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The second digital collection of Josh’s most popular short stories written between 2013 and 2020: eight stories of adventure, romance, and yes, a little bit of mystery.

 

Wizard’s Moon - “I wish to buy a boy.” A warrior from the Northlands purchases a young man for purposes perhaps both secret and sinister.

 

Wedding Favors – Wyatt doesn’t want to spoil Graham’s wedding plans. Graham thinks Wyatt would feel more secure if they were married. So who’s doing whom a favor?

 

Night Watch - When Parker’s ex escapes from a maximum-security prison, LAPD Lieutenant Henry Stagge is tasked with making sure that Parker doesn’t end up a victim a second—and final—time.

 

Fade to Black – Sometimes our fate is written in the stars. Sometimes in indelible ink.

 

Halloween is Murder - When his enigmatic partner takes off on an annual fishing trip, City of Angeles gumshoe Barry Fitzgerald is left to handle an All Hallows’ Eve kidnapping case on his own.

 

The Boy Next Door - Merle and Isaac have history, some good and some bad, so when someone seems determined to put Merle out of business—permanently—he naturally turns to his former sidekick for help.

 

Plenty of Fish - Sure, maybe Blair is too romantic — but wasn’t Finn the one who always said there were plenty of fish in the sea?

 

Requiem for Mr. Busybody - When former journalist Michael’s elderly friend Maurice suddenly disappears, he fears the worst.
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Wizard’s Moon
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Map by Keren Reed


“I wish to buy a boy,” the stranger said.

His shadow separated from those of the flames. It loomed across the wall as he pushed back his hood. His hair was black as night, tied back in warrior fashion. He wore a patch over his left eye. His cloak carried the scent of night and autumn in this place that smelled perennially of sweat and boiled cabbage and hurried sex.

“Buy?” Across the table, Quix’s own eyes went round and dark as counting beads. “Buy? You mean take with you?”

Faro stole another look at the stranger as he filled his goblet. Despite the triangle of black that quartered his face, he was beautiful, and though his garb was simple, he had the manner of a lord. The clasp at his throat was finely wrought, the emblem of some old northern family. What could such a man need with a whoremaster?

Ignoring the wine, the stranger recited, “Tall and slim. Blue eyes. Chestnut hair.” His good eye, which was the fierce amber of a hawk’s, rose to meet Faro’s curious gaze. “This one will do,” he said.

Quix nearly choked on his wine. “Th-this one?”

Faro went very still as the stranger looked him over. That dispassionate gaze turned him cold, as though he stood naked, as though the winter wind licked his bare bones. Instinctively, he turned to Quix.

Reading his face, Quix made some stumbling objection.

“Faro is not—that is—Faro is—well, he’s—” he gestured vaguely at their filled goblets and then at the statue-still youth, indicating his exclusive status. Or perhaps his history; something the whoremaster took perverse pride in.

“Indeed. Thirty silver pieces?”

“Thirty!” Quix was insulted. “Why, the boy is worth triple that. Look at him. Look at that skin, that hair, those eyes. This one’s got all his teeth. He’s clean, he’s healthy. Healthy as a horse. And educated! He can read and write. Why I wouldn’t sell him for—for double that!”

Faro put the decanter down. His hand shook a little. The stranger noted it with his pale eye. A tiny sardonic smile touched his mouth.

“Seventy-five pieces of silver,” he said urbanely.

“I tell you he’s worth his weight in gold. One of my most requested boys.” Quix faltered under Faro’s searing gaze. “Well, I don’t much use him anymore—”

“How old is he?” the stranger inquired. “Nineteen? Twenty? Surely growing long in the tooth for this game? Your customers favor them softer, pinker, still wet behind the ears, no?”

From behind the thin walls came shouts and laughter. Someone began to sing loudly and off-key. And from inside the walls, the sound of rats gnawing at the woodwork.

Quix chewed his lip. “He’s not…” he muttered. He reached for the wine cup once more.

“As for reading and writing,” the stranger’s voice grew mocking, “I don’t suppose most of your customers read and write. I don’t suppose you do yourself.”

Quix was red with anger—and with shame—as his eyes met Faro’s. The boy opened his mouth but the words would not come. It was not pride that stilled his tongue. As many times as Quix had promised to give him his freedom, he had never done it. Faro saw now that he never would, fond of him though Quix was in his way. There was no point in begging.

“Enough haggling,” the stranger said. “Fifty gold pieces.”

“Gold?”

The stranger pulled a leather pouch out of his cloak and tossed it to the table where it landed with a plump and satisfying jingle.

“Sold,” whispered Quix.

* * * * *

 

They left Forestlan that very night, the twinkling lights of town falling in the distance as they rode toward the lavender mountains that separated the Five Counties from the Outlands. Faro took nothing with him but the clothes on his back and his memories; one as shoddy as the other.

His new owner’s name was Jaxom Re. Lord Jaxom of the House of Re. An old family indeed, and Jaxom the last of his line. With this much information, Lord Jaxom favored Faro. Nothing else.

It was years since Faro had sat a horse. Years since he’d been outside the township. He’d forgotten how quiet it was in the mountains; how vast and empty the stretches of star-glittered sky; how dark and ancient the forest. He would never have believed he could be homesick for Quix’s house, but now he longed for the safety of familiar squalor. For noise and heat and the demands of other bodies that kept one from thinking and remembering.

All night they rode and through the next day, stopping only for a noonday meal at a forester’s cottage. The forester’s wife served them thick barley soup and hot buttered bread. Homely fare, which they washed down with tankards of pale ale. It seemed to Faro the best meal he had ever eaten, though he finished it with his cheek propped on his hand, almost too weary to spoon the last drops.

“Are you traveling far, gentlemen?” the forester’s wife asked, her almond eyes curious on the wolf-head clasp at Jaxom’s throat.

“Some little distance,” he answered. Briefly his eye met Faro’s and Faro felt a jolt. He wondered when Jaxom would exert his right of ownership. The older man’s eye seemed as hard and bright as topaz. The youth knew what that gleam meant.

When they had finished their meal they set off again, Jaxom cantering a little ahead on the narrow trail. This gave Faro opportunity to study the straight set of his shoulders, the effortless way he sat his horse. In addition to his sword, he wore a dirk and a boot knife—as well as throwing stars and assorted other weapons, if Faro knew anything about it. His new master was a man who had seen military service, he decided. Well, that was not so unusual these days with the balance of power delicately poised between the noble houses. How old was Jaxom Re? As old as thirty perhaps? Old enough to have fought in the Rebellion.

Into Faro’s mind flashed the picture of flames and blood and marble halls echoing with screams and the clash of arms. He closed his eyes briefly, shutting out the vision. He did not ever allow himself to think of that time—or of the days before Quix’s house.

The thin fall air burned in his lungs. His muscles burned too. He wondered if they would ride through this night as well. He wondered if he could stay in the saddle if they did. And what Jaxom Re would have to say if he couldn’t.

They rode until sunset raced across the farthest mountain crest, brushing its torch against the sky, flaming into vermilion, saffron and bronze. Then, at last, Jaxom called a halt.

Faro dismounted stiffly. He was young and had not been living easy but he was unused to this kind of physical exertion. And this land, so wild and desolate, made him feel lost past the bearing of maps or compass. Shaking just a little with nerves and tiredness, he stared around the clearing. Lord Jaxom was watching him. Would this be the place? He hoped not. The mountain air was cold, pushing through the pine trees with an unrelenting sound like rushing water.

“I regret the need for haste,” Jaxom Re said, taking the reins from Faro. “We must make the Yellow River by midweek.”

“I’m at your command, my lord.” Faro said politely.

Jaxom started to turn, then glanced back. “You may as well call me Jaxom.”

“Jaxom?” Faro repeated doubtfully.

And as he stood there uncertainly, Jaxom added shortly, “Rest, boy, while I attend to camp.”

He led the horses away and thus missed Faro’s slack-jawed astonishment. Not that Faro would have had the faintest idea how to help. He was a city boy, born and bred. Huddled on a fallen log, he shivered in his thin woolen cloak, watching Jaxom build a fire.

“It will be a wizard’s moon tonight,” he commented, to fill the silence.

“What’s that?” Jaxom looked his way, frowning.

Faro gestured at the crescent moon glimmering palely above the treetops. “A wizard’s moon.” At the older man’s non-comprehension he explained, “That’s what they called it when I was a child. It’s a good night for spell-binding.”

Lord Jaxom did not snort, but he looked as though he wished to. He went back to his tinderbox and the damp wood.

“Come warm yourself,” he ordered when at last the wood caught flame. Orange embers drifted up in the spicy evening air.

Faro shifted himself to the fire while Jaxom went to unsaddle the horses, tethering them to graze. There was nothing to do but watch Jaxom; that was no great hardship. A couple of times Jaxom glanced at him and Faro looked hastily away.

From his pack Jaxom unwrapped pork pies and a flask of wine. Seating himself on the damp grass he divided the food and gave Faro half. His fingers brushed Faro’s in passing the greasy pastry. Faro realized that it was the first time Jaxom had touched him. He felt that casual contact in the marrow of his bones.

They ate in silence.

At last Jaxom asked, as though seeking some neutral topic, “What kind of name is Faro? Surely not your given name?” He handed the wine flask to Faro who took a hasty swig and returned it.

“Yes. My mother said I owed my existence to a losing hand of cards.” He viewed Jaxom Re from under his lashes. “If we had a deck of cards now I could tell your fortune, my lord.”

Jaxom raised his brows. In the failing light the patch across his eye wrinkled and Faro wondered where he had received what had nearly been his death blow.

“A man makes his own fortune,” he said.

“True, but it doesn’t hurt to know what lies ahead.”

“How is it you come to read and write?” Jaxom queried after another of those uncomfortable pauses.

Faro smiled, knowing this would surprise him. “I was a member of the High King’s household.”

“What? You aren’t old enough. Even Arios didn’t rape babies.”

“Not as a houseboy. I was training to be a scribe.”

“A scribe?”

Faro had the satisfaction of seeing him at a loss. “My mother was a captain in the 14th Guards. It was her choice.”

“What of your father?”

Faro shrugged.

“How did you…?”

It was easy to follow his thoughts. “I was wounded when the palace was sacked and the High King murdered.”

“During the Liberation,” Jaxom corrected automatically.

“Yes. I was speared right through—” Faro indicated his thigh, turning a shapely leg to best advantage. He spoke quickly so that there was no time for feeling. “I was a long time healing and a longer time lame, so when I came up for auction I didn’t look like much. But in the brothels there’s a constant need for young boys, lame and half-starved notwithstanding. So Quix bought me.” Faro added, “At nine silver pieces he’s made a profit on the deal.”

“And in time you became Quix’s best boy.” Lord Jaxom spoke without inflection.

Faro stared at the silent woodline. “I know a trick or two.”

“I don’t doubt it. He was loath to part with you.”

Faro changed the subject. “Now if I’d had my choice, I’d have studied the Magickal Arts.”

Jaxom’s mouth quirked. “You don’t look much like a wizard.”

Faro grinned. The grin was young and cheeky, not in keeping with the elegant perfection of his face. He said, “All the same I’ve a certain aptitude. For example, I can read minds. I can read your thoughts now.”

“Yes?”

He touched two fingers to his temple. “You think I’m making this up.”

“You don’t need to be a mind reader for that. Anyone can see you’re making this up.”

Faro chuckled.

“You’re an odd boy,” Jaxom remarked.

That night Faro slept on the hard ground, cushioned only by the nest of dried grass and pine needles that Jaxom scraped together. Jaxom lay a foot away, wrapped snuggly in his fur-lined cloak. He seemed to fall asleep the moment he closed his eyes. Faro watched his profile, limned in moonlight. Though exhausted, he was too cold and too uneasy to sleep. His ears were alert to every rustle of grass, every shadow’s movement caught his eye.

Already Forestlan and Quix seemed a lifetime ago.

What will become of me? He asked the distant stars. But the stars had less to say than Jaxom Re.

* * * * *

It seemed to Faro that he had only managed to shut his eyes when Jaxom shook him awake to choke down a breakfast of oatcake and cold tea. He was still only half-awake when he mounted his horse for another day’s journey.

That day was little different than the first. The wild flowers and crimson and gold-clad trees gave way to somber pine as they climbed higher into the purple mountains. The air blowing down from the snowy peaks above them was sharper still and Faro could feel it stabbing in his lungs.

On this day Jaxom spoke briefly of himself and his home in the North Country. He seemed to be reminding himself of these things rather than instructing Faro. Faro imagined a small but comfortable holding, self-contained and isolate. Jaxom was unmarried and without heir; devoting himself to his estates since his return to civilian life. Faro wondered where someone like himself would fit in. He also began to wonder why, when Jaxom’s holdings lay north, did they travel east?

He would have liked to ask questions, but Jaxom’s manner did not encourage. So he listened carefully. He chuckled when Jaxom made some dry comment and tried to meet Jaxom’s restless gaze often. In his years at Quix’s establishment he had discovered that most men desired to be listened to as much as they desired a good fuck. Jaxom Re was an educated man, a man of refinement. It might be that he was one of those who prized companionship as highly as sex. No one had ever desired such a thing from Faro before, but he began to hope it was true now.

He wondered too if perhaps for all his age and experience, Jaxom Re had never taken a boy to bed. This kind of restraint was unnatural, surely? Were that true, it left the thing in his own hands. He would have to watch for an opening. It wouldn’t be wise to let matters continue undefined for too long. He knew that he must make himself as near indispensable to Jaxom Re as he had been to Quix; though it had not saved him from being sold, his position at Quix’s had been secure for years and relatively comfortable. Jaxom had visited a whoremaster; he must have need of a whore’s services.

Faro was out of practice, and unwashed, unkempt, exhausted, after the past two days, he must look like a vagabond; even so it was best not to put the thing off for too long. Better to consolidate his position before they reached Jaxom’s holdings. He was surprised at his own diffidence in the matter.

As on the day previous they rode until Faro was sure he could ride no further, then Jaxom made camp.

“If you will tell me what to do, my lord—”

“Stay out from underfoot.” Catching Faro’s expression, Jaxom said more kindly, “Rest, boy. You look half-dead.”

This seemed beyond consideration. It made Faro uneasy in some ill-defined way. He ignored Jaxom’s order and wandered around the clearing, stiffly picking up twigs for the fire. He felt as though he were a hundred years old.

“Thank you,” Jaxom said when Faro delivered his bundle of sticks. “You’ve a helpful disposition. I suppose I see why your—why Master Quix was sorry to let you go.”

“He’ll be more sorry yet,” Faro retorted bitterly. “I’ve kept his accounts for these past three years. No one in that house has the least notion of record-keeping.” This had been on his mind all afternoon. Part of him was aggravated that all his hard work would soon be undone, part of him was vindictively pleased at the thought of the inevitable chaos.

Jaxom said slowly, “So it was true then, what Quix said about not—your not servicing the customers?”

Faro stared at the fire licking up to reach the stick Jaxom tossed at it. “I served Quix. In whichever way he chose.” Glancing up, he caught Jaxom’s tawny gaze. “Perhaps you think I should have run away?”

“It’s not my affair.”

“I did run away. Twice. The second time…convinced me not to try again.”

Silence but for the crackling fire.

“Your hide’s not scarred. You look well fed.”

Faro tried to smile. “There are other ways of hurting. Ways that don’t leave you ugly.” He admitted, “I don’t stand pain well.”

For an instant something darkened Jaxom’s eye. Something that prickled the hair on the nape of Faro’s neck.

By the time they settled down to eat their cold pork pies he had forgotten it.

Jaxom asked him questions during this meal. Nothing of importance: how much ale was served at the inn, how much wine, when did they order supplies? Faro could not fathom it, but it seemed that Jaxom was testing him, testing his knowledge of keeping the household accounts. He answered carefully, honestly.

Warmed by the fire and comforted by the wine in Jaxom’s flask, his tongue loosened. He questioned, “Were you part of the troops who sacked the High King’s palace?”

Jaxom’s mouth tightened. He said, “No. I fought mostly along the borders in those days.”

The pictures of the sacking came before Faro’s eyes and he blinked them away rapidly.

“How old were you when you received your commission?”

“Younger than you are now,” Jaxom stated. “How did you come to train as a scribe if your mother was a soldier?” He kept coming back to this, like a dog worrying an old bone.

Faro shrugged. “She said I was not suited for the Martial Arts. That it was not in my nature.”

Jaxom grunted, perhaps in agreement. He took another swallow from the flask. “But you would have liked to have been a wizard?”

Was Jaxom mocking him? Faro smiled uncertainly.

When sleeptime came, once again Jaxom made a bed of leaves. “Were you warm enough last night?” he asked over his shoulder.

Faro seized the opportunity. “No,” he said quickly.

“No?” Jaxom paused. Then he unfastened his cloak and handed it over. “Here then. Mine’s the warmer.”

Astonishment giving way to chagrin, Faro wrapped himself in the soft folds. The wool was so fine it felt like silk. The fur lining was still warm from Jaxom’s body. “My lord, what about you?” he asked a little exasperatedly.

“I’m an old campaigner,” Jaxom replied easily. “I’m used to this life. I like it. It would not do for you to take a chill however.” Once again Faro felt that Jaxom’s actions were not motivated by any genuine concern for him.

Nonplussed, Faro tried to figure this out. If it wasn’t for that particular and unmistakable gleam in Jaxom’s eye when he thought Faro was unaware, he would have concluded that Jaxom had no interest in him.

When they had settled in their bedrolls, Faro waited, trying to think what was best to do. Perhaps Lord Jaxom would be offended by his forwardness. Perhaps Lord Jaxom had purchased a whore because he wished for someone forward. At last he decided to act, and pushed aside the blankets, leaning over Jaxom’s silent form.

“My lord?” he spoke softly.

Jaxom did not answer though Faro knew he must be awake.

Cautiously he reached out. Jaxom half sat up. “What are you up to?”

“It’s cold.”

“It’s not that cold.”

“It is for me.” He surprised himself with the truth. “And lonely.”

Silence and then Jaxom lay back down. Faro cuddled close to the man’s side, and after a moment Jaxom’s body relaxed. He was long and powerful, even at rest. Faro felt safe beside him. He began to warm to the task he had set himself.

He wished Jaxom would make some small gesture, but none was forthcoming. For a time they lay so, then Faro slipped his hand inside Jaxom’s blanket.

Jaxom grabbed his wrist hard. “Now what are you doing?”

Jaxom’s fingers were strong and punishing. Faro gasped out, “What you bought me for.”

“I didn’t buy you for myself!”

Faro’s hand froze in his. Jaxom sounded…shocked. It should have been comical. Into the silence between them Faro heard an owl.

“Faro, I bought you as a gift for another,” Jaxom said quietly.

Faro didn’t know what to say. He was startled and in some queer way wounded.

“A gift for whom?” He asked finally. They were still holding hands. Faro pulled his free—and missed the warm strength of Jaxom’s.

“You don’t know him. Does it matter?”

Faro said dryly, “It does to me.” He moved away from Jaxom’s long body, rolled onto his back and folded his arms beneath his head, gazing at the dusting of stars through the swaying trees.

At last Jaxom said, “I should have explained. It didn’t occur to me that you would think…”

“Why shouldn’t I think it?” He was angry at the hurt he heard in his own voice. It was childish. He said coldly, “These days many are lonely and willing to pay for companionship.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

But not Jaxom, apparently.

Jeering at himself Faro bade farewell to his half-formed dreams of a home and lover in the mysterious northlands. Such things were not for him.

He said, “Then what is he like, this man that I’m a gift for?” Illogically he felt that somehow they had been placed on equal terms.

Jaxom shifted irritably as though he had been on the point of sleep again; the scent of decaying leaves and fennel reached Faro’s nostrils. “Surely you’ve got past the point of—of caring?”

“I like to know what to expect. Whether I’m going to be beaten or mistreated. Is he a friend of yours?”

The silence felt odd. At last Jaxom said, “Once. Long ago.”

“So what am I? Some kind of peace offering?”

“Something like that. Go to sleep.”

“Then you don’t care for boys yourself?”

There was no answer to that and at last Faro fell asleep.

* * * * *

 

They woke to white mist that clung to the wet grass and shape-shifted through the trees. Faro rolled out of his blanket and brushed the twigs and grass out of his hair. The horses were saddled and waiting. Jaxom Re waited too with barely concealed impatience as Faro hobbled around the clearing.

When at last he was mounted, Jaxom said grimly, “We’ve wasted enough time. Today we must reach the Yellow River.” He spurred his mount forward before the words had left his mouth and Faro clucked to his gelding to follow; he didn’t care if they reached the river or not. One day was the same as any other now.

All that morning Jaxom was quick and crisp, speaking little, his face concealed by the hood of his cloak. But for all his resolve they were unable to make the time he demanded, hemmed in by fog and rain. Despite the miserable weather they pushed on, the horses slithering now and again on the muddy hillside. The breath of the animals steamed, the jingle of the bridle and bits echoed throughout the hushed woods.

By late afternoon the rain began in earnest, pattering on leaves, whispering in the grass.

“Will it snow?” Faro asked, breaking the silence of hours.

“It’s not cold enough.”

It seemed cold enough to Faro.

The watery light was failing when they came upon what appeared to be an opening cut into the rocky hillside.

“Is it a cave?” Faro regarded Jaxom. Jaxom shook his head. Weird polished stones were carved in the doorway lintel.

“Then what is this place?” Faro asked.

And again Jaxom shook his head.

Faro stared at the glimmering carvings on the doorway. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a flicker of blue light.

“I don’t think we should stay here.”

“We can’t sleep out in this.” Jaxom looked up as lightening cracked the slate sky. Glancing over at Faro’s face, he jeered softly, “What kind of wizard is afraid of an old ruin?”

“This is a place of power. A temple of some sort. Can’t you feel it?”

“All I feel is rain down the back of my neck.” Jaxom swung down from the saddle and came round to the horses’ heads. Faro slid off, following reluctantly as Jaxom led the horses through the fissure doorway into the temple.

A fountain whispered from inside the rock belly of the hillside. Jaxom lit the wall torches; the wavering light illuminated faces carved in the walls, framed by vines. The unfamiliar faces and unfamiliar gods of a long dead people.

Faro’s nostrils twitched at the scent of mold and ghostly incense. The horses whickered uncertainly and brushed close against each other.

Dirk drawn, Jaxom prowled the length of the cave and back again while Faro waited, his eyes probing the shadows. There could be a bear living here, he thought. A whole family of bears. But it was not the thought of bears that worried him.

Jaxom returned and seated himself before the blackened fire ring. “Are you going to stand in the doorway all night?”

Slowly Faro walked into the center room and squatted down, watching Jaxom get out his tinderbox and try to light the fire in the rock ring. It took him several tries. At last the dead wood caught light.

Sinister shadows flickered over the alien faces in stone relief.

“There’s another chamber behind this one,” Jaxom told Faro. “There are crystal formations as you sometimes see in underground caverns. And hot pools. I think you’re right. This must once have been a sacred place. A healing bath perhaps.”

“I could use a bath,” Faro said. That was bravado. He had no intention of wandering into that second chamber. Not by himself at any rate.

“Yes, you could,” Jaxom agreed. When Faro looked up, he realized Jaxom was teasing. He grinned weakly.

Jaxom divvied up their rations, but this time he gave the greater share to Faro. It made Faro uneasy. Not so uneasy that he didn’t finish every last crumb.

“What do you think happened to them?” He eyed the flat nose and triangular jaw of the stone face across from him.

Jaxom’s voice was flat. “The same thing that always happens. They grew fat and complacent and their enemies fell upon them like wolves in winter.”

“Oh.”

At his tone, Jaxom’s thin mouth curved. “Or do you imagine they succumbed to some dark enchantment?”

“Er…no. Probably the wolves in winter.”

“We’ll sleep now and when the rain stops, we can ride.” Jaxom brushed the crumbs from his hands.

Faro nodded, and when they had finished their meager meal, he settled down to sleep a few feet from Jaxom.

* * * * *

He dreamed…and woke drenched in sweat, his heart pounding in terror. Jaxom was holding him fast.

“What is it?” Jaxom’s voice was warm against his ear, his hands stroked Faro’s back slowly.

“I dreamed…my death.”

Jaxom’s hands stilled. “Tell me.”

Faro shook his head, shivered, pressing closer. The larger man’s arms tightened. “Tell me what you dreamed.” His voice was low but it was not a request.

Faro forced his mind’s eye back to the world of phantasm. “I was in a room. In a tower, I think. Chained.” His wrists still felt the weight of the chain. “There was a man.”

“Did you recognize the man? What did he look like?”

Faro shook his head. “His hair was long and golden. His eyes black. There were markings all over his body. Tattoos perhaps. Dragons or genies painted in red and green. Symbols of power.”

Jaxom’s heart pounded fast and hard beneath his ear as though it were Jaxom who’d had the nightmare. “What happened in the room?”

“I don’t remember,” Faro lied. He struggled not to cry and feared Jaxom heard those telltale hitches of breath.

“Try.”

“He had a dagger. Razor sharp.” Faro shuddered. “He carved symbols on my breast.” He put a hand to his chest feeling the skin unmarked and whole. “I don’t think it was a dream.”

“Nonsense. What do you mean?” Jaxom stroked Faro’s head, his fingers gently threading Faro’s damp hair. His breath was scented of wine and sleep and himself.

“It was a vision. A foretelling of the future.” Despite his best effort, Faro’s voice was unsteady. The horror was still too real. Too immediate. He pressed his face against the muscled warmth of Jaxom’s chest.

“No.”

Faro nodded. His throat locked on the words. Tears burned beneath his lashes. He blinked hard. He didn’t want Jaxom to know what a fool he was.

“Did you see yourself die?”

A damp sigh escaped him. “Yes. He…cut my throat. Beyond that…nothing.”

Jaxom swore. A single fierce word. His hand squeezed the back of Faro’s neck. “I won’t let…” He did not finish it, and Faro knew with a chill, that this was because Jaxom could not, in honesty, finish it.

They lay in silence, listening to the fountain strangling in the gloom.

After a time, Jaxom’s protective grip changed. Grew tentative—exploring. Faro quit clutching him and lay quietly, trying to slow his heartbeat, breathing softly, afraid to make a sound or sign that might make Jaxom reconsider what he was doing—and stop.

Jaxom kissed the bridge of his nose and then his ear, as one would comfort a child—except warriors did not kiss away children’s tears. And no one had ever kissed Faro’s tears, man, woman or child. He shuddered delicately, expelled a long, unsteady breath as Jaxom’s hands, warm and callused, slipped inside his clothes.

Faro realized he had been wrong about Jaxom not being experienced. He knew exactly what he was doing. It was Faro, the expert, who was shaking and breathless. He had forgotten it could be like this—for him it had never been like this. But now his nerves were alive to every brush of Jaxom’s fingertips, every whisper of Jaxom’s lips on his flushed skin. He opened his mouth to Jaxom. He opened his eyes, and in the wavering torchlight he met the stony gaze of the face in the wall. Dizzily Faro wondered what these arcane gods made of lovemaking beneath their stone noses.

* * * * *

When Faro woke it was still night but the rain had slowed to mournful drips outside the cave entrance. He stretched cautiously and found himself alone.

Rising, he went along the passage, hands tracing the nostrils and lips of the invisible gods as he moved toward a dim and eerie light.

In the second chamber, glittering crystal formations hung from the ceiling like melting jewels. Jaxom stood in the nearest hot pool, wreathed in steam. The water was aqua, his body brown and glistening and hard.

He did not greet Faro. He did not seem surprised to see him either.

Faro undressed slowly and slipped into the pool, feeling absurdly shy. Jaxom was not wearing his eye patch. There was a terrible scar over the place where his eye should have been, yet he was still beautiful to Faro. He was thinking this when suddenly Jaxom hit him with a tidal wave of hot mineral water. He choked down some salty wet and sloshed back at Jaxom’s laughing face. In a moment they were splashing and kicking and then wrestling in the steaming bath.

Jaxom dunked him and then hauled him up and kissed his mouth hard. He set Faro, who was still laughing and spluttering, on the rocky edge of the basin.

“I must tell you something.”

Faro nodded.

“Today we’ll reach the Yellow River. By nightfall we’ll be at East Star Keep.”

Faro waited.

“Have you heard of Lord Meren Ko?”

“No.”

Jaxom turned away, finding his eye patch and slipping it on. “These days he’s a great and powerful lord.”

“These days? What did he use to be?”

Jaxom’s mouth curved but there was no humor there. “He has gained the reputation for sorcery, but that is exaggeration. He does possess a few talismans of power.” He shrugged as though this were no great matter.

“Is he a friend of yours?”

Jaxom’s glance held his fleetingly. “Some say he will be our next king.”

A good friend to have then. But Faro said what everyone said—though no one really believed it was true. “There will never be another High King. Not while the Five Counties stand.”

Jaxom did not deny it. His answer took another direction. “You know the price peace has cost this land.”

Yes, Faro knew. Arios had been overthrown by his nobles and two years of bloody civil war had followed while the lords vied for power and lands. Even now in these days of relative stability, the nobility plotted and planned openly. Alliances were made and broken like eggshells. So it had been most of Faro’s life. He questioned slowly, “It was for this man, Lord Meren Ko, that you purchased me?”

“Yes.”

Faro nodded and trailed his hand through the water, watching the silver drops sparkle, turn blue and fall.

“We were friends once. It was a long time ago. A lifetime ago.”

Lovers, thought Faro. He inquired, “What happened?”

Jaxom’s ale-colored eye narrowed at some bleak memory. “No single thing. War brings out the best in some. The worst in others.”

“But that’s war. Isn’t it better to forget those things?”

“Put them behind you, yes. Forget them, no.” Almost absently Jaxom stroked Faro’s thigh, his thumb brushing the long pale scar there.

“If someone has to be king, would Meren Ko be worse than any other?”

In another time and place Jaxom’s expression might have been funny. Faro tried to explain, “One king is pretty much like another.”

“How young you are,” Jaxom remarked with a twist of his mouth. “I suppose your years in Arios’s household color your judgment.”

If he meant that Faro’s interest lay in the small sphere of his own life and concerns, he was correct. First and foremost Faro took care of himself. He controlled what he could and did not allow himself to fret over what he could not control. Life was less painful that way.

Jaxom said grimly, “If Meren Ko is crowned High King, it would make all that we fought and died for pointless.”

“Well, he can’t crown himself, after all.”

Jaxom did not reply.

“Can he?”

“You think not?” Jaxom turned away, lifting out of the pool in two swift, lithe movements. Mineral water rained down on the lumps of crystal rocks.

Faro watched Jaxom. “What exactly do you want me for, Lord Jaxom Re?”

But for that answer he had to wait until they had dressed and breakfasted on their dwindling provisions. Finishing the last lukewarm swallow of tea, Faro asked once more, “Why did you buy me, Jaxom Re?”

He thought the older man would not answer, but at last Jaxom said, “We need a distraction.”

“We?”

This Jaxom did ignore, saying instead, “East Star Keep is impregnable. It cannot be assailed from without except in open warfare, which would surely split the Five Counties and create the very factions that led to the last war.”

“So you will assail from within,” Faro said slowly.

“Yes. A quiet strike in the dead of night.”

“But if Meren Ko is trained in sorcery—”

“Like all men he has his blind spots. When his inner eye,” Jaxom touched the center of his forehead, “is focused on that which affects him…personally, it no longer watches the gate.” He smiled. It was not a kind smile. “That’s true of all you wizards, isn’t it? You can only watch one thing at a time?”

“Yes.” Faro’s heart pounded against his breastbone. He understood now.

“When Meren Ko goes to the tower of East Star Keep, his eye turns inward. He only goes there, you see, when he has special entertainment.”

Faro said shortly, “I do see. What if I don’t interest him?”

“You will. I know Meren well. I know his preference.” Jaxom reached out and gently turned Faro’s face to examine it. “You might be tailor made.”

“How do you know his preferences?”

Jaxom’s smile was almost malicious. “Because you are very like me at your age—though tinctured of temptation.”

“Er…what?”

“Your hair and eyes; Meren has ever had a weakness for boys of your coloring.”

Faro didn’t like the sound of this—for many reasons. “I’m to serve as distraction for—? For what?”

“For me. To open the fortress gates.”

“And why should I?” Faro was suddenly angry; the anger surprised him. He had been purchased for a purpose. What did the purpose matter to him? But somehow it did—and not merely because being caught between warring factions would be a very unsafe place to be. “This is your war, not mine. I don’t care who’s king!”

“It will be all of our concern before long. Meren Ko is no longer like other men.”

Faro made an impatient sound.

“Do I seem to you a man given to exaggeration?”

Faro retorted, “How should I know what kind of man you are? Or what kind of man Meren Ko is?”

“I tell you he is changing into something dangerous to all of us. Inside he is rotten and corrupt. Eaten away like wormwood. He delights in pain and destruction.”

Faro was silent, weighing all that Jaxom said and all that he did not say. Jaxom’s features were dark and intense. The face of a fanatic. He believed what he said, but that did not make it true. And for all that Jaxom had not put into words, he had said too much for safety.

Faro said, “Are you sure you want to tell me this?”

Jaxom’s hard face softened imperceptibly. “It’s against my best judgment. But yes.”

“Suppose I refuse to take part in your plan?”

Jaxom glared at him with that single, shining, predatory eye. Faro glared back defiantly but his gaze dropped to the dirk at Jaxom’s side. If Jaxom were to slay him, no one would be the wiser—no one would care in any case, he was Jaxom’s property, little more than a slave.

“If you collaborate you will be rewarded.”

“I saw my reward last night.”

He saw Jaxom’s astonishment—Jaxom had already forgotten Faro’s dream, dismissed it as of no importance—and then his realization of Faro’s meaning. Or perhaps it was only the gloom that made his face look red. He said gruffly, “Keep your head and you’ll come through all right.”

Faro’s laugh was bitter.

Jaxom caught his shoulder with one hard hand. “Collaborate and you’ll have your freedom. More, I’ll give you your price again in gold coins. You could go anywhere, start fresh. You could finish training as a scribe perhaps. Or find work as a-a seneschal, a steward in some small keep.”

That was nonsense. Meren Ko would likely slay him the instant he realized what was happening. Anyway, most stewardships—a most coveted position, indeed--were inherited. They did not go to nobodies, let alone slaves. Let alone whores. Jaxom knew that.

“And if I refuse?”

Jaxom said flatly, “I’ll sell you when we come to the Yellow River and try to find another boy.”

So. A choice.

But not really.

* * * * *

It was still dark when they took to the forest path again.

From horseback they watched the sun come up and the gloomy daybreak give way to sunny morning. Dew sparkled on the pine needles, mountain blossoms opened demurely. The air was fresh and sweet. The horses grew frisky, playful, as though relieved to be away from the old place of power. Faro’s dappled gelding reared and Jaxom reached across, grabbing its bit and yanking it back to earth.

Faro met the older man’s gaze and wondered what it would be like to be the chosen companion of a man like Jaxom Re. He wondered what kind of man Meren Ko must be to have earned Jaxom Re’s enmity. He thought it must be terrible to lose Jaxom Re’s friendship.

He thought also that he might come to hate Jaxom Re before their journey was ended.

It was evening when they reached the Yellow River. This was further east than Faro had ever been and he stared curiously at the odd cone-shaped trees, the gently sloping hills carpeted in grass that grew burnt-gold from the minerals in the Yellow River. He tended the horses while Jaxom Re went to speak to the ferryman. Jaxom seemed to be gone a long time; when he returned, he carried a parcel.

Once settled on board the creaking ferry, Jaxom questioned, “Have you made your decision? We’re out of time.”

Faro gazed down at the yellow current sucking at a sandbar. “Did you mean it?”

Jaxom said curtly, “That I’ll sell you on the other side? Yes. Too much is at stake.”

There was something wedged in his throat. Faro spoke around it. “Not…that. The other.”

They watched a broken tree trunk swirl and vanish in the cloudy water.

“That I would stake you to a new life? Yes.”

It wasn’t that he didn’t believe Jaxom Re; he did. But he had seen what waited for him in East Star Keep, and any life was preferable to that. “Sell me,” he said.

But somehow the two husky words that came out were, “I’m in.”

Jaxom looked as though he would speak; he simply nodded.

When night fell, they went downstairs to a crowded cabin and Jaxom unwrapped his parcel: clothes. A change of clothes for Jaxom: nothing gaudy; a blue so deep it looked black. Fine stuff, well made. For Faro there was a shirt of cream silk with wide sleeves like poets or scribes wore, and a russet waistcoat embroidered with gold and red leaves. The brown flattered his skin and made his eyes shine like sapphires.

“The shoulders are too broad,” Jaxom murmured, watching Faro undo the topaz buttons.

“The boots are too big,” Faro commented. He kicked his foot and one boot flew across the cabin and hit the wall.

“They’ll have to do. It’s only for the one night.” Jaxom leaned forward and blew out the candle.

* * * * *

Showers of blue and pink stars rained down on the city of the Eastern Aspect. It was the eve of the Autumn Equinox and all celebrated. The streets were alive with drunken revelers, women and men alike in stiff white masks with red bow mouths and black X’s for eyes. It seemed to Faro that every other person waved a brimming cup or a sparkler on a stick.

“They seem happy enough,” he commented. Jaxom did not answer.

Jaxom Re guided his horse through the narrow, cobbled streets. The crowd that roiled around them might have been so many barking dogs. Studying the older man’s harsh profile, Faro wondered whether Jaxom Re was not motivated by some desire for vengeance. That talk of “preferences” surely indicated a rancor more personal than political.

Maybe Jaxom Re had his own ambition to be High King.

No, that was unlikely. He had fought with the military in the Rebellion. But maybe Jaxom Re was simply wrong? Perhaps he held some mad, misguided social ideal—and now Faro was being dragged into civil insurrection, if not an outright assassination plot.


 

He toyed with the idea of slipping off his horse and vanishing in the milling crowd. With luck he might manage it. What did he have to lose? Then Jaxom Re glanced at him and smiled, a faint quirk of his mouth. Faro forgot his plan to run away. In all likelihood Jaxom Re would not live out the night—and life without Jaxom Re seemed a drab and colorless thing.

In the center of the city stood East Star Keep, an old castle surrounded by a green moat, and at its heart, a thin, crooked tower facing east. When the heavy gates closed behind them, Jaxom rode close to Faro.

“Give me your hand.”

Faro offered his palm. Jaxom slipped the signet ring off his finger and onto Faro’s. The ring was heavy and old. It did not look like something Jaxom would wear—Faro had never noticed it before. He ran his thumb against the side and felt a certain roughness, like a tiny catch.

His eyes met Jaxom’s. Jaxom said softly, “It will numb you to the pain. Make it…bearable. Do you understand?”

And Faro, mouth too dry for words, nodded.

* * * * *

Lord Meren Ko sat in his great hall surrounded by his warriors. He looked as he had in Faro’s dream, tall and broadly built, beautiful and frightening, with eyes like black ice. But he smiled in welcome. In Faro’s dream he had not smiled.

“Well, well. If it isn’t the wolf of the northlands.” Meren Ko rose from his carved chair that was larger than the throne Arios had ruled from. The fact that he came to meet Jaxom proved that they were indeed long-standing comrades. He greeted Jaxom with a great friendliness, but Faro did not trust him. Then again, Meren Ko would have been just as wrong to trust Jaxom’s reserved courtesy.

Meren Ko’s shining gaze fell upon Faro. “And what have we here?”

Jaxom seemed to recollect his companion. “This is Faro. He is…a scribe from the far side of the mountains.”

Meren’s brows rose. “You have need of a scribe at North Reach?”

“We are not the rustic outpost you remember.”

“Are you not?” Meren’s jet eyes glinted with private amusement.

Jaxom said, “Nothing stays the same forever.”

Meren Ko did not reply but his eyes moved over Faro knowledgeably. Faro stared modestly at the flagstones, but he was noticing every detail about the ruler of East Star Keep, from the black leather pants that clung to his muscled legs to the black vest that revealed the scarlet and demantoid tattoos covering his torso.

All his warriors were illustrated with these same markings, some tattooed over their grim faces. They looked on like a host of silently observing demons.

“I am not surprised to see you, old friend,” Meren Ko remarked. “But if it’s a treaty you seek, you will have to offer me something more than snow and ice.”

Those seated at the long table laughed. It was a sound like a growl.

“A treaty?” Jaxom Re repeated as though he had never heard the word.

Meren Ko’s eyes shone. “You’re not the first. Each week sees another of my old comrades come begging to be my new ally. Begging for the protection of the banner of East Star Keep.”

“Does your banner stretch as far as North Reach Stronghold?”

“It might.”

“And this would be a good thing?”

“It could be. For a man willing to take chances—and you were ever a man willing to take chances, Jax.”

“This is true,” Jaxom Re said.

Meren Ko laughed and clapped Jaxom on his shoulder. “And there are those who say you’re half-blind!”

Faro felt Jaxom go very still, but when he glanced his way, Jaxom still smiled. He means to kill him, Faro thought. Whatever the cost.

Meren Ko invited them to dine and seated Jaxom in the place of honor at his right side. The table, which stood before a fireplace that was as large as the gate to the netherworld, was heaped with wonderful foodstuff: succulent roasted fowl, braised hams, rich puddings, savory stuffed vegetables, small spicy potatoes and other delicacies Faro did not recognize. Even his considerable anxiety could not dampen his appetite, and his eyes watered with gratitude as his plate was laden and set before him.

He had not had food like this in years. Maybe ever. And for a time he was preoccupied with eating his fill. After all, it might be the last meal he had for a very long time. But eventually Faro began to take note of his surroundings again. Black hounds with spiked collars lay before the fire and watched those gathered with hungry, red eyes. To Meren Ko’s left sat his wife, a pale woman great with child. Her eyes were green and narrow and watched all that happened.

Witch, thought Faro, and clamped down hard on the thought—on any thought that could be read by someone trained in that art.

Jaxom Re did not seem to notice. Or care. He spoke with Meren Ko of the old days, of old battles and old victories. Now and then Faro felt the delicate fingers of the witch woman prodding the locks on his mind. He focused on the memory of the night before, of his body entwined with Jaxom Re’s. The memories were vivid and easy to hold in his mind. The witch poked at her supper and her cheeks grew pink.
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