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Lake Glass was everything Claudius promised. This was Simon’s third time visiting it since Claudius brought him out to the Calhern family’s country estate, and each time he felt overwhelmed by the view. It was early autumn, and the trees on the opposite shore of the lake were all shades from green to brown to yellow to red. Simon was intimidated enough on his first visit that he doubted he could possibly do them any justice, especially since he would not only have to paint the trees, but their perfect reflections in the smooth surface of the lake. Claudius encouraged him to at least sketch them, and Simon had spent the afternoon wearing down his charcoal pencils along the pages of his sketchbooks.

He was doing another pencil sketch today, though rather than drawing the landscape or close-ups of the shoreline or a quick yet careful sketch of a turtle clan sunning themselves on a nearby rock, Claudius was posing for him. Claudius had pushed Simon’s wheelchair out onto the pier before getting into a small rowboat and rowing himself out onto the water. He had a parasol perched on one shoulder and a guiding hand on one oar of the boat. The water was so calm he had barely drifted at all, but Simon drew the boat’s general position first in case a strong breeze nudged it away and Claudius couldn’t get back to where Simon needed him. Claudius’ face was tilted up to smile at the fluffy white clouds, piled high in the sky like snowdrifts yet not obscuring the brilliant sunlight that dazzled on the water.

“Almost done,” Simon assured. Poor Claudius had been in that position for over half an hour, only pausing to steer the boat back into position or occasionally scratch his nose. Ever since that first time Claudius had asked Simon to draw him nude, he had found delight in posing for Simon’s art. However, Simon still felt odd or out of line when he asked Claudius for anything, and often apologized numerous times if he felt his requests—poses or otherwise—might take more effort than Claudius wanted to give.

“Not to worry!” Claudius called back. “It has been some time since I stopped to watch the clouds, and I’m rather enjoying it!”

Simon smiled and smudged a bit of shading around the underside of the boat. Enthusiasm was one of Claudius’ many admirable qualities. Even if it was feigned for Simon’s benefit, as Simon sometimes fretted it could be, it still lifted Simon’s spirits.

About five minutes later, Simon had completed Claudius’ part of this latest piece. He could come back at the same time tomorrow to get the shading of the trees right, but he didn’t want to keep Claudius out there for too long. Claudius rowed back to the pier, eyes sparkling like the sunlight on the lake as he looked at Simon.

“Would you like to see it?” Simon asked. Claudius never declined, and sometimes asked to see Simon’s work if Simon forgot to offer, but Simon felt it was polite to ask nonetheless.

“Of course, my dearest!” Claudius replied. He climbed up the small ladder onto the pier. He was not a nimble man, and Simon doubted he would choose to be if given the opportunity. Claudius always took things one merry, unhurried step at a time. He stood beside Simon and put his hand on the younger man’s shoulder as he leaned down to admire the sketch. “Exquisite as always,” he said with nearly as much pride in his voice as if he had drawn it himself. “Do you turn your paper upside-down to draw the reflections?”

Simon shook his head. “I draw what I see, and the reflections are already upside-down.”

Claudius chuckled. “Yes, of course, of course.” He admired the sketch a moment more then asked, “Shall we head back, then?”

“But what about the favor I promised you?”

“We can do that tomorrow if you need a rest.”

Simon flexed his wrists. They were a bit sore from how stiffly he held the pencil during moments of intense concentration, but not exhausted. “I’m alright,” he said. “And I was looking forward to this.”

Claudius smiled and squeezed Simon’s shoulder affectionately. “Then it would be rude of me to delay it.” He offered Simon a hand to steady him as Simon stood from his wheelchair. Simon hadn’t brought his cane with him, and he didn’t need it for such a short distance anyway. Claudius was more than enough support to get him to the ladder and down into the boat. “Comfortable, my dear?” Claudius asked.

Simon adjusted himself on the rowing seat of the boat. He tucked the ankle of his lame leg around the ankle of the hale one. Lastly, he gripped the oars and tested the flex of his arms to be sure he was in the right position. “All set,” he replied.

Claudius climbed back into the boat, taking the other seat across from Simon, facing him. He picked up the parasol, reopened it, and gave it a fanciful twirl over his shoulder. The dappled light that came through the fabric danced across his smiling face. “Let us be off then,” he said. He waved to the servants who were taking their own leisure time along the shore. “We’ll be back in a little while!” he called to them. “Enjoy yourselves!”

Luis, Martin, and Paul waved in return. Simon lifted his hand in a polite but small wave as well. The three servants had worked for the Calhern family since they were young, and therefore were well aware of Claudius’ proclivities, but Simon had yet to grow accustomed to how normal they considered his and Claudius’ relationship. After all, Simon lived with them in the servants’ wing of the Calherns’ townhouse, and none of the men seemed at all bothered to share the space with someone who was not only being courted by a person beyond his station, but a man beyond his station. The very idea would have caused a horrible scandal back in Simon’s home village, the sort that was gossiped about all the way to the other side of Sylvania’s border with Freedonia.

Here, however, Simon and Claudius were simply together, and Simon did his best to focus only on that. He rowed the two of them out onto the lake. Though he had been stronger as a teen, having done whatever physical work he could on his family’s farm before he became a begging artist, he had regained some muscle these past several months from pushing the wheels of his chair or supporting himself on his cane. Claudius was happy to push him anywhere, but Simon liked having a way to get himself around. Today he had decided to return the favor by rowing the boat so it could be Claudius who sat back and let Simon propel him around.

Claudius, as always, was thrilled by the novelty of it. He twirled the parasol from time to time as he admired the view around them. He took a deep inhale of crisp autumn air. “Ah! I do love the scent of autumn. I know it’s the smell of decay and oncoming winter, but I always associate it with color and change.”

“It’s as beautiful as you said. The river in my village has a few lakes along it, but none like this.” Simon peered over the side of the boat at his rippled reflection. His fair skin had darkened a shade or two from spending so much time outside these past few days, and he wondering if, below its reflective surface, the bottom of the lake shared the same dark murky brown color of his hair, or if it was the same rich tan as the sand on its banks, which was more similar to Claudius’ short curls.

“I’ve always enjoyed coming here, but this time everything feels more...special.” Claudius smiled at Simon with a tenderness that still made Simon blush. “Everything in my life has felt more special since you entered it.”

Simon blushed harder. “Certainly, you must have brought guests here before...”

Claudius shrugged, his smile turning nostalgic. “Ah, well, we have done a fair amount of entertaining here over the years. The former count’s wife’s family stayed here once! My grandmother was in such a fuss preparing for them.” He chuckled and sighed. “But no, I have never...” He twirled the parasol handle more self-consciously. “I have invited some ladies here, as part of standard courtship, but that was to keep up appearances. I always ceded them to suitors with true interest in them. And we have had visitors that I fancied, but I—well, I simply hadn’t found anyone else I wished to court in earnest. Until I met you.”

A cool and aromatic breeze blew across the surface of the lake, bringing the rich musk of earth and fallen leaves. Simon paused his rowing to take a deep breath of it. There was so much he wanted to say, but he wasn’t sure he should say any of it. Claudius knew about his past lovers, or rather the men whose beds he shared in exchange for food or money or the chance to sleep somewhere other than in the dirt. There hadn’t been many, and none that stirred Simon’s heart at all the way Claudius did. Not even Jac, his childhood best friend and first love, could compare. Simon felt uncomfortable discussing his life before Claudius hired him; all that was best left behind him, rusting away in privacy where it couldn’t tarnish his current life.

And so, Simon merely said, “I consider myself blessed with untold good fortune for that.”

Claudius laughed. “I feel the same way. I do hope that even if I had not met you in that café, perhaps I would have been drawn to your lovely face in passing and paused long enough to see your work, and we would have found ourselves here in the end, regardless.” The mirth in his countenance receded enough for Simon to notice the conflict hiding behind it.

Simon continued to row, but he was concerned what could be on Claudius’ mind. The last time Claudius had that fretting dimple in his chin, it was from worrying that Simon was sneaking men into the townhouse to pose for him—and possibly more—in a way that might shame the whole household. Simon gripped the oars tighter. The boat picked up a bit of speed as he channeled the urge to blurt apologies for his past indiscretions into fighting harder against the resistance of the water.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
sl
R «-’F,,
e

s i
4: 0y

i 5
af






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
TTIUSHSS
RIEQUEST

FERAL SEPHRIAN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





