zylander leave for the feast. Zy walks me to the last door at the end of the hallway. It’s an iron door held fast by a padlock and Silverhawk undoes it while Zy holds me in his strong arms, continuing to slather me, his tongue lapping over the skin of my throat and nibbling at my lips and chin. I stare upward, and I think my eyes might be deceiving me but a window slides out of place on the walls. No…the window’s been cut…perhaps by diamonds.
I see faces with striking similarity. They belong to men Talen wiggled his fingers to while we waited among the crowd gathered outside this very cathedral. How did they get all the way up there? My memory is improving…is the eros wearing off? Can I ask for more?
I look around for another hit but one’s not in sight.
One holds a finger to his lips; another unwinds a long silk rope. Their operation is silent and attracts no attention because I’m the distraction.
Another flicker…lightning…thunder.
The ground rumbles from the quake of the angry mountain.
Silverhawk pops open the lock, and the huge thing drops into his massive hand. “The egg layer awaits our skinny twink behind this door, milord.” His voice is edgy, and I swallow hard and try not to think of what an “egg layer” looks like exactly. Do I even want to know?
Zylander pins me against the wall and says, “Give me your knife,” to Silverhawk. He says it with such urgency that it frightens me; his forearm across my breastplate puts enough pressure on my collarbone that I start to ache. “Let’s have a look at his little pussy first…I don’t want to wait until after dinner. I want to see if it tastes as good as my imagination says it will.”
“I bet it tastes like warm cherry pie…” Silverhawk says, wiping the drool from his mouth.
The ginger-haired knight hands the commander his dagger and then moves to a position in front of me, holding my shoulders rigid in such a way that Zylander can get behind me with ease. The huge leader sweeps my cloak aside with his right hand. I hear him lowering onto his haunches, and then feel him kneading the muscular globes of my ass with his bare fingers. I’ve never felt anyone do this to me with such purpose, and I dread what may come if he cuts through my priapus and lays bare my hole.
I know he means to plow me down there, and I close my eyes against the inevitable.
Four men drop down from above silent as cats, each armed with crossbows loaded and locked. One gets Silverhawk in the neck and it protrudes through to the other side. He gasps and staggers backward, clutching at the quarrel poking through his bloody Adam’s apple. Too late, the Commander gets to his feet, dropping Silverhawk’s dagger with a loud clatter.
One of the men steps forward and grabs me. I’m thrust toward another with a rope and harness, and he fastens it about my waist and across my chest and thighs. They’re all dressed in brown leather with non-descript cloaks. Brown rags conceal the lower half of their faces.
“What’s the meaning of this?!” Zylander hisses leaping to his feet.
“Not so fast, chief,” one of the men states, kicking the large commander hard enough that it offsets his balance and sends him sprawling. Then he shoots him with a crossbow. It goes through the armor and into his stomach. It’s one of the most painful ways to die.
“Unnngggghhh…” Ser Chezbernon says, grasping at it with bloody fingers. More crossbow bolts shoot through the knight; blood sprays over the stones at my feet.
“Effective, Justin,” one of the men says, making a fist and bumping it off the man’s leather pauldron.
“Unlock that door,” Justin orders. He’s wiry like my boyfriend and has a messy mop of black hair. “Let’s find Talen and get out of here.”
A boy stands in front of me and removes his cowl. I should recognize him, but I can’t recall his name. He has black hair and gray eyes that seem so familiar.
“I can’t go,” I say, fumbling at the buckles attached to the harness. “I’m going to be a knight…they’re going to give me spurs. Yellow eyes said to trust Talen, not you. I-I can’t trust you.”
“Good to see you again, blondie,” Swift says, patting my cheek with his glove. He pulls out a bottle and a rag, wets it with chloroform, and presses it to my face. “When you wake up, you’ll be safe and sound in a sanctuary to the Gray Warder. They’ve got you hopped up on something, and I think you’ll be easier to deal with if you’re unconscious.” Then he motions to someone above me to pull on the rope.
I feel it going tight and begin to lose consciousness just as my feet leave the ground and the handkerchief drops away. The last thing Swift does is put a gray sack over my head.
“We’ll talk later…about what you owe me for this. But first, let’s get you and Talen to safety. A cleric of Tethyr wishes to speak with you.”
And then blackness swallows me.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
My skin burns like it’s held to a flame.
At the age of four I remember standing in a field with my father. As a visiting king from Atlantea, he wanted to see how aqueducts worked. The Amserrans had a long history of engineering; their rulers lived in fabulous cities with onion domes made of gold and cathedrals so grand, I felt Arioch the sun god must live within their walls. I stupidly sat near a mound of fire ants. When they crawled under my clothes and started to sting me, the angry welts that formed hurt so much I didn’t stop screaming for hours.
This feels something like that.
I try to claw at my skin, but leather restraints bar my hands. I stare at them, cursing because the itch is unbearable. My blond locks flick into my eyes and my face drips. I’m in a comfortable bed, but I’ve soaked through the fur under my back. The room is dim; a small amount of natural light streams in through quartz that affords no view of the outside. There’s also a cool breeze. On a nightstand is a pitcher of cold water. They let me drink from a glass about every ten minutes. When I need to go to the bathroom, Talen helps me. He holds my dick for me so that my hands can remain shackled behind my back.
A woman stands over me now.
Who is she?
She’s got pupils that resemble black crosses floating on a sea of amber and long purple hair. Both raise questions in my mind. What race are you? But the pain always comes back before I can utter the words. It dominates my mind like yellow fire. At one point, Talen forces my mouth open so she can insert a wooden mouthpiece lined with tree gum to cradle my molars. “This’ll keep you from hurting your tongue and your teeth,” she says.
I want to scream Hells consume you! but the mouthpiece doesn’t afford that. All that results are muffled grunts and grumbles, curses said more in my mind and behind closed lips.
This is who I am now.
A shackled tortured slave at the whim of this merciless lady, and Talen (always wet-faced) just enables her. The bitch probably fucks me in my sleep…plants more of the bugs in my tongue…the ones that set me afire as if dropped in lava.
Just fucking give me eros.
I drift into and out of unconsciousness.
Each time I wake, I’ve no idea where I am, but then my eyes seek out the pitcher of icy water. A boy with brown hair gives me another sip. He helps me to relieve myself when I need to, and I stare at the urine in the chamber pot because it’s so dark.
Is that blood?
The boy with brown hair…Talen…?
It all starts coming back to me through a feverish haze. All the joy at first, and then all the sorrow--all the manipulations, the jealousies, and the back-stabbing. I’m afraid to say, it overwhelms my other feelings for him. Those feelings that want to hold him and stand proud that he’s my lover. Several times I go to sleep mad, and wake up even angrier. It’s as if my mind ruminates on everything horrible that’s ever happened in our relationship while unconscious. Upon awakening, I’ve no reason not to hate him.
I’m perpetually sweaty. My head feels like it’s bursting.
Is this the tenth time I’ve awakened from a dream in which I punch his face bloody? At what point does any of it become real? At what point will I have my revenge?
More water.
The same boy with brown hair bids me drink. He helps me to relieve myself when I need to and he’s very gentle. I stare at the urine in the chamber pot; it has only a slight yellowing to it. Did it used to be dark?
I wash my hands and am put back to bed, shackled once more.
I’m tired.
I’m manic.
I’m hot and then cold and then hot again.
I struggle with every muscle of my body. With my butt cheeks clenched I lift myself off the bed, ankles tied down by thick leather straps. I’m spread-eagled on the sweat-stained fur and I flex my muscles so violently that the leather almost snaps.
I’m almost free.
Almost.
I stare at my abdomen and see claw marks there. They’re mine. They match my fingers perfectly. I got free for only a second the last time I woke and managed to tear that much skin off of my body. It isn’t enough. My skin’s harboring creatures, and they’re burning me inch by inch.
Why can’t anyone see that?
I sob and my boyfriend coos softly to me. Why’s he treating me like a baby?
Talen’s the one that grabbed my hand. The fucking bastard stopped me from tearing my skin off and then yelled for the woman who stuck the soft bit into my mouth as if I’m a horse. They applied stronger restraints, double-bound my wrists.
“You’ve no idea how strong he is,” Talen says to her.
How the fuck would you know? I blister his face with my stares, hoping that he sees I’ll skull fuck him if I ever get free. I need to rip my skin off. It hurts so bad.
You’ll pay for this, I swear.
I recall the taxidermied virgin girls on display at the cathedral of Moh-Dehll. I understand now that the flaying must have felt so good. I bet those ladies felt fire just like me before they succumbed to the knife.
I bet they begged for it.
The priest of the god of wealth and the Timeron knights were kind men. They acquiesced and skinned the bitches. At least they get to be virgins for all time. Girls without hymens are nothing but whores. Why can’t I fucking have that? I strain against the bonds again and my whole body runs gleams. Why are you torturing me!?
I’m so angry I see red. My eyes drop to a knife on Talen’s belt. If I could only have that for a second I’d make a slit from my groin to my feet and peel the flesh from my legs. That would feel exquisite.
Cold water.
It’s soothing and I gulp at the glass held to my lips. While I drink, I think of more awful things to say to Talen. But I don’t get the chance. After I’m done, he gags me again and then starts with the prayers. He’s always praying.
Afterward, he runs an ice cube along my feverish lips and then waters me again. He keeps me from being thirsty. It’s so the girl with the strange eyes can torture me some more.
Fucking cunt; I despise you both.
“I hate you!” I spit at Talen.
My words cut? Good. For the first time in ages I feel satisfied. A single tear rolls down his face, and I yank at the chains holding my wrists.
Then in goes the mouthpiece again before I can bite my tongue. Why wouldn’t I chew my own tongue off? It’s where the fire beetles build their nest. They crawl under my skin laying their eggs that spew liquid flames on my bones. They’re trying to burst from inside my body, but not before eating all of my organs. My skin’s rotting and is full of maggots and worms.
My pillow stinks. Talen keeps pushing it under me.
An hour passes and I open my eyes once again.
I stare at my shiny pecs and spot things moving under the flesh. Millions of bumps, and I want to rip them all out even if it kills me. I flex my fingers and see someone has put leather gloves on my hands. Fucking pricks! They’ve done it to blunt my nails.
I’m no longer rotting. My skin’s healed, unblemished. They must be using sorcery on me. I know it’s to make the torture even more unbearable. How inhuman.
Time passes.
I feel Talen caress me on the nipple, softly with his lips. He wipes me down with a soft cold white cloth and lays his head against me chest. Is he being kind so I’ll be merciful? Fat chance on that. I struggle again and again, but my bonds hold. If I could just get one hand on that knife….
Then darkness…sleep again.
Even when I close my eyes, I see nothing but the white powder. The eros calls to me. I know if I can just have one hit…one sniff, the drug will drive the vermin from my body.
I open my eyes. I’ve no idea how long I’ve been here.
Talen appears next to the woman. They are twin angels of death.
He carries a white porcelain bowl filled with water and wets yet another towel. I’m sponge bathed with sweet smelling soap, and I know he’s enjoying himself. Maybe they’re finally going to flay me. Washing me to make sure no infection will kill me when the skin comes off. I pray that’s what they’re planning.
“He’s burning up,” Talen says to her. Concern is thick in his voice.
What a professed liar you are. I know you could give a shit.
“He caught an infection from the Timeron knights. As well he’s suffering from deadly eros withdrawal,” she says. “Both shall break soon. Don’t pay attention to anything he says to you. He won’t mean it when it’s over. You must wait for him to see you with his real eyes.”
Don’t listen to her! I want to scream. Can’t you see the beetles?! They’re eating me alive!
She leans over me and removes the mouthpiece. Talen puts water to my lips…cool, soothing, fresh. While I slurp she speaks, “Kian…listen to me. You’re safe, but I need to protect you from yourself. I’ve seen men tear all the flesh from their bones coming down from this drug. You may see things. Some say they see beetles or ants. All of them complain of fire burning their skin. It’s a hallucination…if you’re in there, you must fight it.”
“P-please…” I beg. “No more. Just a little eros...”
“I’m afraid not,” she says. “My name is Luminara. I’m a high priestess of the Gray Warder--a true priestess who speaks with Tethyr every day. When you’re sober, we shall speak. Until then, you must remain in your restraints as you’re a danger to yourself. In the meantime, we’re using a poultice prepared by a priestess of Khaal. Only priestesses of Khaal have access to the healing sphere, and her talents are rare in this part of the world.”
I clench my eyes closed. More lies. It’s no priestess of Khaal administering to me, but a sadist…someone bent on destroying my body from the inside out.
The mouthpiece again, and I try to spit it out. I need to bite off my own tongue before someone rapes my mouth. Before I’m forced to swap spit with a legion of dirty lascivious men who want to thrust their huge dicks over and over into me, who want to gestate a demon inside my guts.
I see a roomful of faces, lusty grins, sweaty sheens; they all reach out to caress my body. They take my gargantuan prick into their mouths despite my screaming “stop” and roll the head along their pink tongues trying to coax milk from my bruised balls.
“NO!” I scream.
Talen’s face appears, holding my chin. He forces me to accept the mouthpiece. He wipes sweat from my face, and I stare at him wondering where he’s hidden all the men.
I should’ve known you’d be in cahoots with evil.
Let me go…I-I’ve got to get out of here, I want to say, but of course he can’t understand my muzzled speech. I glance about wildly for I know the monsters I saw are still here, stroking their oiled erections, waiting to fuck me incontinent.
I can’t defend myself, Talen. You’ve got to untie me.
Water drips from my long bony toes. Mouths are engulfing them and I try to pull away from their repugnant tongues but the restraints won’t let me. The feel of their lips on the soles of my bare feet is agony.
I don’t want to be defiled this way.
I start to sob.
He wipes my chest down. The fire I feel burning under my skin subsides some at the cool compress. My muscles are sore from all the fighting.
I fall asleep.
When I awake, I feel better. Most of the pain is gone. Talen holds a broth to my lips. “Drink,” he says. His voice is tender, compassionate. “You need to eat something,” he whispers. As soft as a breeze he runs his fingers through my hair.
“Eros?” I ask. “Then I’ll eat.”
Talen shakes his head. “Maybe after. You’ve got to finish this first.”
I believe you. I slurp at the bowl. Tethyr’s teeth I’m famished.
I don’t know how long I’ve gone without eating. I clench against the restraints, the veins on my arms and chest standing out like thick ropes.
“Kian,” Talen says. “You’re safe. No one can harm you here.”
“Where am I?” I ask.
I recall the Timeron knights and realize they are the men I saw in the room. But where did they go? Did they come and do their business with me while I slept? Panic grips my guts.
“Was I raped?” I ask.
Talen shakes his head. “All that kissing gave you a throat infection. But nothing below your neck was ever defiled, thank god. You’ve had a fever, but a medicine in the broth I’ve been feeding you has all but knocked it out. I didn’t let them rape you, at least not in the conventional sense. What did happen makes me want to kill myself. But I remember what you said. I hold onto that like a rock in a storm. I’m so sorry, buddy.” Tears roll from his eyes and streak down his cheeks.
Only Talen’s in the room, but I recall the face of my raven-haired beauty, the girl Angelaria--a lovely façade, but rotten on the inside. I recall her betrayal and how Talen went along with it.
I stare up at him. “How could you do that to me? I trusted you.”
Talen shook his head. “I made a bad call,” he states. “I-I got so fucking jealous of the attention you lavished on her. I was afraid, insecure, and then I thought if I could just get my hands on money and make a name for myself—if I could become a guild leader—maybe you’d never leave me. I-If you can ever find it in your heart to forgive me, I promise I’ll be true to—”
“You’re dead to me,” I say, eyes blazing with hatred. “When I get free from this, I’ll kill you and the girl. Mark my words…you’re a dead man walking.”
Talen swallows. “If that’s what you want. I won’t fight you. I-I know I probably deserve worse.”
“T-they starved me, humiliated me, and planned to gang rape me.” I struggle as hard as I can against the leather cuffs and almost pull a chain from the wall. Then the fire starts in on me again. “It burns!” I scream, staring at the ceiling. I shudder as the pain lances through me inch by inch. I feel my heart pounding in my head and can taste blood in my mouth.
My vision becomes hazy and then slowly fades to black.
The last thing I recall as I stare open-eyed at the ceiling is my raspy breath and the sound of Talen weeping.
Drip.
I hear a single drop of water splash, and I search the darkness for the place of origin.
Drip.
A cool breeze brushes past my skin. Then I see light. I shield my eyes from it and realize I’m in some kind of cave. I’m completely nude, but not cold. And no one else is here, but something…no…someone moves in the light.
I hop down from my purchase on a rock and walk along a beach. Water flows in from the mouth of the cave and occasionally flows over my toes. The sand feels cool, comfortable, and my hair catches the hint of a breeze.
I walk forward and the silhouette of a man appears. He’s surrounded by so much light that there’s little to it other than a moving stick figure of pure black. As I near him, the shadow solidifies, bends at the waist until I stand before a huge black wolf with yellow eyes.
They stare at me as if my skin’s transformed into a looking glass for the soul. It growls and bares its teeth, but I’m not afraid. It soon calms itself, looks to either side indifferently, and then approaches to sniff at my huge dick. It bestows one lick, as if to taste me to assure itself of my nature. The gesture is not sexual at all. Once the wolf does this, it backs away and regards me like a dog does when it wants to be friendly as if it’s weighed my entire being through odor alone. I extend my hand as gently as I can and the wolf licks my long fingers.
“Tethyr?”
The wolf nods.
I bow before him and the wolf speaks. “You’re asleep right now, Kian.”
I don’t even question this for I know he’s right. “I’ve so many questions,” I say.
“Hold them for now. We’re expecting another.”
“Who?”
“Patience,” the wolf states.
I hear footsteps on the sand and turn my head. I see Talen in his birthday suit walking toward us. His beautiful gray eyes ringed in long black lashes, his tousled mousy brown hair, and the fine dimple of his navel resting amidst a six-pack of abdominal muscles. His teenaged physique is unmistakable. Gods is he fine with the narrow waist and perfectly-toned skin that I love. There’s not an ounce of fat on him that doesn’t belong, and he’s not overly muscled either. He’s just lean. He’s unblemished from head to toe. Even the crack of his ass is nothing but pale and creamy flesh. I wonder if it still remains untouched by other men aside from me. Just the thought of someone else plundering my property makes me a little angry around the edges.
Wait. Is Talen my property? I think I told him I hated him. Why did I say that? Ah yes, he betrayed me and so I need to kill him. No one deserves a second chance, right? Would Tethyr agree with me? Maybe I’ll ask when the time comes…when it feels right for this kind of question.
Assassins never give second chances. Regret’s for the weak.
Hatred fuels my strength.
Talen kneels before the wolf just a few feet from my shoulders and then kneels before me.
“What’s he doing here?” I ask Tethyr. I don’t realize it immediately, but there’s anger in my tone.
“He’s asleep next to you in the bed. He loves you and has kept sole vigil by your bedside for days, so I’ve invited him along.”
I lower my eyes. “He’s a traitor. You can’t trust him. I intend to kill him as soon as I can.”
“Is that so?” Tethyr asks. “Were it not for him, you’d never have escaped your tormentors. Were it not for him, you’d most likely be dead by now.”
“Were it not for him,” I say, “I’d be well on my way to serving you as a Nightshade!”
“I need more than a Nightshade. Their order is corrupt and needs to be destroyed and the Guildhouse of Assassins along with it. But I’m intrigued by your offer. I ask you how?”
“How what?” I respond. “Isn’t it obvious, my lord?”
“How would you serve me? Do you know my needs? I require more than just prayer, Kian. I’m a god, you know? Prayers are but empty wishes asking a god to intervene on your behalf. It’s a selfish thing…prayer.”
“I-I would do what needs to be done…by your instruction.”
The wolf paces back and forth. “And you think I’ve time to sit around and give you instructions all day? If others think like you, no wonder my following has shrunk so much. Speaking of things I would want…I would want you to enter my preceptor’s demesnes in the city of Soulwarden. But you wouldn’t even know about this had it not been discovered through the acts that you now say are traitorous. And I certainly wouldn’t be speaking to you now. It’s how you handled yourself while under the effects of eros that intrigue me. You prayed to me almost every hour, even when they gave you so much of the pure drug it made your nose bleed. You never lost faith, even when it seemed you’d lost all hope. You also clung to your love of your boyfriend. I’ve never seen anything like it. The emotion touched me, as does your physical beauty. Never before have I been blessed with the fortune of two boys who so physically perfect and so well suited to each other that it’s like I’ve been given a sword and a sheath. Do you know how rare this is? A god’s following is seldom populated with beauty because the poor, deformed, and diseased are the ones that find religion. How could I pass up an opportunity to meet with you?”
I blink. “I-I don’t understand. Why would a god meet with me? Is this a riddle sir? I’m no good at riddles. Talen’s the smart one.”
I suddenly realize I just complimented a boy that I said I’d murder.
Fuck.
When I say this, Talen smiles but remains quiet. His eyes shine brightly.
The wolf stands directly in front of my face; I’m impressed by his size. “Because I want your love, Kian. Isn’t that obvious? Not a sexual love…but the unconditional love that can only exist between a follower and his god. Your faith is true, and you’re so beautiful that anyone that sees you desires you. Gods are not immune. I want your unconditional love, and the comfort that your soul will someday cross over and join me in the hunting grounds that lie beyond the veil. There we can feast and celebrate and participate in orgies under a sky full of stars. That’s why I’m meeting with you now, because your soul doth shine brightest of the lads that worship me. You know…not long ago the goddess of beauty herself, Eilustriel, approached me and asked if she could have you. I refused her. We gods have learned to respect boundaries, but she wants to take you from me. It makes me feel powerful to tell the goddess of beauty ‘No.’ She never hears that particular word from anyone.”
“You have it sir,” I say, lowering my head. “I love you with all my heart. When I awaken, I’ll do exactly as you say. If you want me to enter the slain preceptor’s home, I’ll do so. I’ll expose the treachery that killed him and bring his murderers to justice. I shall avenge our church in your holy name!”
The wolf licks his chops. “How would you do so? The magical spell Kahket placed upon the home will keep you out.”
“I-I’d use the amulet around Calisto’s neck to gain access.”
The wolf smiles. “Have you ever seen a death knight? They result from necromantic curses thrown by the gods. Calisto himself is a spawn of Taleta, the Queen of Demons. His very touch blights living skin. His breath smells like rotten eggs, and he can burn anyone to ashes with fire from his hands. And this is just a start to his abilities. Yes, the ploy the Timeron knight general worked out would have killed Calisto, but I fear it would’ve killed you. Even if it hadn’t, you’d be permanently and hideously scarred. What happens to you in life remains true in the afterlife. The body is a sacred vessel; treat it well. So again, I ask you how? How will you help me?”
Frustrated, I punch my fist into the sand. “I don’t know.”
“And it’s first admitting that one does not know all the variables that one can empty his mind. Look at your companion, Talen, and answer truthfully: if you cannot empty your mind of your anger and trust him again then what good are you to me? If someone had not given you a second chance, would you stand before me now? What burden does hatred have on the soul? What consequences are there for revenge? My church is corrupt, run amok with assassins and thieves who worship material wealth and their own power over my name. Your former master is one of them. Constantine once worshiped me as you do now, but he’s grown too confident in his abilities. He’s forsaken me and chooses to believe I’ve lost all influence in the world and that skill and determination are the paths men must follow. Constantine is godless. He’s determined to get his hands on a very ancient weapon that I forged. But he’d choose to wield it for his own personal gain and not to further my own name. Perhaps he has aspirations to be a god himself. There are mortals who transcend to join our ranks. But I’ve no desire to see another god of thieves. It only means that my power is further diluted. If more men like him are allowed to prosper, the magic of Wynwrayth itself is diminished.”
“I plan to confront him,” I say. “I want the sword, and he has all the pieces to find it.”
“You know he thinks the same of you,” Tethyr says. “He killed all his pupils before you came. At some point he feels threatened by their skill. He’s long since passed that point with you, and I know he planned to kill you after you gave him the jewel. To allow you to live would threaten his power.”
“I’m glad he fears me then,” I say. “Perhaps it’ll prove to my advantage.”
The wolf grins as only a dog can and his yellow eyes burn like miniature suns. “So you want Bloodbane? Good. A little greed is a healthy trait in your profession. Kian, I’ve a sacred order of disciples known as the Black Dragon Assassins. I believe you and Talen both show enough merit to warrant consideration into this very elite club. Perhaps even Swift, as he’s come along much in the days since you abandoned him to his fate. But I must have your absolute devotion. And each of you must pass the test of body, of spirit, and of mind.”
“When will I be tested, Master?” I ask.
The wolf looks at both Talen and I. Talen remains silent, staring at the both of us, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down each time he swallows spit.
“Who’s to say you’re not already being tested?” the wolf asks. “You’ve passed the test of body, for you and Talen both are in the peak of physical condition.”
“The test of the mind—it’s the drug, isn’t it?” I ask. For some reason, here in the ether of my dreams I’m able to speak of eros objectively. I know it’s nothing but a monkey on my back.
The wolf shrugs. “I cannot say. But what use to me is an assassin that cannot tame his own cravings? What use is a servant who does not have command over his mind as well as his vices? Eros is the most dangerous drug imaginable to the mind. And Kian, Spider inflicted much psychological damage on you. Always remember he was evil and his advice very bad.”
I stare at Talen, feeling warmth creep into my face. It’s the kind of warmth that accompanies a feeling of love. “Yes my lord. Then what’s the test of spirit?”
“Again, I cannot say,” the wolf states. “However, I ask you this: what good is a servant to me if he’s consumed with anger and thoughts of revenge? What good is a servant to the Gray Warder if he has no capacity for forgiveness? I seek someone who has no ulterior motivations. Who’ll do what must be done wielding the might I have to give. Are you this person, Kian? The path of the Black Dragon Assassin is too much to handle for the loner. He that walks the path with love in his heart is more apt to succeed. Are you this person, Kian? Or will you become yet another statistic: one who tried to walk the path, yet failed?”
I place my head to the sand.
“I shall not fail sir.”
“I guess we shall see.” And then the meeting ends.
I awaken, and though my head feels stuffed with cotton my skin no longer burns. I no longer feel the urge to cut and mutilate my flesh. But the anger that I’ve held for Talen returns. It’s not as harsh as before, but my now unclouded mind cooks up a scheme to manipulate him into setting me free.
Talen’s eyes flutter open and he looks at me in the quiet coolness of the room. Gently, he removes the mouthpiece and I gulp down cool water. “Will you please undo my hands and my ankles?” I ask when finished.
“L-let me find Luminara,” he starts to say but I interrupt him.
“Trust me…as I’ve trusted you. You saw the dream; we were there together. The fever’s broke, and I won’t hurt myself. I promise.”
Talen feels my head, notes that my almost naked body is no longer sweating.
He pauses for a moment, and then acquiesces. Slowly he unstraps my ankles and then does the same for my hands. When at last I’m free, I reach out and grab him by the neck and push him down on the mattress. I can feel him swallow uncomfortably. I know I hold his life in my hands. I know because of my mastery of pressure points that I could paralyze him and then do any number of things that I want. I could flay the skin from his bones or tear one of his eyeballs out and set fire to it with a candle flame and he’d be unable to stop me.
I squeeze so hard that he starts turning blue.
Talen gasps but doesn’t fight me. He just caresses the side of my face with his fingers and says, “Do it….”
But something stops me. I push it aside and grab the dagger at his waist and hold it over him with my other hand ready to stab it through his skull. Again something makes me pause.
“I love you,” he whispers. “There’s only ever been you.”
Tethyr’s teeth, I swear in my mind. I realize that I might feel the same for him. He’s my Talen, my boyfriend, my lover. He’s my soul mate. How can I hurt my soul mate?
Talen’s eye’s flutter and his hand drops. He’s dying.
I’m weak.
I let him go, and with it all the remaining rage I had for him flees my heart.
I see him with clear eyes and realize I’ve made the right choice. The only emotion I have left is love, and it’s so strong I think it can move mountains.
What would this world be without you in it? It’s a world I don’t want to live in.
“K-Kian I--,” he starts to say, but I cut him off by kissing him.
I caress his lips and nibble at them with my own and I whisper, “No more apologies. Just shut up and make love to me. Please. Because when I’m inside you, I feel like our souls are rubbing together. I want to feel that again.”
“You forgive me?” he asks, tears rolling down his cheeks.
I grin and say, “Isn’t that obvious? Now seriously…just shut up and make love to me.” And then we kiss again, this time both of us giggling.
“Your mouth really does taste like cotton candy,” Talen whispers. “Welcome back.”
I waste no time stripping off my priapus much to his joy. As he cleans my magnificent cock and balls with his tongue, I’m reminded of his passion. A passion for the body that I’ve only allowed him to enjoy, though I know countless hordes would want to be in his place. I lie back on the bed and lift my legs into the air; he cleans my hairless boy cunt with his tongue. He kisses it, and then proposes that he correct a wrong that he feels he’s committed.
“I want to pluck your fruit,” he says.
At long last, he wants to be the one on top. Talen wants to be the one who fucks me.
“I know your full value now,” Talen says. “Tethyr’s teeth…j-just seeing those men…powerful fucking men who could have anyone they wanted…. And all they desired was you. I’ve been a fool! I-I’m not making that mistake again. Please let me fuck you. Please let me breed you like my bitch.”
I place my sweaty feet on his shoulders and he sucks my toes for many long minutes. With his free hand dripping with the Jade Nuru, he lubes and massages my hole. When my sphincter has loosened sufficiently, Talen plunges inside like an eel into a cave. Before long, I experience incredible pleasure as his swollen cock moves in and out of my dripping asshole.
“Harder,” I demand.
Slap slap slap sounds our flesh.
Talen manages to touch every sacred place inside my guts.
Slap slap slap. The noise echoes from the walls.
His hips are like pistons. We kiss often, and giggle, and laugh, and kiss again.
He pounds at me stopped only by my thighs, and he whispers, “I love you” over and over.
When he cums inside me, I hold his face as gently as I can and say, “I promise I’ll do right by you. I’ll never make you jealous again. I only have eyes for you, not a girl, not a boy…just you.”
And with that oath, we’re one, and it’s my turn to use his body.
Almost an hour later, the room smells of laborious sex, of fresh cum, of feet and piss and a fart or two. I French-kiss Talen even while ropes of sticky white semen drip from the hole I leave in his anus…a hole that’ll take hours to close because I thrust, and he stretched…
And he stretched again…
And then when he thought it could happen no more, Talen stretched one final time.
I blew my colossal load for a full minute, body shuddering, toes curling, literally paralyzed in pleasure while he made love to my mouth with his tongue.
Still, he’s happy, and he displays his rosebud proudly as testament to our fun.
And I admit for the first time in days, my soul is at peace. I’m now ready to get down to business. I’m now ready to become a Black Dragon Assassin. My time as an apprentice will soon be at an end.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Luminara arrives unexpectedly. Talen’s kissing me tenderly and cradling me in his arms. I’m thoroughly enjoying myself as he brushes his moist fingertips over my pectorals and licks my dainty ears. I’m relaxed and relishing the skin on skin feel of our intimacy.
Even though I’m spent with balls drained like a farmer’s prized bull, my dick is still partially erect. Tethyr’s teeth…my body probably produced a quarter cup of creamy ejaculate. It’s glistening practically everywhere my eye falls. That’s to be expected after so long without a nutter. Yet, despite my aching weary body, I feel in another two minutes I’d be ready for another round if Talen begs for it. I need to make sure he’s taken care of. It’s part of my unspoken promise to him.
Sigh. The things I must do for others never seems to end.
However, my plan to make love to him is cut short by her appearance. Although I’m not shy of public displays of affection, her presence as a well-respected priest of my church does have me scrambling for the fur blanket to cover our nudity.
Luminara’s wearing a gray robe with fat black buttons. Each one is inscribed with the holy symbol of Tethyr. It’s a dagger with hilt facing the sky resting on top of a ring the color of blood. Around her neck depends a holy symbol bearing the same image, only this one’s made of gold with the blood done in rubies and the dagger in raised platinum.
 I used to own a holy symbol of Tethyr once, but I left it with my belongings back in the dojo of the thieves’ guild in Clothol. It used to belong to the Friar who I now understand was no better than the Timeron knights. He used my faith in god as a means to molest my younger self. Although I’m appreciative of my good looks, it’s grown tiresome trying to defend them from those who desire pleasure from my body. I’m thankful that I’ve Talen, who loves me for who I am. Maybe I’ll just cover myself up for the rest of my life and only allow Talen to enjoy my beauty.
I’m thankful to finally be in the presence of a woman who’s truly devout, and who can call upon the power of Tethyr to be a weapon as well as a blessing.
Luminara’s a beautiful woman. Although her purple hair is of a hue that’s alien to me, it’s gorgeous in its own way and sweeps down over her shoulders like a cascading waterfall of color. She smiles at both of us the way Tethyr smiles at me in my dreams. She doesn’t seem to register our nakedness one bit. Instead, her eyes see past our skin as if admiring the strength within; she must know it’s an untapped resource for the church to use in these demanding times.
A few seconds later a man joins Luminara in the room. His reaction is different; our naked coupling takes him by surprise, and I can tell by his body posture that he’s somewhat uncomfortable with it. Ah…it’s Swift. Even in his getup of all white cloth, with a hood about his face to hide everything but his eyes, I recognize him. I’d know his handsome body from anyone because I once admired the way he held himself even if I disagreed with his policies and actions.
I’m now indebted to Swift. His eyes flash knowingly as if picking that thought from my brain. I swallow and ready myself for something that comes difficult to me.
“Swift…I-I owe you an apology—”
“I-it’s okay,” he interrupts.
I wait with baited breath for him to continue.
“That life’s behind us. I learned a lot of things in the past few months.” He stares at Luminara with glittering irises.
Ah so that’s it. He has feelings for her.
“I’ve discovered what it truly means to love Tethyr,” Swift finishes. After a pause he says, “Let’s just wipe the slate clean, okay?”
I nod. “Well, thanks for saving me.”
“You’re welcome,” Swift says.
“You boys want to follow me?” Luminara asks. “That is, if you’re done.” She stands sideways and gestures at the open door beyond which, a cool gray light filters through.
I look at Talen.
When he says nothing I go ahead and stand; he follows suit and our semen and sweat stained fur blanket drops around our ankles. “Should I put on some clothes?” I ask her. Talen covers his groin modestly with one hand. I’m not even going to try. Four hands would be insufficient to cover myself, so there’s no point to it.
Swift stares at me for a moment and blinks his eyes in disbelief. “Tethyr’s teeth,” he swears.
“What?” I ask a little amused. I know he’s staring at my prick, the pink mushroom head hanging down to just shy of the kneecap. And its girth is as thick as his wrist. The fact I’m only partially erect suggests it could lengthen even more.
Swift just averts his eyes and says to Talen, “How on Wynwrayth do you manage to accommodate…that…thing?”
I look at Talen who smiles, crinkling his eyes. The boy clears his throat and says, “Lots of lube, relaxation, and to be honest, it does hurt. But what’s the difference between pain and pleasure? Kian’s a wonderful lover,” he says holding my hand. “He takes time, backs out when I need him to give me more time to adjust, and only slides in until I tell him I can’t take any more. Trust me, it took some getting used to, but when Kian fucks me it mostly just feels heavenly.”
“Fuck an ‘A’,” Swift says, and then promptly shuts his mouth.
Luminara with absolutely no emotion on her face says, “Your bodies are a gift from god; yours especially Kian Lightfoot. To answer your question, only clothe yourself if you desire it. I’m taking you to a special chamber where you must wash your skin with blessed soaps in preparation for baptism. It may be that you’ll save time by remaining naked.”
I shrug and Talen, blank-faced, prods me forward with a knuckle.
Swift rolls his eyes just a wee bit but falls in next to me. “With regard to your escape, I may have done the heavy lifting,” he explains, “but we came because of Talen and not because of you. He spotted me in the crowd and started talking to me using the cant. I came back here, put together a raid with four other guys, and we broke you out of that church. They’re still looking for you, trying to use magic to find you I’ll bet. But it won’t work here, because this sanctuary exists off magical radar.”
“Really?” I look up at the natural stone ceiling and continue to pad barefoot behind Luminara’s sweeping robe. The floor should feel cold on my bony feet but it doesn’t. Warmth radiates upward from my fleshy soft soles and puts a spring in my step. I reach out and hold Talen’s sticky hand; he limps a little from the brutal fucking I gave him, but he wears a cherubic smile on his face. As we walk along, he lays his head on my shoulder and I kiss his brown hair.
The sound of rushing water gets louder.
We’re led into a cavern about a hundred feet across at its widest point. It’s awash in sunlight. There’s a pool here of swirling water. Above it, a dome of quartz is the origin point for the light. I’ve no idea what time of day it is; only that it’s very bright outside.
“The water here is boiling runoff from the Tempest mountain lava pits. The cold water comes from the jungles around Soulwarden. This place in which you stand is holy ground. It’s called the Crucible of Tethyr’s Tears. He created it many millennia ago when He sought solace in the aftermath of Inzilbeth’s death.”
Inzilbeth…Taleta’s sister and Tethyr’s lover. I recall the story that the Timeron knight told me in the cathedral of Moh-Dehll. When I think of how She died, I feel a great weight bear down upon my heart. Now I know why this place is named after my god’s tears. He must have been very sad.
“The water here is holy to our religion,” Luminara says. “It will cleanse your flesh as it has never been cleansed before. It will also cleanse your soul. As high priestess, I command the three of you to bathe in these waters. It is here that I shall baptize you when the Gray Sisters join us in a few minutes. When you’re done, I’ll present the three of you to the Goam Vadu…the chest of death. The vapors of the underworld shall look into your soul for truth. If what it finds is not befitting a Black Dragon Assassin, then you’ll die and your remains shall rot into oblivion.”
I gulp along with Talen and Swift. Things just got very serious.
“If your heart is truly devoted to the Gray Walker, have no fear. There’s only reward waiting in the Goam Vadu. Now enter the water. Bathe each other with the sacred soap in the clay jars, but do not allow the bathing to become sexual. Remember, these waters are sacred. In fifteen minutes, I’ll ask you to emerge.”
I kneel before her, as does Talen and Swift. Swift takes off his clothes, revealing the rock-hard and athletic body that I know he possesses. I see now why he’s so surprised at the size of my manhood. His is what I’ve come to know as an average length among boys and about a third the size of mine. Then the three of us take the stone steps into the swirling pool. Steam floats about my head, and the water caresses my skin with a silky smooth touch.
“I’ll wash Talen,” I say.
Talen nods in agreement and states, “I’ll wash Swift, and Swift can wash you.”
“That works,” I state.
We all take a swim in the pool, then return to the shallow end where the ceramic jars await us. I see three toothbrushes as well, and a paste made from baking soda with which to brush our teeth. We all do this first, and when our mouths are polished and smelling of mint, I stand and Swift soaps his hands with the scented unguent before rubbing my skin with his palms. I do the same for Talen, soaping between his butt cheeks, rubbing my smooth fingers over his fine abs. The air fills with a heady perfume, and I feel a great weariness lift from my shoulders. I feel my spirit soar as if walking hand-in-hand with my god.
The ache of addiction is but a memory at this point, swiftly cowed by the strong ever-present will of God. The Holy Spirit is an amazing thing.
Swift’s hands are soft and luxurious. We all use liberal amounts of the scented oils. I stand and can’t help myself from smiling as Swift washes between my thighs and rock hard glutes. Then he cleans my veined monster, even pulling back my lengthy uncut foreskin to clean out all the smegma from the ejaculate that failed to find Talen’s gut. Despite myself, my dick grows semi-hard in his hand and Swift looks up at me as my hips unconsciously begin to flex back and forth in his slippery palm.
“Kian, stop it,” he says.
“Sorry,” I immediately say. “It’s a reflex.”
My cheeks flush with heat.
Talen sighs.
“I-I’m sorry, Talen. I’ll do better.”
Talen’s grin shows me he understands. His own prick is hard from my washing, and I’ve to force myself not to jack him off. I sit down in the water so Swift can wash my lovely feet. He cleans them liberally. All the while I do the same for Talen, and he in turn, Swift. After ten minutes the three of us are reduced to boys splashing and frolicking in the water.
It’s the most fun I’ve had in a long time.
Luminara’s voice calls us back to the present.
She stands at the edge of the pool. Six other priestesses in black trail her. Each wears a shawl of gray; holy symbols of gold glitter in the light. Their faces are hidden by shadows cast by gray hoods. Luminara enters the pool carrying a bowl crafted from mother of pearl.
“Follow me to the deep end,” she says.
Talen falls in line first, followed by I behind him.
Swift gets out of the water and awaits us. The priestesses step forward and dry his body with a sacred towel. While I wade after Luminara, I note that four strong men in strapping leathers enter the room carrying a huge chest made of wood and bound in iron. They set it on the ground and remove the lock. One of the Gray Sisters walks forward and throws open the lid.
Vapor the color of charcoal spills from within. It begins to roil along the floor as if alive and seeking out things to envelop.
“Your eyes on me,” Luminara says, grabbing hold of my chin. “Swift has already been baptized. Now it’s your turn.”
“Yes, Matron,” I say.
The water rises to just under my mouth, and her robes swirl about me. Despite the depth of the floor, the water only comes to her waist. Is she floating? I look down but cannot see her feet. She removes the stopper from a jeweled vial and places some oil on her finger. Then she draws something that resembles a wolf or perhaps a jackal on my forehead. “You’ll repeat after me,” she says. “Are you ready?”
I nod.
“The Jackal with the yellow eyes watch over me, for I am his pup, and enter within the fold of those required to protect his church. I listen to His word alone.”
I say the words.
“I will always obey the church and the church’s designated voice for as long as I shall live. I shall sacrifice without question to the church and for Tethyr’s glory. I am no longer my own, but I belong to Tethyr and lease my body and soul from Him for as long as he requires.”
I say the words.
“I will love no one above Tethyr. I am allowed to take as many partners as I wish in this life, but He shall always come first. I will pray for my salvation whenever I can and give an appropriate tithe of my wealth so that the church may prosper.”
I say the words.
“If Tethyr choose to take me, I shall acquiesce willingly to his advances. For gods like mortals also experience desire. Tethyr, I am Kian Lightfoot, and I beseech you to make me whole with your love. I beseech you to take me to your bosom and make me your instrument as you desire.”
I say the words.
And then, Luminara, high priestess of Tethyr washes my head in the water by ducking me under for a few seconds. I feel something…like a bolt of lightning…and when I rise, the priestess’s eyes widen, and Talen stares open-mouthed at me as well.
“What?” I ask.
“You’ve got a tattoo,” he says breathlessly. “It’s one of the most beautiful I’ve ever seen.”
I look as best I can at my body. A gorgeous tattoo of a rose, with lifelike vines winds its way up my left arm to just under my ear where Talen assures me, a silver one blooms on the skin of my throat. I’m fascinated by its color and depth; leaves bear shimmering beads of water but they’re not real…only an image on my skin. Fanciful script lies between the leaves, but I can’t read it.
“It’s incredibly detailed,” Talen states. “It looks real…like it’ll stick me and draw blood with its thorns. And the fine calligraphy…it’s your oath, Kian.”
“You’ve been marked Black Dragon Assassin of the Silver Rose,” Luminara states. “But you’ll not receive all your gifts until you pass the test of mind and the test of spirit.”
I nod, “Yes, Matron.”
“Sisters of the Gray Warder,” she says taking me by the hand. She leads me out of the shallows until only my feet are covered by water. “Is this man’s body worthy to serve the Gray Warder? Do you find any fault in his physical condition? Remember, only perfection in flesh is worthy of a Black Dragon Assassin. Does he meet your standard?”
“Yes, Matron,” they say in unison.
Luminara places her hand over the silver rose at my throat and says, “I command the gray light of Tethyr to infuse Kian Lightfoot and give unto him the gift of body, which is universal among Black Dragon Assassins!”
I feel a warmth pour through my flesh as the magic takes hold of me.
After a moment, she removes her hand and says, “It is done.”
“What was the gift?”
“Your age is frozen forever where it is now. You’ll never physically age beyond nineteen until such day as you leave His service. I’m sorry if you were looking forward to old age. But it shall be denied to you for decades, perhaps centuries. In addition, your wounds will heal quickly, and you’re dexterity shall be increased ten-fold. You’ll also be immune to disease and sickness. You’re commanded henceforth to eat at least three well-balanced meals a day to maintain your physical shell whilst food is abundant. But you may never get fat. You are required to maintain this body exactly as it appears now, and to do everything in your power to keep it strong. Do you understand?”
I kneel before her and bow my head. “I do.”
“Then rise Kian and await your brother to join you.”
I take my place next to Swift, and we both watch Talen go through the exact same baptism. He says the lines with enthusiasm, and my heart soars as I see a brother born right before my eyes.
The transformation is a miracle. I watch the tattoo appear on his throat. His color is green…a gorgeous emerald rose so lifelike in its petals that I wonder from whence and how it can grow on his flesh. Like mine, the thorny stem winds its way across his skin to the part just above his wrist where it fades to nothingness. There is no way an artist could capture this vibrancy. It blooms as only something can when rooted in fertile soil. I realize each Black Dragon Assassin is master of his own unique color.
How many brothers do I have? Are we the first?
Talen joins me outside the pool and our trifecta is complete. I note that sometime between my baptism and Talen’s, a white rose also appeared on Swift’s skin. It’s stunning, and I point it out to Swift, but he already knows.
“It sprouted the moment you received yours,” Swift states proudly.
As for Talen, my lover’s face is positively beaming; his eyes sparkle. I want to reach out and kiss him but am afraid to do so with so many of our church watching us.
The priestesses towel Talen and I dry and await Luminara’s next order. She emerges from the water somehow completely dry already. Perhaps it’s an illusion, or she’s some magic about her that repels the water from her robes.
Luminara turns to the chest and beckons for us to approach.
“The ranks of the Black Dragon Assassins are very small,” she says. “Know that you’re unique, although I’m forbidden at this time to tell you of others who may have already passed the three tests. You should assume you are first rank, Kian. Swift you are second rank, and Talen is third.”
I smile, lifting myself up and down on my toes with excitement. First Rank Black Dragon Assassin is a smashing title.
She pauses to make sure that we hear her and all of us respond with a loud, “Yes, Matron.”
Luminara continues. “Within this vessel is death for those who have no faith. It’s called the Goam Vadu.” She snaps her fingers and the armored men that carried in the chest leave. A moment later they return with a prisoner. He’s dragged between them like a sack of turnips and has arrows sticking out of his chest and belly.
It’s Ser Zylander Chezbernon. They kidnapped him!
He leaves a trail of blood on the floor and screams in agony. A part of me feels sorry for him, but only a part. He’s nothing but a sadist, a rapist, a murderer, and a traitor to his own religion.
Luminara instructs the men to leave him before the huge box.
Zylander looks at me. “You!” he spits. “My men will remember you, boy. When they find you, they’ll take revenge for me. I hope they rape you bloody and eat your flesh. This doesn’t end here tonight!” he threatens. “Do you know who I am?!” But what little strength remains in Zy’s body after days of blood loss and infection is not enough to give him any more words. He collapses, coughing, and when it finally stops, he’s a pathetic sight with lips stuck to the wet stone floor.
Such is the fate of the man who would have assassinated General Calisto and claimed the title for himself.
“I’m afraid that the road does end here,” Luminara says, “for you. Ser Zylander, you are guilty of committing crimes against one of our own. You would have defiled the body of Kian for your own pleasure. In our church this carries with it the sentence of death. But a merciful death you shall not have for your atrocities to the church of Tethyr and its helpless boys are well documented. We’re glad to have stopped you from destroying perhaps our must handsome young recruit. You should feel so lucky that you tasted his lips before you died. Know that we intend to rob you of your body in death, so that you shall exist as a horrific disembodied and rotting spirit in the outlands for all eternity, unable to satiate any of your desires in the realm ruled by the Queen of Demons.”
“Fuck you bitch!” Zylander says.
She nods at the men and they grab the knight and thrust his arms into the vapors contained within the box. His scream is unforgettable. Right before my eyes, Zylander ages into oblivion, rots, and collapses into dust. His full plate armor clangs upon the ground with a loud ring and the men scoop up the pieces.
“He did not have faith in Tethyr,” Luminara says. “Who will go next?”
I step forward immediately. “I will, Matron.”
She steps aside and I walk forward to the lip of the great box. I stare into the vapors, trying to see if anything lays hidden beyond them. Then I thrust both of my hands within, fearless, because I know my faith in Tethyr is absolute. A blackness swirls about my arms, and I feel something staring into my soul. I see the pair of yellow eyes, and they blink. I hear a whisper in my mind that says, “Thank you for giving yourself to me, Kian. Close your hands and reap your reward.”
I do so and feel a suit of armor there under the mist.
I pull it out and the most miraculous suit I’ve ever laid eyes upon emerges in my grasp.
Luminara holds a hand to her mouth. “You’ve been given a holy killsuit! It’s engineered and forged by Tethyr himself. Miraculous…I think you’ll find that it fits your naked body perfectly, like a second skin. He told me that He’d designed such a thing, but I never thought I’d see it, or the person destined to wear it.”
I swallow, checking it out with trembling fingers. It’s like a suit of full plate mail, but weighs less than a pound. The helmet has an all glass front. The glass is silver from the outside and clear from the inside. It’s perfectly matched to the shape of my head and to my delicate, yet sharply cut features. The whole thing is made from fabulous black corobidian and decorated with silver highlights over a rack of muscles slashed across the torso, under the arms, and down the legs. The metal pauldrons accentuate my broad shoulders. The metal-shod boots are molded to my naked feet like molten wax. They’re incredibly flexible and end in actual toes meant to cradle my own.
A decorative black shield emblazoned with a silver rose is mounted atop my left bicep; it rises above the shoulder. The whole thing from end to end is one indescribably intricate piece of technology. Once I’m inside it, I’m sure it seals tight so that even water can’t get inside.
“Is it comfortable to wear?” I ask her.
Luminara nods. “It’s made by Tethyr, perhaps one of the greatest craftsmen of the gods. He told me that it’d fit perfectly, that it would be no bothersome than a rubber glove for its owner, and that it’ll keep you safe in all environments. It draws its power from kinesthesia, and he assured me, you’d be able to sleep in it, to fuck while wearing it, and to use the bathroom with no difficulty whatsoever. He intended the suit for men to wear; he wanted his boys to be protected for days and months if necessary. You’ll discover that the killsuit can recycle your sweat and other fluids for drinking water; it can provide air for you to breathe should you need it and that’s only the beginning of its wonders.”
I take the suit of armor and step to the side, uttering silent prayers of thanks to Tethyr for his generosity.
Talen steps up to the chest next; he passes easily. The suit of armor he receives exactly matches mine, only with a green rose on the shield and with green highlights on black metal.
Swift’s suit is of course, black with white highlights. It also bears the sigil of the white rose. So there we are, the Black Dragon of the Silver Rose, the Black Dragon of the Green Rose, and the Black Dragon of the White Rose.
With the ritual done, we waste no time donning our armor. It straps to my body with the same comfort as rabbit’s fur on skin. It’s everything that Luminara promised and more. I discover that once I put on the helmet, I can operate the functions of the armor via a tongue and nose pad that sits over my face. The all glass visor gives me one-hundred eighty degree peripheral vision in all light spectrums including starlight. I can zoom in on details by pressing my nose forward and can fire cibrian spikes from my soles for traction (or a little extra kicking damage). When I speak, my voice has a slightly metallic tone to it and emits from slits around where my chin sits. And I can hear as well as I can without anything on my head.
“The corobidian acts as a superconductor,” Luminara says. “Tethyr told me that every movement will result in a thing called electricity. It powers the suit’s functions. But to keep you from actually lighting up, you must wear these wrist and ankle bands.” She holds up bracelets that look as if made of black flexible rubber. I take mine from her outstretched fingers and ready them to slip on once I’m fully armored. “Should you remove them, you’ll do additional damage in battle because of the lightning that coils across the surface.”
I swallow, unable to fully appreciate just how cool a gift this is. I continue putting on the pieces one by one, savoring every moment of the experience. Last, I slip the bands on over my ankles and wrists. I hardly notice them at all.
“When sweat is not in need of being recycled, the suit will vent your perspiration through the hundreds of joints that comprise your metallic boots. This may mean you leave watery footprints, which shall be the only sign of your passing.”
The flexibility is incredible; I feel as if I’m naked.
Two three foot cibrian blades can spring out from a sheath on my left forearm. They’re slightly curved and wicked sharp. The rainbow metal sparkles. I’ve never been so close to something so valuable, so deadly. On my right forearm’s a tube that fires an energy net. And just as Luminara stated, there’s an almost invisible slit over my anus allowing for the passage of feces when I squat; it automatically seals shut when I’m walking upright via a soft flexible flap. Additionally, my cod-piece can easily be removed so my dick can flop out. I’m surprised at how comfortable the cod-piece is too; mine is notably larger than Talen’s or Swift’s, and it cradles my jewels effectively even if it protrudes from the flat line of my sideways profile. The metal’s without a doubt charged with divine magic, able to flex and pull to follow each stretch of my muscle, and it seals right on top of my skin, even following the mold of my ass so that every dimple is accounted for and every vein highlighted. Even my nipples show through the black metal, making a protrusion slightly down and out from the trapezoidal-shaped pecs that crown my glorious chest.
The armor has a strange effect on my sense of touch. It bonds to the bare skin in such a way that I can actually feel the ground as if I weren’t wearing corobidian boots. The same goes for my gauntlets. I can touch a surface and actually feel with more sensitivity than my bare fingers. There’s a sensor on the inside glass of the helmet that allows me to vary these nerve impulses to five regions of the armor. There are gauges for breathable air, for filtering out smells, and for targeting should I employ a bow and arrow. There’s even one to insert or retract a tube into my mouth for drinkable water when my sweat and urine is on recycle.
“This is incredible,” I say, and Talen and Swift both agree. Plus, we look astonishingly sexy wearing the armor. The broadness of the shoulders and the narrowness of the waists lend us the appearance of super soldiers from an alien planet. We’re terrifying and magnificent; powerful yet svelte. The armor could easily allow us to pass as the avatars of demigods because we appear so tall, so strong, and so perfectly proportioned. Every aspect of our bodies seems amplified from the ripple of abdominal muscles, to the fine finger-shaped muscles that line our serrates anterior, to the back muscles and slope of our bubble butts. I even have a shallow dimple over the navel.
I’m awestruck.
So this is what it means to be a Black Dragon Assassin.
This is what it means to be the most elite of the elite. Yet, we have only a third of our power, and I also have no Bloodbane. I can only imagine how grand I shall be when I wield the sword of rogues and can call upon the gift of spirit and the gift of mind, which I believe are unique to each of us.
Finally the priestesses bestow upon us leather utility belts. Mine is black and silver. I buckle mine immediately; it comes with many leather pouches that can contain things I might need for a mission. While I’m playing with it, Luminara drapes a heavy cloak about each of our shoulders that also matches the armor we wear. Mine is black on the outside and silver on the inside. The cloaks have hoods to cover our heads.
Talen pops his visor which lifts out of the way without any noise. I do the same. He’s smiling and I take him in my arms and we French kiss, allowing our tongues to play over each other.
“You look so handsome,” he says cupping my bottom. I can feel his fingers even through the armor.
“I think you’re the stunning one,” I tell him, between licks and nibbles.
“Welcome to the order,” Luminara interrupts, and I step away from Talen and kneel before her. Swift and Talen follow suit.
Luminara presents her hand to each of us. I note there’s a ring there bearing the holy symbol of our order. “Kiss the ring,” she says. “It’s how you shall show respect from this day forward to someone of my power and station.”
We do so.
“With this ring, no matter how powerful you become, you shall be powerless against the one who wears it. Never make this mistake, for a priest will not hesitate to chastise you should they feel the need to do so. You are disciples of Tethyr, but beneath even the lowest of our order. You’re the militant arm of the church and exist solely to execute those we send you to kill. With this ring we can make your blood vessels burst, hemorrhage your eyes, and wrack your bodies with such pain you’ll be unable to move. That is our power. Never forget this. It takes only a thought for us to bring you to your knees. Your god-given gifts will never save you from our reach.”
“Yes, Matron,” the three of us say as one.
“Good. Before I send you out into the night, know that Swift will not be joining you. He has another mission to do this night while you investigate the preceptor’s demesnes in Soulwarden. Your suits of armor will get you past the magical ward that protects the place. Stop at nothing to get to the bottom of who killed the Preceptor of Tethyr. Slay anyone that hinders your progress toward this goal. Once you know, report back to the Gray Sisters or to me directly. Vengeance shall come on rapid wings to those who would cross us.”
We all nod at the same time.
“We have one problem: what should we do with the girl?” Luminara asks. “Do you desire her killed?”
Is she talking about Angelaria?
“You have Angelaria? I mean…you kidnapped her as well?” I ask.
“Yes,” Luminara says. “Talen suggested we torment her with a hideous undead creature that we have in a holding cell, but I wanted to wait to find out what you desire. Do you wish vengeance on this girl who would have sold you to a hideous rotting thing and cast your lovely body into ruin? Or do you wish for us to set her free?”
I look at Talen, and he says, “She deserves death. She hurt the only one I love in this world. Have the undead thing eat her pussy until she bleeds to death and becomes undead herself.” His voice, augmented by the metallic voice box, has a ring of finality to it.
I turn to Luminara and say, “I’d like to speak with her. I think she’s angry and probably has a right to be. But maybe there’s something there I can salvage. I only kill for Tethyr now and to do otherwise may compromise my ability to serve him effectively.”
“Very well,” Luminara says. “Your mission tonight is funded by the church. You shall be paid for what you bring back to us. Now follow me to where we detain her. I’m curious why you would save her, but I’ll ask no questions. I shall back your decision, whatever it happens to be.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“Luminara means light,” Talen whispers in my ear. We walk side-by-side down the corridor, which I now surmise must lie somewhere underground, yet still near the city of Soulwarden. To keep things “professional” I don’t hold Talen’s hand. But I really want too.
Gods…I can’t say that enough. I really want to.
There. Now I feel better.
“Professional,” I remind myself in a meek voice. It gets filed somewhere in the dusty recesses of my mind. If my life ever becomes a bard’s tale, I want to be remembered as a “professional” and not a horny “love-obsessed” nineteen-year-old boy too immature to embrace the great responsibility suddenly thrust upon him. Yet, I think that may be what happens.
Sigh. There’s also a part of me that says I shouldn’t care so much what others think of me. But in practice, that’s a really hard thing to do.
Am I too fat? Is my hair the right color? Does he think I look attractive? Do I smell? Would he like to see me naked, because I’d like to see him naked?
These are all distractions that my teenaged mind forces to overlap those other thoughts…. You know…the things I’ve trained my body to do. I’m a killer but when the day ends, I want to put that job away and be a lover. Can I balance both? Has anyone even tried? Can I introduce myself at a party in the evening and when someone asks, “Kian, what exactly do you do?” can I respond with “For my day job, I kill people for money?”
Somehow, I suspect an admission of that kind is an instant mood-killer.
So here I am with my boyfriend. We’re both walking with our glass visors raised. Talen’s appearance puts butterflies in my stomach. If I had to describe perfect, it’d look like him. Talen’s head framed by that insanely attractive alien metal helmet makes me so fucking hard it’s difficult to walk. He looks delicious.
The Auditor of Eilustriel said I had an athletic twink body type.
It should have said I’ve a horny twink body type. It’s difficult to remember a time when a mere breeze didn’t give me an erection much less walking next to Talen. Do other boys get hard as often as I do?
Does Talen think the same of me? He must because he keeps checking me out.
I know when a guy is checking me out, there’s a “look” in his eyes. And Talen always has that look. He’s so cute: lips parted, and the tip of his tiny tongue barely visible on his lower lip.
And why wouldn’t he? Why wouldn’t I? I mean…we’re both physically perfect. We’re paragons for the young gifted athletes that we are. Talen and I are suited to each other like two halves of the same puzzle.
And now we’re both eternally young.
Frozen at the age of nineteen.
What a mind job!
I’m still in shock over this fact. Can there possibly be any downside? I guess if you’re a fan of having hair grow out your ears it might upset you. But I’m definitely not a part of that fan club. Eternal youth could have sufficed as the crowning achievement in a lifetime filled with extraordinary accomplishments. But Tethyr didn’t stop there. No, he gave both Talen and I a fortune in body armor. Each of our suits is molded with corobidian and magic. The divine skin hugs our own so seamlessly that even the veins of my penis can be seen detailed upon my tight codpiece, provided one examines it closely enough.
How strong is this armor? It’s literally as thin as a single sheet of silk. Can it stop an arrow? Can it thwart a sword? Or is it just tissue thin and made to look pretty?
I hope not. I’ve faith that it’s at least as strong as a leather jerkin.
So Tethyr gave me a suit of armor. Wow.
I feel humbled, I feel excited, I feel like something incredible has happened.
My mind races; it flips from subject to subject. “Does my name mean anything?” I ask Talen. “I-I mean, if Luminara means light…what does Kian mean?”
“I’m not sure,” he whispers, voice pensive. “I know mine means ‘gray-eyed mouse’ in the tongue of the Valions. If I had to choose what Kian means…I’d say ‘beloved.’”
Tears well up in my eyes, and I blink to stop myself from crying.
You called me ‘beloved.”
I swipe a tear before he can detect it. Yet, I can’t stop my heart from feeling what it feels. “Awh,” I manage to stammer out. It causes him to pause, and that’s when I break down. I seize him in my arms and hug him as tightly as I can. Good thing he’s wearing armor because I might have squeezed the breath out of him otherwise. I bury my nose in his cloak and enjoy the smell of his body.
I need to take time for him every second that I can. Time to appreciate him, time to quench any lust he may have, and time to satisfy his emotional and physical needs. Nothing matters anymore. Not Angelaria and certainly not any decision I have to make regarding her future.
Only Talen matters, and that’s the way it should be. Well Tethyr and Talen. God first, then boyfriend.
I also think I’m going to start letting Talen call the shots more often. I admit, I’m a little domineering at times and some people may even think I’m stuck on myself. I choose to think I’m getting the confidence I need to be an adult in this world. So I’m going to work on that. I’m not going to argue with him just to get my way. He deserves equal input on every decision to be made that affects both our lives. He’s my boyfriend, my lover, and the master of my destiny if need be.
“I give myself to you,” I whisper.
He grins. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” he replies.
I kiss him and press his shoulders to the rocks. I nibble on his lips and we swap a little spit. Luminara stands by with arms folded, and Swift taps his fingers on the rough-hewn wall.
“Can you two just save it for tonight after all our business is concluded?” Swift asks.
Is he jealous? I glance, but honestly, Swift is irritated. I can see that in his body posture. Am I being too sappy? Maybe. Just in case, I part from Talen’s lips but take one more second to drink in the astounding glow of those stunning eyes.
Yeah “professional” has been tossed out with the bathwater.
Talen closes his peepers and breathes deeply. “I’m so in love with you, your scent, your everything,” he says, voice soft on his plump lips.
“Sorry,” I say to them all. “It won’t happen again.”
I shake him by the shoulder, and we start our walk again. But he does reach over under my cloak and massage my ass. It puts a quick in my step especially when he says, “I want to rim you so bad right now.”
Up ahead there’s a thick wooden door on the right with a guard standing out front. He’s wearing boiled black leather armor, has a shock of black hair, and moves aside as Luminara approaches. I see the guard insert a key into the lock and then he holds it open for me.
“Is that your race? Valion?” I ask Talen before we enter.
Talen nods.
That explains things. Valions are very beautiful…the second most beautiful race in the world behind Atlanteans (who essentially are no more). I hope that isn’t true though. I hope I find another Atlantean someday. I don’t want to be the last of my race. But even if I am the last of my race, I’ll never be alone. Not as long as Talen is alive.
I walk in. Angelaria looks at us from a chair.
The sorceress from Sulasia is a vision of beauty even if the bags under her eyes indicate how tired she is. Clothed in a resplendent cotehardie made from light blue silk, she watches with careful contemplation as Talen and I enter. The room has candles, a bed with a mattress stuffed with straw, a basin and chamber pot, and an empty tray of food on the floor. She has her kitten! I look at Verrr who’s rolling around on the mattress.
“You saved her cat?” I ask Swift.
“Of course,” he replies. “We’re not monsters who murder, plunder, and rape for our own pleasure. We’re paladins of Tethyr. We’re thorough and methodical. Our very business depends on an attention to detail and sometimes compassion. In case you decide she lives, I want her to know that the paladins of Tethyr treated her with respect unlike followers of other religions.”
You’re listening to us, but what’re you thinking? Does
seeing me make your pussy drip?
“I suppose our business does depend on details,” I say, agreeing with him.
It occurs to me that I never thought of myself as a paladin. But I guess I am. A paladin by definition is a holy warrior. Sure…I’m an assassin, but I’m the closest thing to a warrior that the god of thieves has. So in his church, I’m a paladin. I just don’t look like any paladin anyone has ever heard of because my morality is a reflection of my god and what He desires. That and I wear a killsuit and not full plate mail.
I tithe, I pray, I kill based on a contract chosen by my church.
How is that any different to what a conventional paladin might do? I suppose a paladin of healing and the light would be able to call upon much different powers and could possibly be driven to abstinence.
Eww. Why did I have to say abstinence?
I shudder. A life without great sex is definitely not worth living.
“Have you come to kill me?” Angelaria asks. Her voice has no hint of terror. In fact, she’s bold, haughty, and almost angry.
“You deserve as much!” Talen says stepping in front of me.
She stares at him, then me, and with the most amused look on her face. “Am I supposed to be intimidated by you wearing that fabulous armor?” Her eyes linger on my body, and then his. “The way it hugs your skin leaves little to the imagination. Milbar’s beard…I can see every muscle and vein on your chest and pubic area. I suppose Tethyr is as perverse as they say he is.”
“Shut up!” I yell. “You may say what you will about me in this meeting, but never take my god’s name in vain. Do so again, and I will kill you.”
My outburst shakes her resolve. She smooths out her dress and stands. “So you haven’t decided.” It’s a statement and not a question.
I open my mouth to speak, but I can’t find the words. I’m angry with her, yes. But despite the fact I know how to kill, I don’t particularly enjoy it. And the situation’s different now. Four days ago I stood on the verge of being gang raped to death by vile knights of the worst order. They wanted to lick every insufferable inch of me for hours while I cried for mercy. Now, thanks to Talen’s cleverness, I’m standing here alive and in love with my best friend. My body for the most part remains untouched. Sure, I went through a terrible ordeal that may have cost me my chances at having a child. But with an immortal life, there’s time to look for a cure to the destructive path eros carved through my body. There’s time for me to seek out whatever magics this world has to offer that could reverse the sickness plaguing my balls.
Do I really want to kill you? You’re already a broken woman.
“Kian,” Talen begins, “may I speak for you?”
I nod and Talen takes another step toward her. He even pushes me back with his hand, protectively shielding me from Angelaria as if she could still bring her magic to bear in this place. I suspect Angelaria can’t because if she could, she would’ve used it to escape some time ago. I need to remember this is a place where magics cannot find me. There must be more to this though than a mere ward versus remote viewing.
“I should have you tied down. I should have your body stripped of clothes and then unleash a zombie on you! I should watch while it eats your cunt and laugh at your screams until I see you bleed to death and rise as a rotting corpse. That’s what I should do to you,” Talen says, balling his fist. Ridges appear on Talen’s corobidian gauntlet. They line the knuckles and look very sharp.
Angelaria swallows. “So why don’t you?”
“Maybe I will,” Talen says.
“What’s holding you back?” she taunts.
Talen swallows. “What’s holding me back? The fact that any torturous death I come up with won’t be enough. I love Kian…I love him with all my heart and that made you so jealous that you wanted to see us destroyed. You tried to sabotage our love and in so doing, you almost devastated the only thing in my life that’s good. I hate you!”
“Fuck you,” she says. “If you love him so much…fine. But spare me your platitudes. I didn’t ask to be your friend. You and Kian killed all of my hirelings in Clothol…men that I chose for their talents and loyalty. Then you burned my charge to the ground. It was really hard getting the contract to guard that keg of ale, and it was my first job and you blackened my name! That made me angry. And when you didn’t pay up what I was owed and expected that I just tag along for an adventure on the high seas…well you’re right. I thought about you two continuously as you swallowed buckets of his cum and lapped at the sweat between his toes. While you swabbed his balls with your tongue and took it in the ass, I thought of a way I could get the better of you two and make a profit. Don’t forget the bitching you did behind his back. Didn’t you complain his dick was too big and that he took you for granted and sometimes fucked you without asking? I seem to recall seeing you limp once and you came to me for a salve because he tore your asshole. My plan almost worked. We were both almost free until things started to spin out of control. Until King Braedir decided to backstab ME! Me of all people! Out of all of us it’s I that’s been screwed the most. An irony considering you’ve been on your back almost every day I’ve known you, probably wishing you could get pregnant and bear Kian a child. So don’t even stand there and pretend that you’re the one that’s hurt. I’m the one that has nothing. No reputation. No money. No one to love. No god-given gifts…nothing,” she says, eyes tearing up. “So fuck you, I say. I hate you too.”
I swallow hard, but let Talen hash this out. He has all the anger, and I’m going to support him. I step up behind him, move his cloak a little out of the way, and clasp my hands around his waist. Then I lay my head sideways against the back of his shoulders and sigh.
“I’m not going to kill you,” Talen says, voice both smug and assertive. “I may have complained some, but you take my comments out of context. You’re just a jealous bitch. You don’t deserve an easy way out. Your punishment will be to live knowing that you’ll never be as happy as I am. You’ll live knowing that you’ll never get to suck or fuck my boyfriend…or for that matter…that you’ll ever see him naked again. He’s mine, and you can’t have him. Kian’s got the best cock in the world between his legs, and you never get to taste it. How do you like them apples?”
Angelaria screams and throws herself at Talen. The move startles me, and he grabs her wrists after she pounds on his breastplate a couple of times. He thrusts her backward into the chair where she composes herself, but only after a few seconds.
“You’re free to go,” Talen says pointing at the door. “The guards will show you out.” He turns to the guards waiting outside. “Allow her to take nothing but the clothes on her back and that kitten she loves.”
“You’re just going to turn me loose with nothing?” she asks, drying her tears. “They’ll come after me. They’ll be searching for all of us. Braedir wants his money for the special suit of Timeron armor he forced Kian to wear and for whatever other bills they’ve come up with in the company of that corrupt priest. I can’t come up with that on my own!”
“You forgot the murder of their captain,” Talen says, hopping up and down on the balls of his feet. He looks rather proud of himself. “We intend to spread rumors through the city that you killed him. We’ve got his armor to prove it. If I were you, I’d flee Thorn as soon as possible.”
“Lies!” she screams. “No one will believe you!”
“We’re the church of thieves,” Swift speaks up. He’s listening just behind my shoulder and outside the door. “We have networks of scurvy pickpockets, beggars, and informants the world over. If anyone can spread a rumor, it’s us. We may not be the god of wealth, but we’ve got other assets…namely information. And if you’re thinking you’ll lead them back to our den, you need to think again. No one can find this place unless Luminara wishes it to be so.”
Angelaria stares at me and Talen, the look of defeat simmering in those unforgettable eyes. She goes and scoops up Verrr and then walks to the door. Angelaria stops to look at me, and then jerks her head in the opposite direction. But not before she says something intended for my ears alone. “For what it’s worth, you’re the most handsome boy I’ve ever seen,” she says. “What I did, I did out of business. But I meant no personal malice.”
I swallow uncomfortably, because I know she means it.
Angelaria looks at Talen then. “If we meet again, be prepared for a fight. You may have spared me from this, but the humiliation and shame you’ve heaped upon me will not easily be forgotten.”
“If we meet again,” Talen says. “Call me Tiburon. And as for Kian…he’s Hunter to the likes of you. Those are our assassin names. You’ll call us that because it means we’ve come to kill you.”
“Tiburon?” I ask.
“It means shark,” Talen says smiling. “I just made it up on the spot, and I hope you like it.”
“That’s very clever,” I say, complimenting him. Then I give him a kiss.
“Whatever!” Angelaria exclaims. “Tiburon…Hunter…you’ll still be two boys I whooped with magic before, and I can do it again. Be prepared for a fight.”
I roll my eyes. “If it’s about the money, I’ll pay you back if it calms you down a little. It just may take a while.”
“Hunter, don’t!” Talen says using my assassin name. “She doesn’t deserve a fucking copper farthing. She doesn’t deserve to even smell you, or taste a drop of sweat from your nutsack.” He reaches up and closes my visor. “As a matter of fact, she doesn’t even deserve to look at you.”
Angelaria scowls and walks out the door, the guard moving aside to let her pass, two others following her down the hall. Luminara exits to make sure that the sorceress finds her way to the outside world.
“You handled that well,” I say to Talen from behind the visor. My voice sounds mechanical.
He turns and his expression softens. He lifts my visor and says, “I’m sorry, Kian. I didn’t mean to slam your visor down. You’re so pretty.” He pecks me on the nose.
“It’s okay,” I say to him between moist caresses, “lover.”
And we kiss for about a minute or two.
By the time we stop, even Swift has left. The remaining guard waits for us, cheeks inflamed by watching our passion. He’s probably twenty years old, but it’s difficult to tell. He says, “Matron Luminara said for you to pursue your assignment as soon as possible and to not allow distractions to detain you from your holy cause any further.”
“Right,” I say.
“Right,” Talen repeats, closing his visor.
Professional it is.
The preceptor of the Church of Thieves had been living in an old manor not far from the basilica of the assassins near the center of town. It takes us about an hour to walk there, and I’m sure no one sees us. Much of the time we jog along rooftops, cloaks flapping in the wind, and a red glow from Tempest Mountain somewhere behind us. Once we find it, I’m taken by how much the preceptor’s mansion resembles a haunted place where I’d expect flickering apparitions to linger amidst shadows and in other dark places.
We hop over the ten-foot wall and approach through the wooded lawn just to the south.
Talen and I easily slip past King Braedir’s guards. The magical field created by Kahket is also no problem. It parts before our suits of armor like a hot knife through butter. In our killsuits and cloaks, we move unseen, unheard, and unfelt. It’s literally like we’re part of the night. We’re a part of the darkness that breaks the world into highlights and shadows. Eyes fall upon us but do not see us for what we are. As Black Dragon Assassins we’re just another section of Urbana, another piece of jungle that goes unnoticed to the jaded eye.
Talen and I are so physically athletic, we can support ourselves with just our fingers, walk on our hands, and jump onto each other’s shoulders from a standing position. If we give each other a boost, we can easily leap obstacles that are three to four times our height and scale those that go even higher without rope or grappling hook.
I follow Talen inside the dark manse and make note of the sumptuous paneled rooms and parlors easily visible through the glass of my helmet. I pass beneath plaster works and gorgeous friezes. The dining room and many of the bedchambers date back centuries. The architecture whispers to me of an age of bygone elegance.
I love the atmosphere immediately, this place of solitude, the dignified furnishings, the stone fireplaces, and gleaming oak floors. The sheer wealth of the place is startling. But as we pass into the back of the house, the walls become marred with smoke damage. The regal carpets of brilliant red and gold lie in ruin. They are threadbare and discolored with the tracks of many boots. Through a large crack in the wall, I cringe at the mud carried in by hundreds of workers who labored with pails of water to keep the fire contained. There’s damage on the walls; everything beautiful has been destroyed by the firefighters. And beyond the cracks are the flickering torches of the king’s guard who stand vigil over this crime scene.
It all ends at a door of heavily tarnished brass, warped from a heat on the far side.
My reflection in its surface seems somehow distorted and evil and Talen looks like a little devil whose body is either amazingly obese or waspishly thin and tall. I levy my hand against the door, and it moves aside revealing a horrifying room of black ash and mud.
The shelves of this once lavish library hang like limp little hands, burnt and withered, still smoldering. Everything’s as black as burnt pitch, and the darkness smothers us making it seem somehow dimmer and colder than it actually is. The temperature of the room is frosty and the quiet is overwhelming. Large holes in the walls let the night in but no sound seems willing to enter this place from the street, almost as if life itself is being repelled or driven away.
Talen fans out from my side, delving deeper into the trash. He kicks aside books that somehow survived the ravages of the flames looking for anything that his instincts tell him must lie in this room. There’s evidence here in this ashen tomb. But where does it lie?
And does the one that caused the fire still reside here?
How could it after so many days? Anything’s possible with the aid of magic.
My thoughts are troubled in this place, listening to drops of water, which are the only sound in this room. I think that the murmur of rain must be soft tonight because I can’t quite hear it. But the small noise the raindrops make when striking puddles seems to somehow lighten the burden of the darkness.
Talen moves over to me, his feet making little clouds of black dust as he steps over the various burnt objects, broken clay pots, the shells of wondrous books and blackened wood. “There’s nothing here,” he says.
Odd and disappointing.
He shrugs and pokes around near the fireplace, his feet scuffling in the mud. “It’s empty,” he declares. But just to be thorough, Talen peers inside the chimney and moves his hand around, dislodging black soot from the nook above the flume.
I’m missing something. We’re both missing something.
I pause there, musing quietly to myself. I listen to the steady thrum of a single rain drop, hearing its comforting rhythm in the chamber of my mind.
Talen touches my hand with his outstretched fingers and raises his visor.
I watch his bold eyes search the darkness. Something puzzles him; I can see that in his expression… in those tiny lines around his peepers and the endearing smile on his face.
“Do you hear that?” Talen whispers.
“Hear what?”
“That drip. There it is again.”
“It’s probably just the rain.”
“It’s not raining, Kian,” he says. “The sky’s been clear all night.”
I lift up my visor, startled by the revelation.
His eyes search my face to see if I catch what he’s getting at. I do. I look to the floor and see the mud caked around Talen’s armored boots. It clings to his individually shod toes.
“Water!” I say excitedly. “Water from the fires. This whole room was drenched, right? But it’s dry now, except around the fireplace. It would’ve pooled there, but the climate’s too humid for it to have just evaporated.” I kiss him passionately then say, “Tethyr’s teeth you’re brilliant,” while holding his head delicately in my hands.
Talen grins. “I know. Now, it must’ve drained somewhere,” Talen offers. He walks over to the fireplace and crouches, inspecting the floor. “Help me lift this out of here.” He gives the grate a strong tug, and it only barely moves.
I cross over to him. “Step aside, please.” I’ve always been stronger than Talen, forced to lift heavier and heavier weights since the first day I became Constantine’s apprentice. My arms and chest are very well developed. I heft the iron rack out of place with ease. The mud beneath it is dyed red from rusty runoff, but I can make out a faint outline here and there.
It has to be a place where two stone slabs intersect each other.
It’s a trapdoor.
“Fascinating,” Talen says, with his elbow on my shoulder. “Have you seen anything like this before?”
“No,” I answer.
I take a knife from my belt and dig around the mud with the point, seeking to wedge my blade under the stone and force it up. The slabs are about an inch thick, and I pull the first one up, breaking the tip off of my blade as I do so. As I set that one aside, Talen reaches past me and grips hold of the second stone tablet with his fingers. Grunting just a little, he sets it atop the first one I’d removed.
“What?” he asks once he’s done.
“Nothing,” I say, with one eyebrow raised.
“There’s a reason I like you to be on top,” Talen says. “I don’t have your muscles. You can do pushups for hours…I can’t. I’m built more delicate; I’m built to be loved.”
“Yes you are,” I say, pecking him on the nose. “And I like you a little wimpy anyway. It’s a real turn on.”
He rolls his eyes. Then I turn my head to take a peek.
The abyss seems to open up before me. The putrid scent of things rotten, of stagnant, dirty water wafts up from below. I close my visor again and turn on night vision. It also filters out the smell much to my relief. Talen does the same.
I make out a small room with a single metal door, gleaming there, at the very edge of the darkness. There’s enough water in the room to rise to about my waist, and it’s brackish and foul. The shelving on the walls holds strange statues of grotesque things, horrifying and yet eerily fascinating in their nakedness. I spot statues with bloated bodies and yawning mouths.
We’ve discovered a pit of evil.
I grip the edges of this narrow opening and lower myself toward the water using sheer upper body strength. Suddenly, my metal-shod fingers slip, and I drop ten feet into the water with a loud splash. The water’s cold as ice, and the walls around me glitter. I press the button on the tongue pad that seals my suit. I’ve a theory that with this button engaged, the individual pieces of the killsuit will lock into place. That way no one on the outside can take off my helmet or remove my breastplate, boots, greaves, or gauntlets.
“What do you see?” Talen’s voice emanates over a speaker in my helmet. It sounds like he’s right next to me. Wow…that’s just cool. I don’t immediately answer him because of all the things vying for my visual attention. I blink the nervous sweat from my eyes. It’s so quiet here.
“I see small statues, perhaps idols.” I slosh over to the wall with my boots finding purchase on something slimy and squishy. I see a broken pot made of clay and the inside of it is filled with dried leaves. “I think I’ve found something here,” I report. “It looks to be herbs of some kind.”
I take a few of them in my hand and stuff them in a leather belt pouch.
I turn around and am startled because two eyes are staring right at me! But they aren’t real. It’s an immense fresco of a jackal with yellow irises. Tethyr’s teeth, am I being tested right here and now? That has to be it. This beast wears an expression of deep cunning, and its body is painstakingly reproduced on the wall in excruciating detail. I can even make out the fine hairs adorning its legs and the luster of its rich sable coat. This creature is alive; it even seems to move. And it watches the steel door, never blinking.
“What’s wrong?” Talen asks.
“Nothing,” I whisper. “A painting just startled me.”
“A painting of what?” he asks.
“I think it might be Tethyr. You know…in dog form.”
“Well this is the house of a preceptor of our church. He might have had it commissioned,” Talen says. “Do you want me to come down?”
“No,” I say. “It may not be safe.”
“If it’s not safe then I don’t want you there either,” Talen answers somewhat testily.
I sigh. “Well…I’m here first. Just stay put for now. I’m going to open the door. I’ll be all right. If I see the demon, he won’t know who he’s screwing with.”
I step toward the portal, my hand outstretched before me almost protectively. It’s polished steel and has two rows of three small metal buttons. The surface is highly reflective, and I can see myself undistorted. I look extraordinary in skin-tight metal armor and a highly polished helmet of black and silver.
Dare I touch it?
I close my eyes and place my fingers on the freezing metal. The nerve impulses relay the sensation through my armor to my actual fingertips. I’m aware instantly of how cold this door actually is. Had the suit not protected me, I’d have frostbite right now. Perhaps my fingers would have frozen solid and then fallen off.
I imagine that the door is exactly like how I’d expect a reaper to feel like: those legendary monsters that take people to Hell. Cold and hard and unyielding to the press of flesh, a reaper is immune to death itself. Supposedly, they’ll outlast everything and even reap the gods when the time comes. I open my eyes and I see the door still there, standing before me, challenging me to spill forth its secrets.
I set my jaw and press my hands against the metal, pushing. It doesn’t give at all. I study the edges of it; I study the lintel and the door jamb but I see no detail to clue me into what to do. I press my hand against the door again, shoving harder, thrusting my shoulder into the effort. All at once, it slides open, revealing a set of stairs that rise out of the water. They’re covered in ice.
A misty hand appears to beckon me enter.
When I blink, the hand is gone. Did I just imagine that?
The other side of the door’s completely cloaked in darkness.
Good thing I can see in extremely low light. Even that reflecting off the water behind me is enough.
My curiosity overwhelms my fear, and I take a step onto the icy stone, my armor and cloak shedding foul water upon the steps with loud plops. I’m the Black Dragon Assassin of the Silver Rose. I have nothing to fear in this world at all. Nevertheless, the plops of water dripping from my body echo into the small chamber at my back and the effect is spooky. I squint, holding my hands out in front of me, trying to pick out details in the dark. Even with the suit, things do not seem quite right.
A little practice with this armor might have been useful before going on this mission. Sigh.
It’s so quiet and my senses are so keen. I even hear ice crystals forming. But, I can also hear breathing. It’s a heavy labored breathing. It sounds familiar…like some terrible sound in my worst nightmare. It comes from the forest in rare phantasms that had me waking with a scream stuck in my throat and chest drenched in sweat. In my nightmare, I’ve got Talen on a blanket, his ankles on my broad shoulders, and he’s squeezing his eyes shut against the tide of pain the first thrust always brings. The moon Mondath is high in the sky, and it’s a hot summer night. That’s when I first hear the throaty noise, as if something watches us fuck but from a distance. It’s aware of me, this thing, and I can hear its heartbeat as clearly as my own. It’s a killer of boys. It collects parts of them in specimen jars, and it wants our parts too. It would have us cut, twig and berries, and then display our meat on shelves that also hold the pickled heads from other victims.
It’s wanted me for a thousand years. It’s wanted me from beyond the Schism where only the cruelest and vile things reside, called by the dark gods to endless slavery, torture, and sadism. It’s where the tongues of men forced to lick infibulated genitals fall from demonic laps like hundreds of slugs.
Only then do I realize that this room is affecting even my killsuit! The temperature on the inside of the armor is dropping. I’m freezing despite the magic trying to keep my body warm.
“Tethyr’s teeth!” I swear.
“Kian,” Talen begins, but his voice is broken by static. “A-are you okay?”
“I’m so cold,” I whisper back to him.
“Fuck,” Talen says. “An alarm’s been raised. Get out of there.”
I pull my arms in around my body, trembling, searching the shadows. I want two things. I want to see it: this faceless monstrosity that plagues my nightmares. But I also want to live; I want to flee from this place, to run like I’ve never run before.
I want both of these things.
Then I feel something touch me. I try to turn my head but clawed hands strike out from the shadows and grip my helmet. I hear something slide from the shadows on leathery scales, and its heartbeat is so loud I can feel my skin quiver with each contraction.
“Who are you?” I manage to ask. “Tell me your name before I kill you.”
It laughs. If ever a thing could bring chills to my body, it’s the sound of this hellish laugh. It’s so ancient, perhaps it predates the gods. “You should be dead,” it responds with a deep voice. “My touch kills; it rots bare flesh from bone. What is this metallic skin you wear? No matter, I can crush steel columns into dust.”
I feel a terrible compression as tentacles wrap around my arms and legs with lightning speed. But the armor doesn’t cave-in. Not even a little.
“Impossible!” the voice screams.
I feel the thing lick the area around my throat. I feel the sensation through the armor, but nothing more. It lifts me with ease into the embrace of darkness where I can see little, but where I’m aware of its gentle but perverse groping while I lay there, unable to move, my blood like ice in my veins. Somehow, it has overcome me with magic. It’s able to enter my mind psychically and has paralyzed my body.
“Help me,” I say to Talen through the helmet.
But my voice is as silent as a whisper. Dimly, I can make out the light from the other room, reflecting off the contaminated water. It might as well have been miles from here. The sight of it serves to tantalize. It’s freedom that lies in waiting for me beyond the steel door.
I squirm in its grasp.
Useless.
The monster holds me fast with limbs as thick as tree trunks and as unyielding as stone. The odor from its body penetrates even the filters in my helmet. It creates a miasma of poisonous vapors and fumes that begin to force water from my eyes.
The demon holds me still, raking its teeth along my throat. Sparks fly from the contact. I tremble, feeling weak. Am I become a figurine of fine porcelain, fragile, and delicate in its grasp of titanic strength? I’ve no idea, but I hope not.
It bites me. Sparks fly. When my armor repels its teeth, I hear the thing shriek. I look on with bleary eyes and see torches approaching. I hear men sloshing in the water, and I see figures outlined in the doorway. One of them grabs me by the hand, and pulls me from the shadows where I fall down upon the ground, dizzy and my head swirling with confusion.
I sit up and look about the room.
The monster stands in a corner watching us with cold, calculating eyes. He appears human but its skin is onyx and muscular. The demon is completely naked with long claws for hands and fine scales covering its bones. Its face is a maw of evil, and it possesses a lifeless stare. Nevertheless, it watches me. It’s clearly aroused…an immensity rises betwixt its legs to dwarf my own by at least half if not more. And tentacles sprout from its back.
I turn from the demon to the figures around me. They’re clad in chainmail and wear steel basinets. Guards, I realize! Braedir’s men! Where’s Talen?
As if in answer, I hear his voice over my helmet. “I’m hiding. They didn’t see me. Lock your facemask so they can’t pull your helmet off,” he tells me.
Luckily, I already thought of that. I try to rise but whatever the demon did to me still weakens my muscles. I never would have believed a thing could attack the mind. But somehow, that’s exactly what’s happened here.
One of them wears a red feathered cap and has such bushy eyebrows; they grow as one across his forehead. He tears down shelves of paperwork and scrolls, looking for something. But what? What’s he searching for?
“Who are you?” I manage to ask, voice disguised by the metallic ring the killsuit adds to it whenever I speak with my helmet on.
The man in the red cap turns to the guards. “Take him from the room and bind him before the psionic blast begins to wears off,” he orders. “Ravidan could have killed anything mortal instantly. The fact that it did not is a testament to this man’s power. Whoever he is, Mistress Kahket and General Calisto Blackmoor will want to interrogate him personally.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
The room belongs to a sorceress, but she has no magic when it comes to hospitality. I’m lashed to a pole in four places by thick rope and forced to stand. The one with the unibrow and the red-feathered cap calls himself Aldric. He and his guards bound me from head to foot and brought me here in a cage. Talen came too. He gave himself up once I got caught.
I suppose he didn’t want to leave my side, which I really don’t mind. I know we’ll get out of here okay. Before we escape I want to know a little more about what’s going on, and I think I can only get those answers from Kahket herself.
So here I am biding my time, and I wonder when she’ll show up.
Hopefully it’s soon. I’ve been standing in place for two hours, and my legs are in need of a stretch.
I case the joint with my eyes in the meantime.
Draperies of black velvet hang in front of several tall narrow windows. I can probably slip between those in a pinch. Each pane is meticulously cut. The tops are shaped into triangular wedges. Occasionally, the flicker of lightning against a horizon of red ash and purple storm clouds highlights my body armor. I’m sure what’s revealed in those microseconds draws the eye because of its weirdness. The guards that took Talen and me gawked at us the entire way.
Do the two standing behind me continue to stare? Probably.
I’ve a thin long-legged silhouette that’s decidedly human. But without seeing my face, they can’t know for sure. They’ve got to be asking questions. I know I would.
Is the armor my actual skin?
Am I a man underneath this, or am I some kind of alien? Am I a demon? Am I a monster? What the hell am I looking at exactly?
They’re all good questions.
I envision how I must look to a casual observer gossiping with another.
“I see a chest that must belong to an incredibly athletic young man,” they might say. “I see a pronounced Adam’s apple that moves up and down and the metal responds. Doesn’t that defy all known metallic properties? How is this possible? What exotic material behaves like this? I see the outline of a large penis, a scrotum, and a navel. Are these molded into the armor? Or does this belong to the one wearing the extraordinary skin?”
How could they not be curious?
It actually amuses me. The more secrets I maintain, the more afraid of me they’ll be. And in the bitter business, fear is a potent weapon.
There’s a part of me though that wonders if any of them think I look regal. I guess I’ve always felt cheated that I lost my claim to the throne of Atlantea. I know I’ve got to move on with my thoughts lest I get emotional. The memories of my beloved people always make me cry, but I would have made a good king. I would have treated those under me with love, respect, and compassion.
My cheeks feel wet.
It’s the world that’s made me a killer.
All the regal men I’ve known have worn fine cloaks. For the first time in my life, I’ve one of my own. I gaze at it lovingly. Black and silver, it drapes over my broad muscular shoulders and swirls about my boots. I’ve such beautiful feet. Both sexes have stared, sniffed, and licked them. The corobidian boots are lovely too. Anyone can see by the height of my arches and the length of my long bony toes that I’m a sprinter.
Runners and swimmers have the best bodies, built for speed and sex.
I’m built for both.
Maybe they think I’m part cheetah under this shiny visor.
I won’t dispel that illusion. I just wish I could purr. If I could purr, I’d do so for Talen. I’m sure it’d drive him crazy and that’d be fun.
The light flickers again.
I watch the lightning and marvel how it resembles a white trident thrown from the heavens. It reveals a mesh of otherworldly detail…of metal forged so perfectly that it shows every minutia of my skin as well as the embellishments of a craftsman forging the masterwork of his life. Within seconds thunder shakes the walls. The rain roars like the king of the jungle. It grows louder and louder. It falls in colossal sheets; it writhes about the towers of the city like the death shrouds woven for the funeraries of kings.
Are the gods so angry with Soulwarden? I think perhaps they are.
They’ve plenty of reasons to be. It’s a place of wickedness unlike any other that I’ve seen. Rape and murder are common enough affairs here. Torture, mutilation, and amputation are done for pleasure. Flesh is traded for turnips. Perhaps the rain is one last attempt to wipe the place clean before a final judgment is laid down upon its people.
Please don’t let me be hear when that happens.
However, dread fills my belly. The volcano looks very unstable. It looks ready to consume the world in fire. Yet, am I the only one that sees this?
I stare through my visor through the window. Tempest Mountain blooms redder than before. I see gargantuan lava spikes soaring upward from its cone and the ground quakes once more. But this time it’s not thunder that’s the cause.
There’s a table occupying the center of this room. The legs are crafted from spicy wood that’s been worked into lion’s paws; they stand thick and powerful. Dozens of glass jars, burning copper kettles, bottles, candles, and beakers connected by glass tubes are arranged next to scales for various titration experiments or perhaps the brewing of potions. Unfurled parchments and ancient tomes lay open to anyone that dares to look. The place smells of foreign spice, most of which is unrecognizable. I do detect formaldehyde, alcohol, and various poisonous vapors. There’s brimstone and something sweet, yet unsavory.
Is it rotting flesh?
A small blinking light on the inside of my glass visor alerts me to a miniscule illustration of a mask filtering fumes over a man’s nose. I smile because Tethyr knows I can’t read. The suit’s designed to show me that there’re filters within the helmet removing the toxins from the air to make it safe for me to breathe.
My god truly loves me.
The carpet beneath my armor-shod toes is vermillion. Because the place is so hot, I’m sweating; droplets are evacuating through the chinks on my boots, creating a patch of water that steams.
I look to my right.
My lovely Talen’s here with me too. He’s bound to a pole just like me. They’ve lashed him about the waist, about the ankles, and about the arms. We both flexed when they bound us, and I’m pretty sure the magical armor created a little additional thickness as well.
Talen needed a lot of help in that respect.
At this very moment, I continue to flex, and so does Talen. The truth is…if we don’t flex, our bonds would loosen so much we could be out of them in a second or two. They’d probably droop and that wouldn’t look so good as far as the pretense goes.
It’s a shame they don’t know we’re Black Dragon Assassins. The colored roses we wear on our ornamental shoulder shields are more than just heraldry, they’re the calling cards for Hunter and Tiburon. People will know us by our deaders soon enough.
I can’t wait for the day when I can demand of my prey, “Say my name!” And they’ll know who I am; they’ll know their life is over.
Talen’s here only because I got caught. Disappointed in myself, I let out a loud sigh.
“What?” he asks quietly, voice emanating from the speakers in my helmet.
“It’s just that I got hit with some kind of psionic blast. We wouldn’t even be in this situation if I’d known what I was getting into.”
“We’ll get out of this,” Talen replies. “Have I told you I love you?”
Talen’s so awesome. He doesn’t say “I told you so” or try to rub it in. All he says is “We’ll get out of this.” Could I ask for a more perfect boyfriend?
“About ten minutes ago,” I say, “but I never tire of hearing it.”
I hear him chuckle. “I love you.”
I stare at his sweaty footprints the exact size of his boot on the carpet. They steam too. “Don’t be afraid,” I say to him inside my helmet.
“I’m not,” he replies looking at me. I wish I could see his pretty eyes.
The sorceress enters.
She’s a tall woman of slender build and wears a robe of deep scarlet that’s fastened by buttons in front.
Why does she like red so much?
About her pale neck hangs a necklace of gold; fine diamonds draw circles around three exquisite rubies. A fine gift for Luminara once I steal it. I’ve no doubt she could wear it better anyway. I examine the sorceress like I’m window shopping now. This confident witch thinks she’s the one in control, but all I see are a mantle of ermine that’s as misplaced as lipstick on a pig.
W-wait though…why is she wearing that? The room is blistering hot.
The face of the sorceress is filled with cruelty. I’ve seen that look before. All of the Timeron knights had it. Her skin is like flawless alabaster, but not in a good way. She has a pair of thin unattractive lips and a wide grin filled with teeth. When she smiles, it’s almost like a statue has come to life. Her visage reminds me of a puppet operated by a ventriloquist. It’s almost comical really. Her huge cleavage is on display through a boob window cut in the shape of a diamond.
She runs a fine comb through her hair as she watches me.
It’s dark lustrous hair, as black as crude oil. That black hair falls down about her gown of scarlet, adding hue and color to everything she wears. She’s a witch, but I know from her bearing she thinks herself a goddess of some kind. Maybe she is…I’ve no idea. I’ve no idea how to gauge the strength of magic.
Her eyes move over my armor as if I’m naked, and she’s swallowing my cock down to the base. I’ve seen that look so many times; seeing it on her makes me want to retch.
It’s the desperate flirting look of a whore who needs to wet down her cunt with wine so she can take more men to bed. I bet she’s been on her knees more often than she’s been off of them…that’s for sure. And it’s no wonder ‘cause she’s ugly as a mud fence and probably bitter about it. She’s probably fucked every piece of tail she’s ever got and then some. I hate women like this. I hate anyone that looks at me like a piece of meat there just for the taking. I may have a horse dick, but I don’t just fuck anyone with it.
“I’m Kahket,” she says, “and you’re mine now.”
I roll my eyes. How many times have I heard someone say that particular piece of drivel? To be fair, there is a certain finality to her statement; kind of similar to a distant peal of thunder. She walks right up to me so there’s barely an inch separating us. She runs her fingers along my killsuit.
I flick a switch in my helmet; it deadens the nerve impulses transmitted through the metal. I don’t want to risk arousal. Only Talen gets that. With the nerve impulses off, she might as well be trying to seduce a lump of coal.
“Can you feel my touch?” she asks breath heavy with playfulness. She fogs up my visor on the outside and speckles it with stray spit.
“Nope.”
Kahket frowns but continues to touch me, trailing her fingers lower. “Are you a human under this?” she asks feeling the bulge of my dick through the codpiece.
“Maybe.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she says, obviously a little frustrated with my short answers.
“What do you want?”
“To see you…my guards tried to remove your helmet, but they say it won’t come off.”
“That’s ’cause it’s my real face,” I say, lying to her. “This is how I look all the time. I’m actually naked right now.”
Talen giggles. “I can’t believe you.”
I hear movement from a corner of the room and look there without turning my head. I spy a shadow and I increase the night vision. It’s that demon that mind-blasted me. Fuck. I swallow uncomfortably and watch; the thing rakes a pair of monstrous claws on sumptuous wood paneling, and the wood curls underneath its nails. The temperature suddenly plummets.
Things make sense now. I understand why Kahket wears the fur. She knew the demon would cool things off. I muse to myself that she probably fucks it. Eerily I hear a loud heartbeat but it’s not my own. I look through the glass visor at the room searching carefully for the source of the sound.
“What is that?” I ask.
“The heartbeat?” Kahket says.
“Yes.”
“Ravidan wants to eat you,” she replies. “You should feel flattered. He eats only the most ravishing of the young. The others, he merely tears to pieces.”
“Is that supposed to frighten me?”
She cups my balls, rubs her fingers over the muscular torso imprinted on my breastplate. I still feel nothing. But it doesn’t stop her from letting her robe part at the middle. I roll my eyes, but sure…I take a look. What guy wouldn’t? Her pussy is literally dripping with cunt juice. Boy does she ever want to fuck me.
“Is this your skin?” she asks. “It feels like metal.”
“I’ve a metallic personality,” I say.
“What’s your name?” she asks. Her hand trails down my spine and over the skin of my lower back. She smooths her fingers over the spheres of my ass. I clench, to make sure she doesn’t find my fecal slit and poke a finger in my hole. “I bet you smell like ambrosia.”
“I’m Hunter. And you’ll never find out what I smell like.”
Her eyes widen and she steps back from me with surprise. Soon, she regains her composure. “Hunter!” she exclaims. “Of course, it makes sense now.”
The sorceress searches the tabletop with wild eyes and then calms herself, reaching for a small porcelain bowl. She lifts it up and reaches inside with her fingers, picking out a jewel. I recognize it immediately. It’s a ruby about the same size as my thumb. The guards must have taken it out of its container in my belt pouch when they searched me while dazed.
“This is the Eye of Blood,” she whispers.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Kahket turns her eyes back to me, making sure to whirl in such a way that I see all of her body yet again. She takes incredibly slow steps, hips sashaying back and forth, wet pussy juice dripping onto the carpet. I’m sure she thinks she’s gorgeous. Please put on some clothes, I want to say. But Kahket, if anything, removes even more of her clothes. She’s essentially nude now and runs a hand between her tits. She thrusts her fingers down over her navel to insert a finger into her cunt. She pulls it out a second later, dripping, and then says, “If you’ll open your visor, I’ll let you lick this from my finger.”
“Eww,” I say. “No thank you.”
She gasps and squeezes her tits with both hands. They aren’t pretty and stand out from her chest like two swollen grapefruits complete with stretch marks. I suddenly realize she’s painted her huge nipples and the surrounding areolae with red lipstick.
Who fucking does that?
I decide she’s partially deaf because my comments don’t faze her. It’s like she isn’t listening. She just continues with this fake exhilaration, and I bemoan the fact I can’t choke her out because I’m lashed to a pole on one side of the room.
“How little you understand, Hunter,” she declares. “I saw the outline of your body, the visceral shape of your cock protruding through magical metal as if bound by tight silk, and I desired to make you my lover. I don’t give my body to just anyone.”
“Coulda fooled me,” I say out loud.
Her eyes narrow angrily. “But now, I see you as worthy of far more. Tell me, did it feel good to kill the Black Prince of Ladika?”
I think about that question. Technically, I can’t claim credit for that. I glance at Talen and decide to speak. “Yes,” I say, “It was exciting.” Then I speak to Talen using the private com unit on the inside of our helmets. “You don’t mind do you?” I ask him.
“No,” he chuckles.
“He was a fool! Hideous to behold, not like I imagine you must look like under this armor,” Kahket says, walking around me.
“This is what I look like,” I say.
“Liar,” she replies. “You sound like a teenager. I love teenaged boys.”
“Wrong again. I’m an eighty-year-old man with saggy skin and man boobs. The armor just squishes everything into place.”
She scowls and looks at the ruby in her fragile hands with eyes brimming with lust. “How could I have known that tonight’s events would bring Hunter himself into my hands?”
“I’ll play your game,” I say, “how could you?”
“You’re clever,” Kahket says, “a bit rude, but clever. It only proves I’m right. You’re a teenaged boy through and through underneath all that.” She stops near the window probably to show me her ass. Honestly, she’s got a fat ass, and I don’t like it. Her naked toes disappear beneath the edge of the black curtain. A goblet floats from a table into her hand…it’s a nice trick. I wish I could make things float.
Delicately Kahket raises the goblet to her lips and drinks deeply. I know it’s just red wine but she makes a show of it by letting some spill down her curvy front. “When my spies told me that King Braedir moved his own men to the preceptor’s manse following the fire, I suspected he sought to sell information of what he found there to the highest bidder. It was within my interest to keep the church of Tethyr unaware of the details by which the preceptor met his end, you see.
“If Braedir had succeeded, I’m sure he intended to go straight to the largest money purse. That is…once the fool stumbled across Ravidan as you did and could present tangible evidence. As you may well know, those who say they follow Tethyr still control this shithole, and they have the deepest pockets. So, I put a shield over the manse…an impenetrable magical barrier to keep those with prying eyes from discovering my assassin. The only way through is by use of a blessing from an amulet worn by the most powerful death knight general to have walked Wynwrayth in centuries.
“No one gets close to Calisto unless it’s pretty boys who rarely survive the experience. And let’s just say afterward, they’re not so pretty anymore. Braedir’s a stupid man, hardly worth the skin he’s made of. Some call him a king, but I know you don’t. So don’t even lie to me about that. What agency sent you? Are you a spy for the church of Tethyr? Does anyone know what you’ve found out? If so, I want names. I want to know who you told, or things will become much more unpleasant, I assure you.”
“Why did you kill the preceptor?” I ask.
“Ahh, a serious question...my lover finds his tongue at last? What I wouldn’t give to see your face.”
“If I show you my face, can I get a straight answer from you?”
She sets down her goblet. “Yes. I give you my word.”
“Don’t do it, Kian,” Talen says.
“I’ve got to. I want to know, and Luminara needs the information,” I tell him.
I hear him sigh, but Talen doesn’t object.
I set the visor to close automatically after ten seconds. Then I pop it using the tongue pad. As it slides out of the way, she gasps. “You’re so young…so beautiful.” She steps forward, hands trembling. “I’ve never seen such color…such gorgeous eyes and fine skin. Your hair is like sunshine spun into silken thread. Your nose looks chiseled from marble.”
She reaches out to touch my face and the visor slams shut, resealing itself.
“Time’s up,” I say. “Now you’ve seen me. Answer the fucking question.”
Kahket groans and casts about the room with her eyes. Then she shakes a finger at me. Taking her time, the sorceress decides upon a high chair at the laboratory table and slides it to just in front of me. I wonder what the hell she’s doing.
And then it occurs to me, she’s going to give me a free show.
Fuck. Why is this happening to me?
Kahket sits down and spreads her legs. Still facing me, she lifts her feet up onto the chair cushion and then licks a finger. A moment later, she inserts it into her pussy and starts masturbating her labia.
I just roll my eyes. “Do you have to do this? If you don’t tell me what you promised, your word is worthless,” I remind her.
“His death was accidental,” Kahket says between pants. “The preceptor hid something valuable from me. You see, the Chamber of Souls in the Basilica here in Soulwarden is a powerful place. It’s been bound with spell and faith for a thousand centuries to provide a resting place for the bones and relics of the god of thieves. Bones…Tethyr’s only reminder of a once earthly presence within this world. They would’ve been safe there forever. I had to convince the ones who had access to those bones that things were not safe. And I did this by orchestrating a lie. I spread fear from door to door with my minions. You remember Aldric, don’t you? He’s very useful and my most loyal servant. With his help, word spread on the street that the king might actually be considering the disbandment of all churches to Tethyr within the city. Everyone knows Braedir’s an idiot, but he’s also well protected. He has allies in the church of Moh-Dehll and the church of Taleta. I knew everyone who heard the lie would believe it, because the best lies have a kernel of truth to them. Braedir’s just slimy enough that everyone knows he’d invite Calisto’s army into the city if it meant he could turn a profit. No one knows Calisto is here on my account and not Braedir’s.”
Her fingers vibrate faster; her breath grows short. Kahket stretches her spine over the back of the chair, and her sweaty boobs point straight at the ceiling. Her ribs flare beneath taut skin.
“Please fuck me,” she begs. “Unnnggghh…”
Tethyr’s teeth, she’s so gross. Her fingers are literally dripping with juice.
“I understand,” I say. “The church leaders didn’t know if the holy places would be endangered if a revolution broke out. So they took steps to secure the relics from looters. They took them out of the basilica and entrusted them to the preceptor, who found a place for keeping them. You didn’t know where that place was, so you sent your demon in to find it. But Ravidan failed. He gave the priest a lethal dose of whatever poison you designed to draw the truth from his mind, and you still have no idea where the sacred relics are kept.”
She grins. “I’m not telling you anything more.” Her face is slick with sweat, and I know she’s visualizing me fucking her. I know that she wants me to make it real for her, but there’s no way in hell that’s going to happen. Still, I’ve got a plan. Maybe if I play with her a bit, she’ll get more talkative.
“Fine,” I say. “Cut my legs free of this pole.”
She smiles and a knife flies into her wet hand. Then she swipes at the ropes binding my ankles and my thighs.
“Show me your cock!” she commands. “I want to suck you off right now! I know I’ll be the best fuck of your life.”
I thrust her back on the chair with the sole of my boot. Just that little bit of motion leaves her breathless.
“My pussy cries out for you! I shall cut the rest of your bonds if you promise to ravage me!” she yells, breathing hard.
I place my metal shod foot between her legs and press the tip of my big toe to just above her clit and apply pressure. I start vibrating it there like a thumb on a worry stone. She gasps and her eyes roll into the back of her head. A moment later, she squirts and the stream hits my legs.
“Fucking bitch!” I swear through the helmet.
“She’s really into you,” Talen says. He’s laughing, but this isn’t funny.
“You promised to fuck me!” she screams, once her squirting dies down.
“No I didn’t!” I reply. “You made that all up yourself. But I did get you off.”
She stands up and kicks the chair behind her with such force it shatters the window. Wind parts the drapes and the rumble of Tempest Mountain intrudes upon us.
“It makes no difference if you know, brat, so I’ll tell you. I sent Ravidan into the mansion to find the bones for me. He stumbled across the secret door and was about to retrieve them when members of the church came calling on the preceptor. To distract them, Ravidan set fire to the library and hid in the room until such time as he could escape with the box.”
“But the king placed guards around the house, guards loyal to him, which prevented your demon from escaping unnoticed,” I say.
She drops to the floor and licks between my toes.
I really am glad I can’t feel this.
“It was more than that,” she says, after about three minutes. “The room under the library was ensorcelled with powerful enchantments. Ravidan couldn’t escape once the steel door was allowed to close, and I lost communication with him. Not, at least, until you found the entrance for me. Twice I’d been there before and had never even guessed as to its location.”
 “What’s in the box?” I ask her.
Of course Kahket doesn’t answer. Instead, she rises to her feet and smiles.
She’s a clever girl to leave me wanting for that information. But the stink of her pussy is now pissed all up and down my armor. She’s marked me like a dog, and I’m so angry about that I don’t think I’ll even grant her an easy death much less give into her sexual bribes.
“You’re going to have to give her something,” Talen says to me in the helmet.
Unngh. I know.
I close my eyes and visualize Talen naked. I visualize the last time I made love to him, and how his sweet little asshole puckered before my purple mushroom head. And between my legs, my dick lengthens. It extends to one side and then down the right leg. The armor bulges out as it does so, and she watches with drool forming on her lips. To help me out, Talen whispers things into my ear…tells me what he wants to do to me.
It’s so hot.
“Dust,” she whispers stepping forward to feel my erection. “Perhaps nothing...perhaps everything. A god may not affect the world physically but must do so through his worshipers. That is, unless the god is flesh and blood.”
The sorceress drops to her knees and licks the armor directly above the outline of my lengthening dick. I continue to think of Talen, even moving my leg gently so that my cock rubs a little on the inside of my armor. 
She thrusts away from me, watching me with accusation, and wiping her mouth.
“You treat me like a whore,” she says.
“I treat you like a slut,” I reply. “Whores get paid.”
She screams at me and kicks me in the nuts, but only ends up bruising her kneecap.
“I hate you!” she yells at the top of her voice.
After five minutes of crying and wringing her hands, Kahket regains her composure.
She brushes past me, turning her back willfully, knowing in her confidence that I’m no threat. I’m sure she thinks she can destroy me with a single command. I’m sure she’s visualizing her demon feasting upon my flesh or drinking my blood from the remnants of my own skull. This is the arrogance with which she carries herself.
Ravidan steps forward and cuts away our bonds even though we could have escaped. I suppose it’s good that they don’t know that.
“Follow me,” Kahket commands. “I know not what god you worship, Hunter. But if you’re wise, what you see in the next hour will bend your knee in my direction. Until then, I shall treat you with a respect that you’ve not afforded me. I know that all boys who are so beautiful are also arrogant and stupid. One is not balanced without the other. But know this…I’m your better, and I’m about to prove it. I shall accept your apology in a few minutes. Know that nothing else will do save your mouth on my maidenhood, your tongue on my clit, your cock in my cunt. I will taste your semen before the night is through.”
“Maidenhood?” I scoff. “Like you’ve got anything of your maidenhood left intact.”
“Keep with your insults, Hunter. Know that I forgive you and shall not punish you too severely when you see my true power. Now follow me.” She snaps her fingers and Ravidan gets behind both Talen and I and urges us forward.
Does she even realize she’s still nude? Yeah, she probably does.
The sorceress grabs her hair brush once more and opens the door. On the other side, a foul stench of something rotten filters through my helmet and I see Calisto Blackmoor, general of Taleta’s armies in full plate mail regalia. Maggots crawl over the armor and his eyes glow with an evil blue light. I can’t imagine being sodomized by him. It would’ve killed me. I add his name to the list of things that are not long on the earth. There’s no way I’m letting him hurt another pretty boy.
“Where are we going?” I ask her.
“Before the Grand Council of Assassins,” she says calmly. “For I’ve been summoned, and one does not refute the summons of the council. Not if one wishes to live.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Ser Calisto Blackmoor does not have eyes. He has pinpoints of crimson anger that glow like the lava storms of Tempest Mountain. And by the gods I swear he’s huge...at least a foot taller than I and with shoulders half again as broad. He has a stink about him that I should expect from the undead. It’s a fetid odor of decay, and it wafts from his armor like the smell produced from the fermentation of cabbage.
There’s exposed bone underneath the length of his ebony-colored vambraces. What kind of penis exists under all that metal?
If the bulk of him has turned to desiccated skin while the rest has rotted, with what does he use to fuck? Still, he must have something squishy inside of him for it feeds the maggots that occasionally roll from between his joints as he walks in (what I can only guess) are size twenty iron boots. In comparison, my feet look downright dainty.
“Those are grotesque,” Talen whispers in my helmet. I see what he’s looking at. The maggots pelt the floor like moist pieces of rice with tiny black heads. I smash quite a few of them as I stride behind the nude sorceress. “I’m so sorry, Kian,” he whispers. I can tell by the tone in his voice that he’s on the verge of crying. He even sniffs a little. When I glance his direction all I see is the shiny reflective exterior of his glass visor and his gorgeous black and emerald killsuit. But I know he’s staring at me red-faced and puffy right now.
Dammit…don’t do this now. We need to appear fearless.
“About what?” I ask softly. Despite my frustration at the timing of these drippy feelings, I want to rub Talen’s shoulders. I can’t though. It’s just not the time or the place for such affection. I surreptitiously take his armored hand in mine and give it a reassuring squeeze.
“For almost—” he gags, “t-turning you over to t-that…m-monster. Gods…I want to vomit at the thought of him raping you with…w-whatever eel or grotesque appendage he has underneath that disgusting codpiece.”
“Don’t cry over milk that hasn’t been spilt,” I say to him. “You came back to me before the end and for that I’m so grateful.”
He sighs. He sniffs but doesn’t say anything.
So I do the talking. “I love you, Talen. But I need you to be strong right now. Just focus, okay?”
He nods. I look at Calisto but he doesn’t seem to notice Talen’s gesture. I don’t want to clue him or anyone else into the fact Talen and I can have private conversations when wearing our killsuits. Instantaneous communication over a distance? That’s the kind of magic that can win a war.
“Watch the body gestures,” I warn him.
“Huh?” he asks. “Oh right. Sorry, I just wasn’t thinking.”
“It’s okay.”
Talen does have it right though. The death knight general is as disgusting as they come. Depending from his massive shoulders is a tattered cloak that’s seen better days…and to be clear, by “better,” I mean anything that hasn’t been ravaged by moths and shit on by rats. It looks like a burial raiment and has many blood and possibly--wait--could those be semen stains?
Ugh, some are fresh and others old. His blackened armor is dented in places, scratched in others, and his tabard looks shredded by human fingers. The rips are just far enough apart to fit the fingers of my own hand if I imagine placing them there. My mind fills with images of young boys desperately fighting Calisto off as he climbs on top of them to rut his foul bile into their guts.
How awful.
The obscene appearance of his steel codpiece gives me the willies. It’s a thick hammered bowl with indentations for nuts the size of kiwi fruit. Dense mats of fur spring forth around the edges, long coarse black hairs, as if Calisto rammed it on with a mallet and cared not that his jungle of pubis stuck out in every which way. And as untamed as that man bush appears, it’s also crawling with lice. I can see them jumping onto the carpet through the magnification of the visor.
In his left hand, Calisto carries a shield; across his back is a sword. It’s a mighty weapon with a four foot blade made heavy with lead straight down the fuller. It possesses a two foot handle; the crosspiece is a skull with no eyes. It’s done in silver and black metal and the pommel is decorated with a smooth shock of long white-blond hair, no doubt cut from an Atlantean just like me.
Fucking bastard. It’s like my race got birthed into this world so that our body parts could be used as upholstery. If there’s a way to make you suffer, I shall find it.
I clench my fist, just waiting for an opportunity to scrape this horror from the face of the world. One less ugly thing to plague the people of Wynwrayth is a good deed, right? I think for a moment about the concept of good. What is it really? I know I’m a bad person, but I’d never willingly kill someone that didn’t deserve it. Nor would I bring harm to another.
I glance at the demon walking behind me.
I’d call Ravidan an “it,” but I know the bony cock between the legs defines the creature as a “he.” It’s long and surrounded by a scale-covered sheath. It’s also punishingly thick. I’m sure he’d be a miserable lay for anyone not used to regularly giving birth. Any man he fucked would die from perforations to the colon. A woman better damned be sure she can heal.
Kahket sashays her way into another room, Calisto by her side.
Talen and I follow behind them, guided by the glow from a lit fireplace. Ravidan takes up the rear, shedding freezing cold wherever he steps with those enormous clawed feet. The aura of hoarfrost emanating from Ravidan’s glistening black skin is so powerful it creates a swirl of snowflakes in his immediate vicinity, literally sucking the moisture from the air.
Is this why she keeps the place so hot?
I spy a window, high and narrow, with a grid of iron bars. Beneath my feet, the carpet remains vermillion; the walls are either painted red or hang with velvet wallpaper that alternates between black, gold and scarlet. Beyond this window beckons the sweet violet night. Oh how I long for it. The solitude of comforting darkness pours into this place; dull shadows reflect off of the stone walls and velvet tapestries.
I drop Talen’s hand when I see a movement in the corner. It’s beyond the curve of Kahket’s hips; I move to the side to get a better look. It’s Angelaria. She’s lying against the far wall, garments soiled with what looks like feces. Her kitten meows softly at her. She’s got a blackened eye, a bleeding lip. There’s blood on her dress.
“Fuck me,” I swear under my breath.
Talen gasps in horror. “Did they rape her?” he asks, but the question is rhetorical. The evidence is pretty clear what kind of crime recently took place. I hear him swallow uncomfortably.
Talen’s a good person inside; I think I bring out the worst in him actually. He got so angry with her, I know. But seeing her like this moves even me. I’m dead to rights the one that should visualize her as a corpse…that should want her punished. I start to question myself. Maybe I’m not cut out to be an assassin. Maybe I’m just a victim masquerading as someone who wants to talk tough and be “the man” when really…I can’t be. I can’t be because I’m like a crab: hard on the outside but with a soft gooey interior. And seeing Angelaria like this makes me mad, really mad. I want to take vengeance on those who would do this to a girl. I know the time is very soon. It’s just not right now.
“I hope not,” I say to my boyfriend. “No one deserves that.”
“I thought she did,” Talen says, regret layered thick in his voice. “I-I know I thought that…wished it even. But if it really happened…gods. I’m a horrible person, buddy. How can you possibly love me?”
Angelaria looks at us without comprehension. She has a cut on her head and blood has trickled into the one eye that isn’t swollen shut. Calisto steps forward and brutally grabs her kitten. Verrr starts to meow louder, complaining.
“No!” she cries out, reaching for the small animal. But Calisto hurls it on the ground and steps on it, crushing the poor thing like an insect. Blood and guts erupt from Verrr, and it dies shrieking.
“You monster!” she exclaims, but Calisto bitch slaps her when she struggles to stand.
Talen turns away. “She loved that cat,” he sobs. “I kind of liked Verrr too.”
I swallow. Calisto wipes his boot on the carpet.
“I’ll get her,” Talen says. “It should be me anyway since I’m partly responsible for this by turning her out onto the street with no protection.”
“You forgive her?” I ask.
He looks at me, and then back at her. “No. I’m not to that point yet. I don’t know if I ever will be. But this…whatever this is…it ends now. When she’s better, when she’s able to go it alone, when we’re all far from this place; then she’s got to go. She’s got to walk her own path. But I’m not a monster. I’m not going to leave her here with these men.”
Talen walks to her side, and I feel so proud of him. She looks at Talen’s visor once and turns away from him. But Talen kneels and puts his arm under Angelaria’s back to support her. She fights him a little at first, but then concedes she’s safer with him than anyone else. During this time Calisto looks on in amusement, and Kahket studies me intently sometimes blowing kisses in my direction and at other times licking her lips seductively.
I really don’t like you.
“Do you two know each other?” she asks. “We caught the girl trying to leave Soulwarden. The church of Moh-Dehll has quite a bounty on her as well as two boys that she declares are now dead. I plan to collect on that bounty later, after she gives us what we want.”
She told them nothing of us? Interesting.
“I don’t know her,” I say. “But we’re not going to stand around and let you hurt this girl anymore.”
“As if you could stop me...but it’s no matter, Hunter. You shouldn’t get too cozy with her. I’ve stolen her magic to fuel my own. If she did have power, I assure you that she’s a woman who doesn’t take kindly to men.”
Angelaria spoke up. “I’m a woman that doesn’t take kindly to pigs who sodomize me!” she yells. “And I dispute that you would even call such cowards ‘men.’”
Kahket laughs. “But the shit on your dress…it complements your hair.”
Then, I see what could be her rapist.
It’s Mordred…the knight that wanted to sodomize me with a dick so long and rigid that you’d see it raising the skin on my abdomen as he buried it in my rectum. I’d recognize those blood red eyes, the long white hair, and the inky black skin anywhere. He strides in wearing the polished armor of a Darkglory Timeron knight, weighted razor cloak sweeping about his colossal boots. He’s got his engorged dick in his hand, milking the last of his load with his fingers as it softens, and he stuffs it away behind his codpiece.
“That was very satisfying, princess,” Mordred says to her. “But I couldn’t risk fucking your pussy, even a virgin one such as your own. You see, I’m a Timeron knight. And a woman has to prove her body worthy to receive my seed, because even if it accidentally results in a child, the child is mine. You’re not worthy…not of this,” he gestures at his own magnificence. “I’ve seen whores in taverns that were more worthy to be my brood mare than you.”
Angelaria spits on him. “My father will have your head for this! I swear he’ll execute your whole perverted squadron of knights. And as for you…he’ll pluck your eyeballs from your skulls and feed them to the fish.”
Mordred turns his rugged face to her once, before examining both Talen and I. I see his step stiffen as he catches sight of the contours of my body in the skin-tight killsuit. I know he’s just staring at lines; he has no idea who I am. But Tethyr’s teeth is he ever pleased with what he sees.
“What have we here?” Mordred asks, tone obviously flirty. “If I’d known you were bringing me a man that looks like this in his armor, I’d have waited to satisfy my lust.” He walks around me like a merchant inspecting an animal at market. “Look at that butt,” he whispers, fingering his chin. “It’s perfect…so round. I bet you’ve got a tiny sweet pucker, boy. I had a chance at one only this week…the first perfectly round piece of paradise in all the years of my life. But it got away. Yet here’s another only a short time later. Taleta truly is the goddess of bounty.” He reaches out to feel me but I strike his hand aside so swiftly it writes pain across his smug face.
“Why you little—”
“You could only be so lucky,” I interrupt him, voice sounding metallic through the speech synthesizer. Then I spring the two blades on my wrist causing him to jump back. They’re almost as long as swords and reflect light in all colors of the rainbow.
“Cibrian blades,” Calisto says with a gasp.
“You know what that means don’t you?” I ask. I stare at Mordred, although in the armored visor, it probably just looks like I’m facing him. “It means I could cut you to pieces with every swipe of my wrist. I could leave you a pile of stumps, Mordred. You’d have to change your name to Doormat. And Cibrian wounds never heal.”
“Mordred,” Kahket says to him. “This is Hunter, and he’s to be obeyed as readily as I am. Is this understood?”
The knight looks at the sorceress and scowls. “You fucking whore. I ally myself with you for only a day and you think you can make requests of me?”
Kahket raises her hand as if to strike him. Green lightning courses across her fingertips and blazes with a brightness akin to the rising sun.
But Calisto is swifter.
He grabs Kahket’s arm in his right gauntlet. Pale blue fire swirls around his fingers and burns her flesh. I hear whispers coming from that fire. For a minute, there’s nothing but tension. Then the flames slowly go out; Kahket draws them into herself.
Somehow, she’s able to absorb magic. How in the lowest pits of hell is that possible?
“Forgive me, Calisto. I only acted to chastise your man,” Kahket says. There’s no emotion in her voice; no fear. “I didn’t think you felt so strongly about him, considering he could have been one of those who betrayed you...one of those whose entrails now decorate the walls of the torture room.”
The death knight lets her go. A black ring of dead flesh surrounds her wrist. It looks painful, but she reveals no such discomfort on her face. And soon, the flesh begins to turn pink, healing at an accelerated rate.
Calisto speaks in a low baritone to Mordred. “My brother, you will obey Kahket or I shall remove your guts through your mouth. You brought a conspiracy to my attention, but your own innocence in the scheme that would have me deposed whilst I rutted on some teenaged boy has not earned you any favor. You’d be wise to appease our allies or I shall be forced to rethink your usefulness.”
Calisto folds his arms, eyes glowing with red fire. Then he looks at Kahket directly and points at us. “As for you, sorceress…your appetites are dangerous. They shall be your demise. You know not what you’ve invited unto this place. Only that it makes your loose pussy sopping wet. I doubt even a bull could make you feel anything.”
Kahket rubs her hand, calling forth the same blue fire that Calisto only a moment before held to her wrist. Then she extinguishes it. I know she’s just showing off. I know she wants everyone to see how she can steal other’s abilities and temporarily use them as her own. Kahket turns back to Calisto. “Your insults are pathetic, dead one.” Then her eyes linger on my body, or more appropriately, my codpiece. “Still…a bull is easier to find than you realize. I’ve had more boys than you, and I understand this makes you jealous especially when the ones I fuck tend to live. I understand. But I’m also beautiful and you dear knight…you long ago became hideous to even the blind.”
“Bitch,” Calisto says. “If not for this meeting, I’d flay the skin from your bones. And what makes you think that I want the boys whose assholes I destroy…to live?”
“Enough pillow talk, honey,” Kahket says. Then she turns to Talen and I. “The time is at hand. You’re about to witness something very special.”
She exits into a narrow hallway lined with flickering yellow torches. The floor in front of us is polished mahogany and the walls are made from expensive black marble. Veins resembling spilt milk spread in patterns both chaotic and beautiful across the surface. I chase her shadow; Talen and Angelaria follow quietly at my side. Angelaria leans heavily against Talen for support, blood visible on her ankles that occasionally peek out from her torn dress. She sobs loudly. I know she has many things to cry about, but Verrr’s the last thing of comfort that remained in her life. I also know the physical pain she’s going through. It doesn’t look like Mordred used lube when he took her from behind, and I doubt he employed any delicacy. The pig probably tore her sphincter.
We’re led to a door of polished wood, bound in strips of iron. The handles are crafted to resemble devil’s claws and these in turn are covered in hammered gold.
Kahket clasps them in her hands and flings the doors wide.
Beyond lies a council chamber.
The room’s small, and the sorceress enters with arms raised in triumph over her head. She’s brazen in her nakedness, flaunting what beauty she believes is hers to give. Never have I seen someone so proud to be nude. Kahket unashamedly strides forth, legs spread as she walks, to let the strange men see the glory of the womanhood that sits between her thighs. It’s both ridiculous and bold at the same time.
On both sides of the door packed stone bleachers filled with rows of gawking men, many of them bearded and old, suddenly quiet. They’d been focused on an empty table with eleven chairs. But now, all eyes are on Kahket. Quite a few quaff from tankards, drizzling ale from the corners of smacking lips. One man is so taken by her that he begins to whack off in the stands.
The stone bleachers wrap most of the room. Because of Kahket, no one notices either myself or Talen. Some whisper and point at Angelaria. I spy one other door into this room. It lies on the far side beneath a wall of narrow windows which are open to the night.
Lightning brief and thunder loud flickers and crashes outside those windows, and it sets the mood for tonight’s entertainment.
Purple and angry, the clouds of ash and steam boil with ever increasing rage. The red blood of Tempest Mountain is reflected in the night and seems brighter here, like plumes of mist catching sunlight as the dawn breaks with first sunrise.
The only illumination inside the room shines from multiple golden candelabra.
The other door opens. It causes these flames to gutter slightly, and I shuffle farther into the room behind the celebrant sorceress. Talen and Angelaria are at my side. There’s no chatter on the inside of my helmet. No one says a thing. Our eyes watch the empty table at the center of the floor with apprehension.
The table itself is a magnificent creation. It’s made from expensive woods and polished to a gleam. The entirety of it has an edge of teakwood carefully inlaid with carvings of winding ivy, stalking animals, and buzzing insects. The chairs are equally impeccable, their backs wrapped in exorbitant vermillion silks and emblazoned with gold emboss. I’m amazed at the grandeur and the silence.
I’m transfixed like everyone else.
The door slides open further, and an assembly of men enters. All of them wear heavy muslin robes that carry the scent of mold with them. It’s pungent and sharp. Then abruptly I see him.
Constantine. My trainer!
As proud and invincible as ever, the tall powerful Nightshade walks in, face swathed in gray hair, eyes bowed, boots and armor gleaming and polished. Across his back is his sword, at his belt several knives. I know he carries more weapons concealed on his person. But the most dangerous weapon by far is his body and his mind.
For a man almost thrice my age, he lacks excessive body fat. He’s pure sinew, bone, muscle…he’s a hardened killer through and through. Why did he pick me? I’ll probably never know.
He scans the crowd, eyes both Talen and I briefly. He takes a seat at the table, carefully folding his hands before him, reserved and settled, watching the others. They take their places. As they look up, I see each hides his face behind a mask of gold, silver, or bronze. I look to the shadows and see figures I’d not noticed before. Other Nightshades are here as well, not just Constantine. Their skill is such that they escaped my eyes until I sought them out through the visor. They scowl at each other; some thrum their fingers along the handles of their swords.
Ah, so this is how it is. They view one another as competition.
As strange as this may seem, Talen and I are probably the only two here that would back each other up in a fight. Everyone else would be in it only for themselves.
That’s what Tethyr wants to change.
I count four other Nightshades outside of Constantine. I scan the crowd around us. Four students must also be there, and at last I spot them. I’m surprised two are girls. How do I recognize them? Easy. They pay no attention to Kahket. None at all. In fact, they only pay attention to each other. They’ve probably already planned how each will take out the other.
Such infighting in the church is destroying us, and that’s only assuming that these people actually believe. Something tells me they’re here only because they have to be.
A murmur erupts from the crowd.
I feel a presence that reminds me of that daydream in the cave next to the shore. It’s the vision in which I met the black wolf with yellow eyes for the first time.
What I feel now is like that. It’s the unearthly presence of God…an immortal being that’s as immense as creation itself.
A giant figure enters the room.
Tethyr’s completely transparent and surrounded by a gray nimbus. He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. I’m at once smitten and shaken. I feel my heart inflate with feelings of love for this unearthly face. I want to run to him. I want to fold my arms around him, and I desire his flesh inside me, penetrating me with abandon, but only if it makes him happy. I would beg at his feet for a year just to hear him say “I’m pleased with you.” It’s impossible to describe really, but I think it must be similar to how a caveman who has lived underground for his entire life must feel when viewing the sun for the first time.
I know that I’d end my life in an instant if He just gave the word.
I do love thee, a voice says in my helmet, but it doesn’t belong to Talen. I search the faces of my companions. Talen’s posture tells me he’s also listening to the same thing.
I love thee, my child, and thy brother Talen, and welcome thee with my heart. Someday I shall take you to bed, perhaps both you and Talen at the same time. Perhaps I shall rub my spilt seed into your skin, but not today. I promise thee it shall come to pass as reward for thy service. At this time though, I need thy and thy brother to bear witness to what is fated to pass in this room and to not be confused by what is seen. As a god, I am unable to affect the material world without physical flesh. All of us gave up our bodies many thousands of years ago and agreed to manipulate the world only through the actions of our followers. After what occurs here today, the scale of power will shift, but it shall not be in my direction.
I’m speechless, but I’m sure He understands.
The Godling strides to the front of the table and His powerful presence fills the room like an overinflated balloon. I can feel His thoughts, His emotions, His mind. I know in my soul that had He wished…with but a simple whim, He could move a mountain, or bring the dead back to life. He has about Him the presence of power infinite and His understanding lie beyond my feeble mortal comprehension.
The thirteen around the table quake in their shoes.
They tremble as God watches them from only a few feet away.
I fall to my knees and Talen and Angelaria join me. Together we watch Tethyr’s every move, His every breath…knowing full well that we’ll stay rooted to this spot and never take our eyes from Him even to eat food or drink water. I want to beg to have His image seared forever into my mind.
The God turns to Kahket. “Come Lamia of Magic. It is Thy Time.”
Lamia of magic? What is that? Does it refer to her ability to suck magic from others?
Kahket trembles. “You know what I plan to do!”
“Yes,” Tethyr replies. “As truly had thy used all of thine power and abilities and those you stole from your betters to protect a single thought from Mine would I with but an afterthought take from thee this thought and leave thy mind a maddened husk. What thy plan is no secret but must come to pass. Step forward and embrace thy destiny, child.”
Kahket’s face forms a sneer; she sways like a venomous cobra. Calisto steps forward and hands her a jeweled box which she holds forth in front of her like a prized trophy.
“Nay, but I did not detect my brother,” Tethyr says with surprise. “Come forth Zandine and slink no longer in the shadows!”
Then I see another being appear: this one wears a nimbus of deep violet blazing around him like liquid fire. He’s as beautiful as the first, with perfect features and a face of deep calm. Zandine’s long glossy black hair is only matched by the finery of his masculine beard and mustache. A god through and through, He’s a marvel to behold. Towering ten feet tall the same as his brother, Zandine is transparent as well. As Tethyr told me, the gods have no flesh and Zandine is no exception.
“What is this?” Tethyr demands. “And a Duke of Hell? Ravidan Scalebane. Flee from my presence foul and putrid host of Taleta, or I shalt abjure thee and send thy body to the deepest pits of Hell!”
Ravidan shrinks from Tethyr who waits only a second more before smiting him with a single word. The utterance of it utterly destroys the Duke of Hell, and he implodes in shrieks that leave a gaping hole in the floor that burns with black malevolent flame. I suppose being a demon, Ravidan doesn’t qualify as being a part of the physical world since he hails from another place.
I step forward cautiously, so as to distance myself from the crater where Ravidan once stood.
Kahket raises her voice. “Did you think it so easy that I wrest what I want from the lips of Constantine as I bed him a hundred times in ten years? That I wore face after face to milk his loins to cajole the knowledge I needed from this Nightshade who grew to hate you? Did you think it so easy that I whispered into his ear of how…as a god in the sheets…he should also be worshiped as a god outside of them? It’s you, Tethyr, who are the foolish one. You lost your greatest warrior to my beautiful pussy.”
“She lies!” Constantine yells. “I knew her for what she is. I sent my apprentice in my place to fetch the Eye of Blood when she expected only me. I knew she would try to set a trap for me in Ladika, but would never expect my apprentice. It’s the only chance I had to escape her sorcery even if I could kill all her minions. I assure you lord, the Eye of Blood is safe with my pupil far from here.”
Kahket laughs, producing the Eye of Blood from a pouch. “Your apprentice is here today. Hunter is right beside me. And he brought me the Eye of Blood. I’ll fuck him too, just like I fucked you. Your betrayal is complete.”
Constantine stares at me in the armor, stunned into speechlessness.
“Remove your helmet,” he commands.
“No,” I say.
“Did you bring the Eye of Blood here? Are you so stupid boy?! The Eye of Blood is the key to a great artifact forged by Tethyr, but it’s also a vessel that contains the vitae of the most powerful evil dragon that ever lived…a thing with five heads that possessed an army of men as deathless as the dragons themselves. The Eye of Blood brokered the peace between the children of men and the children of the Queen of Dragons. Sheila declared that the Eye of Blood must not be allowed to make a god whole on Wynwrayth or her anger would know no bounds. If what she says is true, you’ve just destroyed that peace you fucking idiot!”
I swallow uncomfortably. “I-I uhh…I-I might have brought it. You should have told me!”
Constantine wrings his hands and swears repeatedly under his breath.
Kahket cackles and then directs her rage at Tethyr who can do nothing but listen. “It is I then who humbles a god, right? And now the trap is complete, for I challenge Constantine in this place for having broken the ancient Pact of Dragons! Constantine’s penance shall be taken from his soul by the Queen of the Dragons herself. A fitting end for a has-been follower of a now weak and sniveling god! The dragons shall declare war upon the world of men, and thy followers will be persecuted for it. The war shall claim many casualties, but it is the forces of Zandine who will prosper most. Today, I make my god whole. Perhaps we shall even conquer Mal Ruen, home to Sheila herself, because a god of flesh and blood is invincible!”
I decide to kill her and try to move, but I discover I’m frozen somehow…frozen in place by some kind of magic. I look to the back of the room and see men there where none stood before, chanting and calling forth magic. They wear robes the same color as Zandine’s nimbus.
Body quaking, Kahket raises the lid. “I make the elixir of life from the Eye of Blood,” she whispers. I see magic seep from her fingers and drain the color from the stone. A single large blood droplet forms and then falls into the box…the vitae of the dead dragon. “I mix it with the bones of a god, and the blessings of a Duke of Hell,” she says, shaking the box. “I’ve fulfilled the conditions as were set by the gods on the Final Day, and I present it to ye, Zandine, Lord of Illusion, so that ye shalt live again and take me as thy bride!”
“Monstrous!” Constantine yells, exploding to his feet. Somehow, he’s the only one able to move in the magical field that holds us all in thrall. The chair in which he sat is reduced to timbers, and I see a wristband that glows white hot under the cuff of his armor.
Why didn’t you act sooner?
And then it finally hits me. Tethyr is absolutely right when he says Constantine abandoned him long ago. The reason Constantine didn’t act sooner and attack Kahket before she could complete the ritual is because he was looking for a way to flee. He’s in this only for himself. Constantine always cared only for Constantine.
If he ever put off airs otherwise, it was all a lie.
“You betrayed your own god!” Kahket laughs.
Just as I thought he would, Constantine heads for the door. Kahket hurls a bolt of green fire at his back. The room explodes with burning plasma and Constantine, a broken man, slams into the stone wall. Even with the visor protecting my eyes, I’m forced to shield them as best I can. I also throw my body atop Talen and Angelaria who are hurled to the ground by the powerful blast. The assembly of men at the table disappears in the glow. I hear screams as well as the awful popping sound that bacon makes when it’s on fire.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
In the pandemonium created by Kahket’s wrath, the magic paralyzing Talen and I fades enough that we’re able to break our invisible bonds. I struggle to my feet but it’s too late to stop her. Kahket unleashes the vial from inside the box and presents it to Zandine, who I’ve heard some call “The Lord of Illusion.” He drinks the contents utterly, discarding the glass container with a simple toss where it shatters into a hundred pieces against the thick stone bricks.
Zandine’s transparency fades. I swear my eyes deceive me but the ghost becomes flesh. Bones first…a white frame fades behind crimson red. Muscle knits together and forms sinew and then finally skin.
Aghast at the transformation, for a single moment in time Zandine resembles a towering humanoid devoid of skin. His white eyeballs resemble boiled eggs without lids; his teeth burst through bloody gums, and a skull is enveloped by red veins that swarm upward from arteries like the vines of an alien plant.
I swallow mouth agape, and the spit drying in my mouth.
“Tethyr’s teeth,” I swear.
His nimbus intensifies, filling the end of the hall with an unholy violet light. Kahket cackles and the storm outside the windows fills the night with a hundred lightning bolts.
It’s a mesmerizing thing to see a god emerge from nothingness into flesh and blood even with the screaming of dying men who shriek and call out for help in the fires that consume them.
Gods…what nightmare is this?
Only a short time ago I lived enslaved to the drug eros. Now I’m awakened from that slumber into a horrific new reality that makes the other pale in comparison. I’m born into a place where Evil Incarnate walks the land and burns the very rocks into slag beneath his feet.
And Zandine is wickedness.
I feel the control and presence of his all-powerful mind pressing against my own with more pressure than the worst headache I’ve ever experienced. It drops me onto my knees once more. I know that He is supremely terrible and malignant and that I live only because I’m an insect beneath his notice. In truth, only seconds pass yet they seem like hours. Zandine’s body emerges whole; the earth quakes and rolls. In the streets, people run from their homes as the ground tears itself apart swallowing everyone unlucky to be caught flat-footed. Brick walls come crashing down, bridges collapse, and people die horribly…crushed under tons of rock.
Tempest Mountain spews forth a river of blazing death.
Zandine casts about the room with his eyes. He levitates Kahket before him in a violet bubble, runs his fingers down her naked sweaty body, and she loves it. With his other, he makes a gesture of dismissal. A roar the likes I’ve never heard before causes vessels to burst in my nose and eyes. Blood drips down my face, and I scream in anguish. People trapped in the stone bleachers drop dead, heads explode like watermelons struck by a cudgel. And then the building around Talen, Angelaria, and I detonates with a terrible boom.
Angelaria falls against me, and I grab hold of her as we fall. I can’t see anything, but I feel rocks, heavy stones, and falling bodies slam into me on the way down into the dark. I slam painfully into rubble, try to protect her from the force of falling objects using my armored body. I think Talen lands near me in a tuck and roll, only to be pummeled by more of the falling dead.
For a full minute, I can’t see anything. The world has vanished in a cloud of smoke and flickering lightning.
But then, I spy movement and glance in that direction. It’s Mordred. He pulls himself to his feet, using his cloak to cover his face. I pull myself out of six inches of rubble and leap in front of him. At first he doesn’t see me, so I extend the blades of my right arm with an audible ~RING~ and gut him where he stands.
I can feel the knives cut through to the quick of his spine.
A river of blood rushes out of him. It’s hot and drips in pools on the broken ground.
My blades are so sharp, and I acted so quickly that Mordred only becomes aware of me because of the blades protruding from his chest. At first, he’s obviously stunned. When he realizes that he’s a dead man walking, he buffets me with his fists.
“Your raping days are over,” I announce to him.
“W-what the--?” Mordred staggers and he grabs a hold of my helmet with his giant gauntlets trying to wrench it off. I thrust the knives deeper into his body, glaring at him through the glass. “F-fuck you,” Mordred whispers, his life bleeding out all over the ground. Then I let him slide dead from my cibrian blades.
That’s how scum like him should die…not with a bang but with a whimper. Nothing to be remembered or celebrated in song.
“I don’t think so,” I say to him, even as the light fades in his eyes.
I wish I had the time to piss on his corpse. But I don’t have time for anything now. I need to find Talen. I need to make sure he’s okay and then see if Angelaria still lives. And somewhere in all this, Constantine may also live. If so, I should kill him too. And then I can claim Bloodbane all for myself.
“You can let Constantine live,” a voice inside me says.
But another louder voice contradicts it. “I can’t. To do so will just invite him to come after me...to come after my loved ones. He has to die here.”
Kahket’s silver laugh rings out over the city, and it draws my eye but I fail to see her for all the smoke, debris, and burning fires.
At last, Talen emerges from the dust and in his hand is the Eye of Blood. Only instead of red, it’s of course clear now. To think, all this time I’d been carrying around the blood of an ancient and powerful dragon is mind-boggling. I’ve never even seen a dragon before. I didn’t know they had a city or a goddess. As for the Eye of Blood, I’m sure it still has whatever I need from it in order to find Bloodbane, but its color was a thing of beauty. I miss it as surely as all assassins must because with time, we grow fond of the scarlet color.
“Where did you find it?” I ask him.
“I was the best pickpocket in Clothol,” he says. “I managed to get it during all the chaos.” Then he deposits it in my open palm.
“Thank you.” Then I hug him and put the jewel away in an empty belt pouch.
I rub my arm as I walk over to Angelaria. It feels like I’ve got a fracture, but I can’t be sure without getting out of my suit. As for Angelaria, well she’s lying in the mud unconscious and bleeding from her head. All things being said, I think we’re lucky. We got showered by broken glass, rocks and some falling timber. My armor absorbed most of that. It could’ve been much worse.
I settle down next to her and take some water, wet a cloth, and wipe down her face. After a minute, she coughs and glares at me through bloodshot eyes.
I pop my visor. “Do you think you can stand?” I ask her.
“Maybe,” she says, taking the water bottle from my hand. She takes a long drink from it. Nearby, a moan emerges from underneath huge slabs of granite. Following the sound, I expect to find one of the men from the stands that watched us while Kahket brought the walls down. I locate the source of the noise quickly, brace my back to a portion of wall, and push it out of the way. There in front of me is my former master.
Constantine.
He’s quite helpless, trapped underneath a heavy slab of granite and some wooden beams as thick around as my chest.
“Kian! Free me,” he commands.
I shake my head, swallowing hard. “Not until you tell me where the other pieces of the puzzle are. How can I find Bloodbane?”
His eyes narrow in anger. “I thought you didn’t believe in the sword you fucking bugger. Free me, or by the gods in heaven and the devils in hell I’ll hunt you down and kill you with my bare hands you little shit!”
“That’s not really how you should talk to someone who’s in a position to save you,” I say. I sit down on top of the rubbish that has him trapped while the sound of thunder plays somewhere off in the distance, beyond the veil of smoke and fire.
He coughs up blood. “Get off of me you faggot!”
“That was uncalled for,” I tell him. I take one of his hands, grab my knife, and then smiling, I cut one of his fingers off.
“FUCK YOU!”
I cut off another. He gnashes his teeth at me; his eyes hold nothing but hatred.
“I would never have harmed you,” Constantine utters through a wave of pain. He spits out blood and dust and looks terribly thirsty. “I treated you better than any student, and this is how you repay me!”
I put the knife away and give him a swallow or two of water from my jug. “That’s true, but only because you were going to kill me later. As soon as you got back from all this…if I’d chosen to stay in Clothol, you’d have come into the dojo and killed me. You’d have killed Talen too so don’t even try to deny it.”
He laughs. “You’re a smarter boy than I thought. There’s hope for you yet. Yes, I would have killed you and that cock-sucking boyfriend of yours and anyone else that knew you and might possibly know of the jewel. I would have killed them all. But Kian, yours would have been a quick death, I promise. That’s ’cause I liked you.”
“I never liked you. I feared you, and you had the opportunity to change that. You could’ve been a father to me. But instead you beat me and made me live thinking that each day might be my last.” I pause to study his face, but I see no remorse there. No…there would never be remorse. Not in a face like his…a face that’s seen so much killing. “I want Bloodbane. You’re going to help me get it,” I say. “In exchange, I’ll let you live.”
I’ll never tell you,” he moaned. “You’re not worthy of such a weapon.”
“All right. So we’re gonna be this way are we?” I ask. I hold out the knife. “I’ll cut your throat, I swear it.”
“You don’t have the guts!”
I swallow, staring at him. “Last chance,” I say back to him. “Let me be utterly clear…this is your last chance at life, Constantine. Tell me what I want or I will kill you.”
Constantine stares up at me, a smirk crossing his face. “I’ve lived decades and never heard those words. When I saw how pretty a boy you were, I thought there’s no steel in this lad. There’s no guts in him unless you talk about the ones that get filled over and over with cum from a better man’s balls. But I was wrong. I see the devil in you, Kian. And where I go, you’ll soon follow. We may even be mates in the fires of Hell. I’ll see you there, if you’ve got the nuts to go through with your promises. Hell’s never seen a man like me,” Constantine brags. “Here’s a promise for you, my apprentice. I’ll find a way out of the pit. And when I do, I’ll kill you. I’ll kill everyone you love.”
“You’re an asshole,” I say. “And I’m no longer your apprentice.” Then I slit his throat. Constantine’s a strong man, and it takes him many seconds to die. He gurgles and clutches at me as best as he can with his remaining fingers. His blood flows down over my boots. After he’s dead I grab his pack and search his body for anything else that might be useful.
I move off, carrying his pack over my shoulder and negotiating the haze to where Angelaria and Talen wait for me. Talen’s wiping the blood from Angelaria’s face.
“She’ll mend,” he says. “Did you help any others?”
“No, but I killed Constantine. This is his pack. But even if he has the other two pieces, whatever they are, I don’t know how to use them.”
“The other two pieces should be a code book and a map,” Angelaria replies. “Here…let me see what you found.” She reaches for the pack when an earthshaking explosion knocks over two buildings followed by a fountain of emerald fire. I spot a glowing bubble floating above the city.
It’s the sorceress Kahket.
“Find them!” she demands. “Bring me the body of Constantine!” Her face is livid with rage.
“We’ve got to get out of here and fast,” Talen declares.
“I agree.”
 
*****
 
The air is gray.
Ash sifts from far above the streets of Soulwarden, fine gray ash that’s heavy like powdered rock. Blazing balls of red fire fall rain onto rooftops and smash through glass. Pandemonium is everywhere and we’re in the middle of it all.
I wander into an alley on my left; Angelaria and Talen follow me there. She collapses, breathless, and I soak a cloth with water for her to hold over her mouth. I turn my eyes upward and watch flaming droplets fall out of the sky. In the distance, I recognize the cathedral of Moh-Dehll burning to the ground. That brings some comfort to me. I hate that place and want to murder everyone in it. If I ever see that corrupt priest who hosted the Timeron knights again, I’ll make sure he remembers me before I geld him, twig and berries.
“Thank you,” Angelaria says, “for killing the bastard that raped me.”
“You’re welcome,” I say to her. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”
She’s silent for a moment. “I know.”
Beneath us, the stones begin to move. They rattle and the walls on either side of us turn red and begin to liquefy. Talen takes a step back urging me to get to my feet. But it’s Angelaria who rises first on her own accord to stand between us.
She grabs my arm and then Talen’s and says, “She means to raze the city to the ground.”
I look around and can hear the frightened screams and despairing wails of the multitudes. They are only indistinct shapes now…those nameless ones that move to escape the horror…that flee on foot away from the chaos and away from the encroaching death. Their shadows are flickering ghosts of blackness in the ash. I can make out no landmarks, and there’s so little light that my even walking, my finding a direction, is a perplexing thing.
“How are we going to get out of here?” I ask Talen. “I’ve no ideas. The fire’s everywhere.”
Indeed, as the rocks begin to melt the temperature starts to soar, setting the corners of Angelaria’s dress to smoking.
Angelaria holds us tightly for a brief moment and then I hear her speaking, pronouncing words that are strange, alien, and they roll off her tongue with ease. 
Her magic has returned!
I feel something cease my guts, and there’s a loud ringing in my ears.
A wave of lava swallows the wall behind Angelaria.
But the heat vanishes. I can breathe again.
I look at Talen and Angelaria; they wobble next to me, and I keep them from falling over. My feet are firmly planted on emerald moss and there’s trees all around us…large, lush trees. Talen pops his visor and stares at me in amazement. His mouth forms a small “O” as he breaks from my grip and climbs a tree, scrambling up the ropy entanglements like a monkey. 
“Kian!” he calls down to me. “We’re leagues from Thorn! I can see it, but barely. It’s a glowing cloud on the edge of the horizon.”
“How did you do that?” I ask Angelaria.
She swallows, exhaustion evident on her face. “My magic returned just in time but still, it’s difficult. I actually didn’t think I could do it--not with three people. The spell had to be worded just right or I might have killed one of us. But we were dead if I didn’t try, and I feel I owe you some amends.”
She plops down onto the moss. I hear Talen scrambling down. I turn in time to see him walk out on a limb directly overhead where he jumps, finishing with a graceful front flip and touching down perfectly on the spongy earth.
I waste no time to leap to his side. He stares at me a moment, and he knows what’s coming because he’s smiling.
I snog him so hard.
After we part, he whispers, “What took you so long? I wanted that kiss five minutes ago.”
I grin. “The best things come to those who wait.”
“Tease,” he says. And then he kisses me, forcing me down onto the moss. After a moment, he stops and turns to Angelaria. “Thank you for saving our lives.”
“You’re welcome,” she replies, watching us make out for a few more seconds.
“Can you walk?” I ask Angelaria. It’s hard to concentrate with Talen licking my ear and laying love nibbles on the corners of my mouth. But he stops soon, realizing I want to talk. “It’s important that we move away from this place.”
“Where are we going?” Talen asks, rolling off of me and onto his back. “I mean, we can’t just start running aimlessly.”
I rub my tongue on the roof of my mouth thinking. It’s weird how my tongue ring has become so second nature that I don’t even think about it anymore. I think I’d feel naked without it. I unsling Constantine’s pack and rummage around inside. My hands close around a box.
I pull it out, inspecting it for details.
The box is an unbroken masterpiece of carvings and meticulously placed jewels with polished and gleaming surfaces. It’s heavy and has no hinges.
I examine its surface carefully, prodding for secret catches with a small pin that I remove from my tool belt. The box is most certainly trapped, and I don’t want to become a victim to Constantine. I really don’t want to see him again this soon, and he needs no opportunity to avenge himself on me.
I also think Constantine’s right. Somehow it’s not the last time I’ll see him. Sure, I cut his throat and left him for dead in the ruins of the Guildhouse of Assassins in Thorn, but he’ll find a way out of Hell. If anyone can, it’s him. I just hope when we meet again that I’ve learned a thing or two and can beat him without the assistance of a collapsed building.
I’m amazed when I find the trap. It’s an exquisite little needle fired from a small aperture on the side of the box. I remove it from its gold casement and carefully place it out of harm’s way inside a small bottle.
But how am I to open the box?
Talen sees me staring at it. He reaches past my shoulder and twists the thing in his hands. It pops open then, revealing a velvet interior that cradles a book and what appears to be a map.
My boyfriend’s so intelligent. I turn and gaze lovingly in his eyes. “I’m not even going to ask how you figured that out. You’re so much smarter than me.”
“I know,” he replies, then kisses me on the nose. “You don’t need to be smart, just hot. Together we make quite a pair.”
His word brings heat to my cheeks, and I can’t stop from smiling. I know I get told I’m beautiful or handsome all the time, but it really only counts when it comes from Talen.
I love you so much.
I reach inside and take hold of the map, unrolling its furled yellow parchment and staring at the strange lines revealed there…at the ancient symbols and places. Talen gives it a go but after a minute indicates that he doesn’t understand what he’s seeing.
“Can you read this?” I ask Angelaria.
She squints at the symbols and then reaches inside the box, removing the leather bound tome. She pops the clasp open and studies the ancient pages, occasionally looking back to the map for a reference point. She does this for some time, staring at one and then the other, turning the pages carefully.
“It’s incomplete,” she declares after about twenty minutes. “It tells you everything to find the sword, Bloodbane, except where to begin.”
I reach inside my jacket and pull out the clear ruby. I hold it before her, watching her stare at it awkwardly. She reaches up and takes it into her hands. “It’s marvelous,” she says with wonder. “How on earth did you come by it?”
“It’s a long story.”
She locks her eyes with my own. “Perhaps you’ll tell it to me sometime.”
“Sure,” I say.
She lowers the jewel to the parchment, trying to read through it. That obviously doesn’t help things at all. Next she tries a spell, but nothing is revealed in the magic that’s unleashed. Finally, she holds it up to the light of the silver moon.
“Oh,” she says, parting her lips. “I think I’ve found something. Let me see the spyglass you stole from Ja-Mir. Don’t even deny you didn’t take it.”
“I actually didn’t steal it,” I say.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” Angelaria says. She holds her hand out to Talen.
He scowls and pulls it free from his pack. “I stole it because I kind of figured it’d be useful.”
Angelaria takes out one of the lenses and replaces it with the ruby. She has to do a bit of jury-rigging to get it to work. Then she looks through it. “Oh yes,” she comments, “This is extremely clever.”
She lets me take a look. I see fine bubbles, like pinpoints. They originally strike me as flaws in the surface of the jewel. Am I supposed to see something here? “So?” I say.
“It’s a good thing you’re good looking,” she says. “They’re constellations. That sky is visible on only one place on Wynwrayth.”
“Where?”
“In the Balsora desert. I’ve seen it before. It lays several hundred leagues on the other side of the Icewall Mountains in the land of the Balsoran pyramids and the ghosts of the sandy wastes. If we go there, I believe I can find the starting point.”
“It’s decided then,” Talen says. “We go through the Icewall Mountains.”
“It’s not as easy as that,” Angelaria declares. “There’s only two passes through the mountains. One is to the far north. The other is to the south.”
“Which is closer?” I ask her.
“The one to the south. It’s near the city of Varkir, which is only a few days from here. But it’s a much harder trek across the mountains. I can’t teleport us to Balsora. My magic can only go a short distance and teleportation is risky. Additionally, those who know how to look for it can follow us by the trail of magic I leave behind. Kahket is one of those people, and now she’s the wife of a flesh and blood god. She’ll want Bloodbane to give to one of her generals or to secure it from being used against her or Zandine.”
“What does that mean exactly?” I ask.
“A flesh and blood god can do anything. They aren’t bound by the cycle of faith like Tethyr is. They don’t have to act through their followers, but do anything that they want to do.”
“If they’re flesh and blood,” I say, “does that mean they can be killed?”
Angelaria says nothing. She shrugs helplessly.
I look at Talen.
“South,” he says then. “Definitely south.”
I nod and set out with my companions at my heels. I pick out a path through the jungle with care, all the while listening to the distant rumble of Tempest Mountain. It sounds so angry. But even as I recall seeing Soulwarden buried under ash and lava, I’m aware that it’s also a funeral for the old me...the me that was afraid and intimidated and taken advantage of by older, stronger, and smarter men.
I’m no longer that person.
I’m no longer the Nightshade’s apprentice. I’m a Black Dragon Assassin and soon the rest of the world will know the calling card of the silver rose and tremble when they see it.
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Extras such as chapters, writing samples, maps of the world, and artistic drawings of all of Michael Offutt’s work can be found on his website located at http://slckismet.blogspot.com.
 



About The Sword of Rogues duology
 
This book called The Nightshade’s Apprentice is a story told in two parts and grows from a world the author created many years ago while playing the tabletop roleplaying game, Dungeons & Dragons.
 
The Nightshade’s Apprentice is book one of The Sword of Rogues duology. Assassin of the Silver Rose is book two of The Sword of Rogues duology and will bring a conclusion to the story arc of Kian Lightfoot’s rise to power as the disciple to the god of thieves.
 
Assassin of the Silver Rose is scheduled for release before the end of 2013. If you are interested in progress on the sequel, please check the author’s website located at http://slckismet.blogspot.com/ for additional information.
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