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      I love to write in a wide variety of genres. But if I had to pick only one authorly home, it would be in the wonderful and varied world of fantasy. In fantasy, the possibilities are endless. We can have killer fog, greedy imps, and petulant princes. Writing fantasy is like playing in a magic playground. Yet even when a story is set in imaginary lands, human nature remains the same, and the yearning for love is universal.

      The stories in this collection are fantasies of one kind or another, but all are boy-meets-boy in places that never existed, except in the imagination. Three of the stories—“Treasure,” “Guarded,” and “The Downs”—are novella length. They were written as part of the Goodreads M/M Romance Group’s annual Don’t Read in the Closet event. I am deeply grateful to Tracy, Margitta, and Aislinn, who gave me the prompts upon which those novellas were based, as well as to the group’s volunteers who organized the events and provided final edits to the stories. “Mato’s Tale” is a short story that is a sequel to “Guarded,” and “Three Wishes” is a short I originally wrote for Gay Romance Northwest’s annual meet-up.

      So, dear reader, you may ask yourself why you should pay for this anthology when you can already download many of the stories for free. I have three answers for you. Three is always the magic number, isn’t it?

      First, this anthology allows you to have all these stories in one collection. Nearly 140,000 words of adventure and love, all in one place, all handy for reading on the electronic device of your choosing.

      Second, this anthology includes two brand-new stories—“The Sacrifice” and “Chasing Away Cold”—which are not available anywhere else. I’d like to think that they make it worthwhile to shell out a few dollars of hard-earned money.

      And third, all my royalties from this anthology go to an exceptionally good cause: Doctors Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières. This organization provides desperately needed medical care around the globe, and they spend 87% of their donations directly on programs. By purchasing this book, then, you get two new stories, a convenient packaging of some old ones, and the satisfaction of knowing you’ve helped save lives.

      I’d like to express my deep thanks to my good friend and editor, Karen Witzke, who polishes my prose into something bright and sparkly, and to the lovely and talented Catherine Dair, who created the cover for this book. And to you, dear reader, for spending some of your free time in the worlds I’ve created.

      

      Kim Fielding

      2015

      kim@kfieldingwrites.com
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      The new one must have been a soldier. He stood with a wide stance, as if ready to deliver a blow even though his hands were chained behind him. His ragged, filthy clothing did little to hide the ropy muscles of his body or the many scars that trailed over his skin. His gaze slid past Rylo and the other temple slaves, small and sweet-smelling and pretty in their gauzy silk vests and breechclouts. Clearly no threat to him. Instead, the man looked frantically around the large room, a trapped animal looking for escape.

      “Which one do you want?” Bez demanded, then shoved the man roughly when he didn’t answer. “You’re lucky enough to get one last fuck. Which one will it be?”

      The man shuddered slightly and glared at the slaves as if his fate were their fault. “That one,” he rasped, jerking his chin.

      He could have meant any of them, but Bez nodded curtly. “Take him, Rylo,” he barked.

      Rylo smiled as he approached the man. Although it always made his heart ache, he liked serving the sacrifices. Not because he believed the priests, who claimed the gods looked with favor on slaves who made the sacrifices’ final hours pleasant. Rylo wasn’t sure whether he even believed in those gods. But he genuinely liked bringing a bit of peace and comfort to these men, distracting them from their fear, making them feel, however briefly, as if they were the ones being worshipped.

      “Follow me please, sir,” Rylo said, keeping his voice pitched barely above a whisper. He wondered if the man would listen—sometimes they had to be dragged along—but after a brief hesitation, the man shuffled behind him. The chains clanked softly, and their bare feet padded on the cool marble floor.

      When Rylo had first been brought to the temple, it had taken him months to learn his way through the maze of corridors, stairways, and rooms. That was years ago, though. Now he led them unerringly to the bathing room, where two of the largest priests flanked the doorway, as stone-faced as the figures caved into the walls.

      Rylo and the other slaves had already filled the sunken bath, and now citrus-scented vapor hugged the floor and curled lazily toward the vaulted ceiling. Early evening light filtered through the windows high on the walls, turning everything golden. One of the priests followed them into the room, then pulled out a key and unlocked the cuffs on the sacrifice’s ankles and wrists. The priest handled him more roughly than necessary, earning a warning growl. Rylo ducked his head to hide a smile at the sacrifice’s small rebellion—he himself was well acquainted with that priest’s hard hands. Then the priest retreated to the doorway, leaving the chains on the floor and the man rubbing his wrists.

      Rylo crossed the room, took off his silk garments, and set them on a stone bench along the wall. Then he walked back to the man. “May I remove your clothes now, sir?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Please forgive me, master.”

      “My name is Ohron. And I can undress myself.” He had a hoarse voice, and Rylo wondered whether it was from disuse or instead related to the long mark on Ohron’s throat. It looked like an old scar.

      Ohron quickly pulled off the rags he’d been wearing but seemed at  loss what to do with them. Rylo took them away and put them on another bench; they’d be thrown away later, when the room was cleaned.

      For a moment, the two naked men looked at each other. Ohron’s skin was dirty, rubbed raw in some places. Dark hair stubbled his chest, and a line of it led from his lower belly to the curls at his groin. Rylo gave Ohron’s cock an assessing look. Good—not undersized by any means, but not so large that it would be difficult to take. Rylo had been torn more than once and didn’t wish for a repeat. Ohron looked strong, but he’d clearly been underfed; his ribs were laddered and his hipbones jutted.

      What does he see when he looks at me? Rylo wondered. The tattoo, most certainly—an intricate motif on Rylo’s chest, marking him as temple property. A slave who was well past boyhood but still two handsbreadths shorter than Ohron, probably due to childhood malnutrition. Rylo was given enough to eat at the temple, and his heavy workload kept him fit. Many of the men he serviced called him lithe. The priests removed all his body hair, and oils made his skin smooth. As for his cock, well, it was good enough. But men were rarely interested in that part of him.

      “May I shave you before we get in the bath?” Rylo asked. “And cut your hair?”

      “Gods, yes.” Ohron ran a palm over the matted mess on his head. “Cut it all off.”

      Moving quickly, Rylo fetched a wooden stool, covered the seat with a soft towel, and motioned him to sit. Earlier in the day, one of the slaves had brought in a bucket containing a pair of bronze scissors and a long-handled razor.

      “Hair first, I think,” Rylo said.

      Ohron sat very still while Rylo hacked at him. The hair was long, filthy, and hopelessly tangled; it must have hurt when Rylo tugged and chopped. But Ohron didn’t even wince, and when his scalp was shorn to nothing but bristles, he even smiled a bit. “Feels better. I always wear it short.” He glanced at Rylo’s pale, shoulder-length hair, but Rylo couldn’t tell whether Ohron disapproved.

      Shaving a man was an intimate act, with Ohron’s face close to Rylo’s bare body as he scraped the blade across his skin. Ohron had dark eyes. Even so near, Rylo could hardly distinguish the pupils from the irises. It was a little scary, as if Rylo might fall into those eyes and never get out. Yet laugh lines ran from the eyes’ corners—grimy, but proof that Ohron had once enjoyed better times.

      “Are those guards here to keep me from escaping?” Ohron asked as Rylo shaved his right cheek.

      Rylo barked a laugh. “No. You saw what the temple is like. Without someone to guide you, you’d be instantly lost. You’d certainly never find your way out.”

      “Then why are they here?”

      “To keep you from killing me.”

      It was Ohron’s turn for harsh laughter. “Useless. I could grab that blade and gut you before they took two steps. Even without the razor, I could easily break your neck. The temple should have better ways to protect its whores.”

      “I’m not a whore,” Rylo said softly. “Whores get paid. I’m just a slave.”

      “Then the temple is a whore. It survives off the money it earns from your ass.”

      Rylo should have chastised him for the blasphemy—the priests would beat him later for his silence. But instead he hid a smile.

      “You seem unaffected by the nearness of death,” Ohron said.

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      Ohron tried to tilt his head quizzically, but Rylo held him in place. “Why aren’t you afraid of me? You don’t believe I’m capable of killing you?”

      “I’m quite sure you’re capable. But what would you have to gain? It wouldn’t get you free.”

      “What would I have to lose by it?”

      “A nice bath. A good meal. And the chance to fuck me.” Rylo shrugged. “I’m very good, and you can use me as you will.”

      It was a strange conversation. Ohron’s tone had been light, almost as if he were joking, but something about Rylo’s words clearly troubled him. Probably the reminder that his remaining hours were numbered, his remaining pleasures so few.

      Once Ohron’s face was free of the beard and some of the dirt, Rylo realized that he was younger than he’d thought. Most likely just a few years older than Rylo. His skin bore the last remains of a deep tan, as well as numerous tiny nicks and divots. It was not a handsome face, but it was interesting, the sort of face he would like to stare at for a very long time. But they didn’t have a long time.

      He gave Ohron’s face a final wipe with a soft towel. “Are you ready now for the bath?”

      The water was still hot, and Ohron hissed a little as he lowered himself in. Once he was submerged to the shoulders, though, he tilted his head back against the smooth tile edge and groaned. “This is good. I’ve never even seen a tub this big.” Five men could have fit comfortably with him. He watched as Rylo joined him. “I suppose this is nothing special to you.” The gleam in his eyes suggested that he was referring to more than the bath.

      “It’s not an everyday thing for me either. We clean ourselves with cold buckets of water and hard soap. We’re only allowed in the bath when we’re….” He looked away.

      “When you’re bathing with a dead man,” Ohron said, completing Rylo’s sentence.

      “You still look alive to me.”

      “For a few hours more.”

      Before Rylo could answer, Ohron closed his eyes and ducked completely underwater. He emerged a moment later and shook his head, scattering droplets.

      “Be careful,” Rylo warned. “The oils in the water will sting your eyes.”

      “Why would you care? Will you get punished if I’m damaged goods?”

      “Possibly.” It was only a partial truth. If Rylo were being totally honest, he would have admitted that he didn’t want Ohron to suffer needlessly. He liked Ohron. Most of the sacrifices were hard men; and while some of them shed their cruelty in the desperation of their final hours, few of them spoke much. Ohron was a hard man too, but he was treating Rylo like a real person instead of simply an object intended for his comfort.

      Earlier in the day, one of Rylo’s fellow slaves had set a dish beside the bath. Inside was a thick cake of soap, smelling of sweet almonds and much smoother than the kind the slaves used. Rylo reached for the soap and, as he expected, discovered that a sizable chunk had been hollowed out of the bottom. Rylo had done the same in the past, spiriting away the stolen bit for his own use later. It still left plenty for the sacrifice, so the priests were never the wiser. Sometimes small transgressions like this were all that reminded Rylo of his humanity.

      When he gently pushed at Ohron’s shoulder, Ohron obediently turned around to face the edge of the bath. Rylo moved the soap across Ohron’s neck and broad shoulders, down a back crossed with more scars, over a firm ass. Ohron seemed to especially like the last bit. He spread his legs a little, as if inviting further exploration, and he didn’t protest when Rylo daringly worked slick fingers into his cleft.

      Lovely. Gods, so very lovely. Rylo was surprised to feel his own cock stirring. He rarely became aroused when serving others. Nobody cared whether a slave enjoyed being fucked. But Ohron rested his elbows atop the bath’s edge and canted his hips backward. “Yes,” he moaned.

      Taking a risk, Rylo slipped a single soapy finger inside Ohron, who gasped and pushed back. “I can take more,” he said, his voice somewhat muffled by his forearms.

      But the priests were standing at the doorway, listening. What Ohron wanted wasn’t forbidden—the sacrifice was free to fuck however he wished—but it was unusual, frowned upon. The priests might later punish Rylo if they thought he’d encouraged it. Besides, Rylo found himself wanting a bit of privacy—an odd urge for a slave who’d been used by thousands of men.

      He withdrew his finger and gave Ohron’s ass an conciliatory squeeze. “It’s better outside the water,” he said, noticing a rasp in his own voice. “There’s a good bed waiting. Just let me finish cleaning you first.”

      When Ohron turned around, his cock was hard and bobbing in the slightly cloudy water. He noticed Rylo’s erection at once and gave a crooked grin. “You enjoy your work.”

      “Not… always,” Rylo said carefully, mindful of the listening priests. “But I am now.”

      He was hastier than usual as he soaped Ohron’s chest and belly, although he did take a few moments to lavish attention on the peaked, dark nipples. But when he began to soap Ohron’s balls, Ohron shocked him by wrapping a calloused hand around Rylo’s shaft and giving a few firm strokes.

      “Good gods,” Rylo panted.

      “Let’s face it. The gods have nothing to do with this.”

      More blasphemy, but Rylo didn’t have the will to object.

      “Sit on the edge of the bath, please. I’ll do your legs.”

      Ohron teased him with several more rubs before pulling himself out of the water and perching on the edge. His legs were especially well-muscled; this was a man who’d walked many miles. Rylo felt the weight of Ohron’s scrutiny as he scrubbed thick thighs, strong calves, and hairy shins. But then Ohron laughed and jerked away when Rylo got to his feet. “Ticklish,” Ohron said, blushing slightly.

      Finally, Rylo climbed out of the bath and helped Ohron to his feet. He left him standing on the tiles while he mixed a half bucket of cool water into a half-full bucket warming over a coal fire in the corner. He had to stand on a stool in order to pour the bucket slowly over Ohron’s head, rinsing away the last of the soap and oils. Then Rylo briskly toweled him dry.

      The next part was difficult, because Rylo had to dress him in the robe worn only by sacrifices—a garment of heavy maroon silk ornately embroidered with motifs of ancient heroes.

      “It’s a shame,” Ohron said as he traced his fingers over the sleeve. “The first time I’ve worn anything fancy and it has to be this.”

      “It’s a good color for you.”

      “The color of blood.”

      Rylo didn’t bother putting on his own clothing. He just grabbed the pieces of nearly sheer fabric and gestured to the door. “We’re ready.” Someone else would clean up after them; Rylo was glad to be spared that task at least.

      The priests wordlessly fell in behind as Rylo led Ohron through the corridors. They didn’t pass anyone else, even though many people lived in the temple. Everyone knew which route the sacrifice would be taking this evening, and they avoided it.

      “How did you ever learn your way around this place?” Ohron asked after a few minutes.

      “I was beaten when I got lost.”

      “Pain teaches a good lesson. It’s not the only way to learn, though.”

      Unsure what to make of that statement, Rylo simply shrugged. They turned two more corners, ascended a short flight of stairs, and then stood before a pair of intricately carved wooden doors that swung open with a gentle push of Rylo’s hand.

      “Oh,” Ohron said when he stepped inside.

      A tall, enormous bed sat in the center of the spacious circular room; it was draped in rich fabrics and half-covered in pillows. The rugs that lay scattered on the tile floor might have taken a lifetime to weave, and the tapestries covering the walls were faded with age but clearly of fine quality. The only other furniture was a low table with a marble top nearly covered by a small feast of fruits, nuts, pastries, and cheeses. The room had no windows and only the one set of doors, but torches and candles glowed from wall sconces.

      “It looks like a royal chamber. At least I imagine so. I’ve never seen one.”

      “Nor have I,” Rylo said.

      Ohron shook his head and clenched his jaw. “Why make such a fuss over me? I’m only a soldier and tomorrow I’ll be a corpse.”

      Rylo shuddered. “It’s to better honor the gods. A sacrifice is more valuable if he’s treated as if he’s….”

      “Important. I was never important before. I think I prefer obscurity.” Ohron barked a jagged laugh and stepped farther inside the chamber so Rylo could close the doors, leaving the priests in the hall outside.

      Originally, Rylo had planned to suggest they go directly to bed. His cock had gone soft, but the slight tingle in his spine suggested revival would be fast. But he saw the way Ohron eyed the food, and Rylo remembered his malnourished physique. Ohron had probably spent several months in a cell, eating slop too miserable for pigs.

      With a smile—and still naked—Rylo grabbed a large cushion from the bed and set it beside the table. “Come eat. You’ll need the energy.”

      After giving Rylo another long look, Ohron nodded. He slipped out of the robe and placed it at the foot of the bed. “Wouldn’t want to get it dirty,” he said before taking a seat on the pillow. “You won’t join me?”

      “The food is for you.”

      “I can’t eat this much. Besides, I don’t want to dine alone. Please.”

      “All right.” Rylo hesitated a moment before opting to set his cushion next to Ohron instead of across from him. With their bare knees touching, Rylo could feel the heat rising from Ohron’s body and could smell the bath oils and soap. From a glass vessel beaded with moisture, he poured purple liquid into a goblet and handed it over. “I’m sorry, but it’s just juice.”

      “They want me sober for the slaughter?”

      “You know the law. The sacrifice must be willing.”

      “Willing.” Ohron snorted, then took a deep swallow of juice. “As if I came begging to be killed.”

      “But… you did agree to it?”

      Ohron took a handful of almonds, tossed them into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “I agreed because the alternative was to spend the rest of my life rotting in that cell. A quick death is better.”

      Rylo didn’t point out that Ohron’s death would not be quick at all. Most sacrifices lasted for hours, and a strong man like him would withstand the priest’s ministrations longer than most.

      Perhaps Ohron mistook his silence for disagreement. He set his large hand atop Rylo’s slender one. “Maybe my choice doesn’t make much sense to you. It’s just… for someone like me, freedom’s more valuable than life.”

      It wasn’t often that Rylo got angry—he couldn’t afford the emotion—but now he narrowed his eyes. “I wasn’t born a slave,” he said quietly, gaze fixed on a slightly threadbare tapestry.

      Ohron made a noise as if he’d been struck. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I didn’t…. I’m sorry.”

      “My family was dirt-poor. We all worked a rich man’s fields, but there was never enough to eat. Do you know the pain of spending a long day harvesting food, only to go to sleep with an empty belly? I was pretty, though. The only thing of value my parents owned.”

      “Your own parents sold you?”

      Rylo feigned nonchalance. “I might have starved if they hadn’t.” True enough, but that didn’t change the terror he’d felt when his father handed him over to a strange man who bundled him away in chains; nor had regular meals kept him from shedding bitter tears over the betrayal. And it didn’t help to know that whatever shiny coins his parents had accepted for him were probably soon gone, drunk away with cheap ale and wine.

      “Life as a temple slave isn’t so awful,” Rylo said quietly. “I’m not ashamed that men pay to fuck me. It doesn’t hurt anyone.”

      Ohron’s response was a low growl. “It hurts you.”

      Another false shrug. “I heal.”

      Ohron emptied his goblet, and Rylo refilled it. Shadows from the candlelight danced on the walls as Ohron ate a hunk of soft bread, a piece of melon, a bit of pale yellow cheese. “What happens to you in this place isn’t your choice,” he finally said. “No shame in it for you. We… men like us, the rich ones use us for their own ends. The priests make you serve men, the generals make—made—me kill men. Your work is more worthy than mine—although tomorrow I’ll be just as dead as any of the people who’ve tasted my blade.”

      Although Rylo wasn’t hungry, he took a grape and put it between his teeth, just to feel the tangy-sweet burst in his mouth. His skin felt too tight and his heart too heavy. He found himself wishing he could crawl with Ohron into the big bed, pull the blankets over them both, and sleep for eternity.

      “When I spend the night with a sacrifice, I think maybe I’m… doing good.” Not the gods’ good. Just a mortal kindness. “I try to make someone’s last hours happy. Most of them have had so much pain in their lives. If I do my job properly, for a short time they have a… reprieve. A taste of happiness.”

      “Is that what you’re giving me tonight?”

      Rylo didn’t answer.

      In the silence of the room, Rylo thought he caught the ghost of music wafting in from somewhere else in the temple. A chant perhaps, or maybe a lullaby. He couldn’t quite catch the sound with his ears. Maybe all he was hearing was the sound of his own blood.

      After eating more melon, Ohron sighed. “My life wasn’t miserable. Not all of it. Don’t have a family, and I shed too much blood. But there were moments…. And I saw so much. Not as much as I wanted to, but still. The world’s a wondrous place.”

      “I had moments too,” Rylo whispered. Waking up before his parents and siblings and sneaking out of their miserable hut to watch the sun rise from behind the mountains. The scent of dew would be fresh in his nostrils, and if he stayed still, droplets might form on his skin like magic crystals. Running through the woods on a festival day, howling his temporary freedom to the treetops. Catching a salamander on the banks of a creek and examining the tiny creature’s perfect body. And… choice. He hadn’t had many options as a boy, but at least his body had been his own.

      Because Ohron seemed lost in thought and because he really should eat more, Rylo grabbed a grape and, smiling, held it to Ohron’s lips. Ohron took the fruit with a slow curl of his tongue. Then without warning, he leaned in close and pressed his lips to Rylo’s. The grape passed from Ohron’s mouth to his, now warm with body heat.

      “You can find your way out of this place,” Ohron said. He cradled Rylo’s cheek with one palm. “Why don’t you run away?”

      Rylo had to close his eyes for a moment as a memory shuddered through him: a throat so torn with shrieking that it emitted nothing but hoarse, choking cries. A body so distorted it barely seemed human. A pair of lidless eyes still registering the horror of the atrocities being committed.

      “Do you know what they do to runaways?” Rylo said carefully. He’d known that slave. They’d shared chores and sleeping quarters, traded rueful glances over the priests’ small cruelties. Once a rich man had paid to have them both for the afternoon, and had fondled himself as he made them suck each other off. Only a few weeks later, that slave had transformed from a beautiful, funny man to nothing but a broken body, an object lesson to the other slaves on the price of rebellion.

      “I know,” Ohron answered solemnly. “But still.”

      “Where would I go? I haven’t left the temple grounds since I was a boy. What would I do to support myself but whore myself out—probably under worse conditions than I have here? And my tattoo—I can’t hide that. Everyone who sees my chest knows what I am.”

      “So you go far away. There are places where slaves don’t exist. Where nobody knows or cares about a temple mark.” Ohron lightly brushed a fingertip over the mark in question, making Rylo shiver.

      “I can’t,” said Rylo. Was it fear or complacency that kept him enslaved? He didn’t know.

      “Your life’s not so bad now, maybe. But what happens when you get older? Temple patrons like their boys young and pretty, I’ll wager.”

      Like the other slaves, Rylo tried not to think about this, even though aging was inevitable. It was best if slaves never thought of the future. But Ohron’s bottomless eyes remained focused on him, demanding an answer. “If I’m very lucky, a rich man will buy me for himself. It happens now and then.” Not often. “Otherwise, I’ll most likely be sent to the mines.”

      “You wouldn’t last a week in the mines.”

      Another bright flare of anger. “I’m stronger than you assume. You think I do nothing here but spread my legs and open my mouth? I work hard.”

      Ohron gave Rylo’s body a long, assessing look before nodding. “All right. Fair enough. But still, you’re better off slitting your own throat than entering the mines.”

      “If the priests are pleased with me, I can choose sacrifice.”

      “Ah.” Ohron leaned back a bit, then gestured at their surroundings. “And if you do, will they give you a few hours of paradise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why not take those hours now?” Bending close again, Ohron captured Rylo in a deep kiss, at the same time reaching down to slowly massage Rylo’s dick.

      Recklessly, Rylo allowed himself to become lost in the sweet, salty taste of Ohron’s mouth and the rough skin of his caresses. His balls felt heavy and ripe in Ohron’s palm. Then, in a flurry of movement too fast for Rylo’s mind to track, Ohron pushed him back onto the floor and engulfed Rylo’s cock in his hot, moist mouth. Hands scrabbling uselessly at the floor, Rylo nearly cried out at the shocking pleasure of it. This isn’t how I’m meant to be used! his mind cried, a victim of years of training. But his body knew better, and it gave itself fully to the sensation.

      Perhaps Rylo’s sense of time had fled, but it seemed only moments before his balls tightened and his cock throbbed expectantly. “Oh… oh, gods… Ohron! I’m going to⁠—”

      But Ohron responded by swallowing Rylo to the root, and Rylo was lost. He arched his back, dug the heels of his hands into the tile floor, and spilled helplessly down Rylo’s throat.

      Ohron suckled until Rylo felt too sensitive and gently pushed him away. Then Ohron sat up, a smug grin on his face. “I may not be as pretty as a temple slave, but I hope that’s good enough for your taste of heaven.” He licked the corner of his moist, swollen lips.

      Rylo was breathing hard and too boneless to move. “I’d choose you over any of the temple slaves.”

      “Because I give good head?”

      “That’s not why.”

      Based on Ohron’s stiff cock, Rylo expected him to demand reciprocity, but no such demand was forthcoming. Instead Ohron arranged himself on his cushion again and popped a dried fig into his mouth.

      Rylo’s ass was propped on top of his own pillow and his head lay on the hard tile. Not very comfortable, yet Rylo remained where he was, watching Ohron eat. Ohron tried a little of everything on the table, and his expressive face registered pleasure at each new taste. I could love this man. The thought was in Rylo’s head before he could fight it off. He didn’t know if Ohron could love him—the man was still a cipher, and besides, nobody had ever loved Rylo. Perhaps he was unlovable. None of which mattered because the night was growing late and the cold fingers of dawn would soon find them. Yet there was a strange comfort in the knowledge: Rylo could love, if fate had only given him a chance.

      Finally, Rylo hauled himself to his feet. He stretched, enjoying Ohron’s gaze on his body. “How may I serve you?” Rylo asked.

      Ohron stood as well, then stalked closer. “Fuck me, Rylo. Fuck me hard. When they’re killing me in the morning, I want to feel an ache in my ass and know it came from you. “

      Rylo’s heart seized, and he very nearly swooned into Ohron’s strong arms. Ohron gathered him close—naked skin against naked skin—so that Rylo could bury his nose against Ohron’s collarbone and breathe in his scent. Many times over the years, Rylo had been held in place by men who were bigger and more powerful than he was, but never before had encircling arms made him feel safe. That was such a foolish idea that he muffled a laugh against Ohron’s body. Rylo was not now and never had been safe.

      Ohron slid his hands down Rylo’s back—rough skin catching slightly on smooth—and to his ass, which he squeezed. “You do have some muscle to you,” Ohron observed. “It’s just masked by your beauty. A man could drown in your pretty eyes or be mesmerized by your mouth and never notice your strength.”

      “Flowery words for a soldier,” Rylo said, wondering if Ohron could tell he was blushing.

      “I was taught to use every weapon available to me. Right now, I’m trying to vanquish you with my charm.”

      “No need for it. I’m already yours, remember?”

      They continued their embrace for a while, and then Ohron let his palms and fingers roam over Rylo’s skin, pausing briefly every now and then to squeeze a favorite bit. Rylo intended to do the same, but found his hands refusing to stray from Ohron’s round ass. He smoothed the taut skin and, when Ohron groaned approvingly, delved his fingers into the crack and touched gently at the hidden pucker. Ohron’s hard cock pulsed against Rylo’s belly.

      “Bed,” Ohron rasped, pulling slightly away. He clasped Rylo’s hand and tugged him forward.

      But Rylo squirmed away. “Just a moment.” He trotted behind the bed’s massive headboard, where a small glass bottle had been tucked unobtrusively. “Oil,” he said as he returned to Ohron’s side. He unstoppered the vial so Ohron could take a sniff.

      “Nice. It smells like dessert.”

      “That’s the idea,” Rylo replied with a grin. The truth was that many of the temple patrons and most of the sacrifices preferred to fuck without the stuff. Made them feel manlier, perhaps. It gave Rylo good incentive to get them well worked up before they took him, so that at least some spit and precome would ease their way. He certainly wasn’t going to treat Ohron the way those men had treated him.

      With a smile and a swagger, Ohron walked to the bed, spread his legs, and leaned forward onto the mattress, wantonly presenting himself.

      Oh, sweet gods. For Rylo, want was an alien emotion; he’d known since he was a toddler that want led only to disappointment. But now he wanted Ohron with every fiber of his being, his need so blinding he could barely see. He realized he was rubbing himself, and he wrenched his hand away. He’d already come once that evening and didn’t want to do it again until he was buried deep inside.

      Oil. Right. With considerable difficulty he walked to the mattress. He couldn’t resist a gentle pat to Ohron’s backside, which made Ohron chuckle and waggle his hips. “You can do better than that.”

      Rylo laughed and slapped him hard. The resounding smack of a hand on flesh was so much more satisfying when it was somebody else’s ass. Maybe Ohron disagreed with that sentiment, however, because he only stuck his rump out further. “Good. Make me feel you, Rylo.”

      All right. Rylo hit him a few more times, until his palm was warm and Ohron’s skin had reddened. Then, already panting hard, Rylo drizzled a stream of oil between Ohron’s cheeks. Ohron widened his stance, then moaned when Rylo worked a single slick finger into him.

      “Don’t be careful with me, damn it.” Ohron humped a bit, trying to fuck himself on the penetrating digit. He was right—this wasn’t the time for gentleness.

      Rylo withdrew his finger and, with a slightly shaking hand, poured more oil onto his palm. He had to grit his teeth as he spread the glistening liquid onto his shaft. He capped the bottle and set it aside.

      Ohron’s vertebrae stood out along his bent back, each one as tempting a target as the globes of his ass and his sinewy thighs. Rylo wanted to touch all of him with fingers and tongue, to taste every scar and memorize every freckle. But there wasn’t time. So instead, Rylo lined up his cock and pressed into Ohron with one long stroke.

      “Oh, fuck,” Ohron groaned.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Yes. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      Ohron was vice-tight around Rylo’s cock, the silky heat almost too much. Rylo had been permitted to fuck someone only a very few times—always another slave, at a patron’s command—and it had never felt like this. Ohron enveloped not just his cock but his soul, and Rylo was drawn into him by a bond stronger than the chains of slavery.

      With a loud growl, Ohron crossed his arms on the mattress and dropped his head forward, which served to push Rylo more deeply inside. Buried to the root, Rylo took a few steadying breaths, grabbed Ohron’s hips, and began to thrust. He heard feral grunting and realized it was his own, but didn’t care. His lip was bleeding as he bit it to keep from crying out.

      “M-mark me with your teeth,” Ohron said in a voice gone broken and deep. “Let the gods know I’ve already given myself away.”

      The priests would beat Rylo for it—probably severely. He didn’t care about that either. Still pistoning his hips, he bent forward and bit into the meat of Ohron’s shoulder. Ohron shuddered, grabbed his own cock, and began to frantically stroke. “Yes. Feels so good.”

      So Rylo bit him again—on the knob of his spine—and again—on the junction of his neck and body. He could no longer tell whether the blood he tasted was his own or Ohron’s. Both, he hoped. Mingled.

      When he felt his climax nearly upon him, Rylo grasped Ohron’s cock, pushing the other man’s hand away. He savored the thick shaft and the smooth skin shifting over the solid core.

      Rylo couldn’t stop himself. He sank his teeth in once more, just over the original bite on Ohron’s shoulder. Once is a promise, twice is fulfillment. A saying he dimly recalled from his childhood. He couldn’t remember the original context, but he believed in it now.

      “Now!” Ohron cried—more a sob than a shout. His spend spurted thickly onto Rylo’s hand, and his inner muscles tightened, drawing Rylo to his own juddering, jerking completion.

      After a few long moments spent draped over Ohron’s back, Rylo slowly withdrew. He ached, yet his tireless cock gave a final twitch at what he’d done to Ohron, who was bruised, bitten, and reddened, and whose thighs were slick with Rylo’s come.

      “Another thirty seconds of that and there’d be nothing left of me for them to sacrifice,” Ohron said. He sounded satisfied, and when he rolled onto the bed to face Rylo, he was smiling.

      “Or of me,” Rylo agreed.

      He got off the bed and returned to the area behind the headboard, where several soft towels waited with a clay pitcher of tepid water. He dampened two of the towels, brought them to the bed, and used them to clean Ohron and himself.

      “Lie with me,” Ohron said when Rylo was finished. “I don’t want to sleep. Too little time left. But I’d like to hold you.”

      That sounded lovely to Rylo. He tossed aside the towels, pushed a few excess pillows out of the way, and climbed in next to Ohron, who tugged a blanket over them. Then Ohron wrapped himself around Rylo like a cocoon.

      “It’s almost worth it,” Ohron whispered against the nape of Rylo’s neck. “If I had one more day with you, it would be worth it.”

      “I’m not special. Not enough to die for.”

      Ohron hissed. “That’s a lie. I’ve spent one night with you and I know better. Your parents were fools and these priests are worse. All of them too blind to see. If you lost the pretty face and the beautiful body, you’d still be worth more than all of them combined.”

      Rylo didn’t believe him. But just as he knew he could love Ohron, he also knew that, given time, he might understand the value Ohron saw in him. If only there was time.

      “What did you do, Ohron? If you don’t mind telling me. Why are you here?”

      Warm puffs of air tickled Rylo when Ohron laughed. “I was drunk and stupid, that’s all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was at a tavern. I do that—did that—often. It passed the time when my sword and I weren’t needed elsewhere. The place was crowded. And this cute young thing with carefully downscale clothes insulted me. He called me ugly.”

      “You’re not,” Rylo protested.

      “Oh, I know what I look like, love. Let’s not pretend things are otherwise. But the bastard didn’t have to say so, did he? Didn’t have to look at me like I was something he’d scraped off his boot.” He sighed. “I should have just walked away. Don’t know why I didn’t. The gods know I’ve been called much worse.”

      Rylo squirmed around to face him, resting his forehead against Ohron’s. “What did you do?”

      “Told him the truth—that I earned this ugly face fighting on behalf of whoresons like him.”

      Rylo could picture the scene perfectly, even though he’d never set foot in a tavern. He knew the exact expression Ohron must have had—a smile with more menace than humor—and the way Ohron would have stood, with his feet shoulder-width apart and his hands balled at his sides.

      “What happened?” Rylo asked softly.

      “The pigfucker pushed me. And I—well, I didn’t kill him, but he’ll sure as all hells never be pretty again.”

      Although Ohron looked surprisingly pleased, considering the ultimate outcome of his acts, Rylo was confused. “If he’s not dead, why are you here?” The punishment seemed too harsh for a brawl, no matter how severe the beating.

      “Turns out our boy was a senator’s son. Out slumming it for the night, I suppose.” He snorted softly. “I was drunk enough I’d have hit him even if I’d known that. Drunk and… tired. I’ve been fighting for so long, Rylo.”

      The last sentence came out so plaintively that Rylo stroked the soft bristles on Ohron’s head and gave his brow a kiss. “You can rest now, dear. You can rest.”

      And despite Ohron’s earlier declaration that he had no interest in sleep, his eyelids closed, his lips fell open, and his breathing deepened and slowed.

      Rylo watched him in the flickering light. And as he did, something warm grew within his chest, something so big it left no room for breathing. “Sleep,” he whispered like an incantation. He dropped another kiss onto Ohron’s salty skin before carefully sliding from the bed.

      He didn’t put on his clothing, which lay discarded on the floor. Walking almost on tiptoe, he crossed to the doors and pulled them open just wide enough to slip through.

      The two big priests leaned against the opposite wall. They looked sleepy and bored, although their faces sharpened at Rylo’s sudden appearance. “What are you doing?” demanded the larger of the two. He liked to punish Rylo and the other slaves for imagined misdeeds and then fuck them hard afterward. He was one of the priests who’d tortured the runaway slave. Rylo remembered the expression of ecstasy on his face as he’d delicately peeled the bound slave’s flesh away and reduced his humanity to a broken, shrieking mess.

      “We ran out of oil, master. I’m fetching more.”

      Without warning, the other priest cuffed Rylo’s face hard enough to send him lurching back on the polished floor. “Are you lying to him? Telling him he needs to treat you like something precious?”

      “No, master. I’m giving him everything he wants.”

      Whack! This time Rylo was ready for the hit and held his ground. His eye hurt, however. It felt as if it might swell.

      “Then you should have prepared the room better,” snarled the smaller priest.

      Rylo hung his head. “Yes, master,” he said meekly.

      When no more blows fell, he took the lack as tacit permission and scurried down the hall, first at an undignified shuffle and then, when he was out of the priests’ view, at an all-out run. At this late hour, he passed nobody but a few stray slaves. They gaped at him but were too busy with their own tasks to ask why he hurried.

      The bathing room was unattended, which he’d expected. But he hadn’t known whether the room would have been cleaned yet, so he was relieved when he saw Ohron’s shorn hair littering the floor like a life left behind. Sacrificial rites required a great deal of preparation, and apparently—very fortunately—someone had decided that the bathing room was a low priority.

      It took Rylo only a few moments to gather the scissors and razor, to wrap both in a towel, and to grab a bottle of oil from the large supply kept inside a tiled cabinet against one wall. Then he ran back to the bed chamber, slowing and trying to catch his breath when he was a few corridors away.

      The priests outside the door scowled at him, and the larger one pushed him hard in the back as Rylo was entering the room. “Do your job,” the priest snapped.

      Rylo didn’t say anything. He just closed the doors and turned to Ohron, who was blinking at him from the bed. “I fell asleep,” Ohron said as he sat up. “Didn’t mean to. But I’ve never had such a fine bed, and….” He shook his head and sighed.

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s time to go, Ohron.”

      For a brief moment, Ohron looked stricken. Then he firmed his jaw and climbed out of bed. “Didn’t realize it was dawn already.”

      “It’s not. We have about three hours.”

      While Ohron frowned in confusion, Rylo set the bottle of oil on the floor and unwrapped the towel, revealing the blades. Ohron’s eyes went very wide. “Rylo?”

      Rylo didn’t answer him, but he gave a strained smile as he walked closer to the bed. After a short consideration, he handed the razor to Rylo and kept the scissors for himself. He tossed the towel onto the bed.

      They stared at each other. And a funny thing happened: Rylo’s smile softened, widened, became genuine. Ohron grinned toothily, his dark eyes sparkling. He widened his stance and nodded.

      After making sure his grip on the scissors was secure, Rylo threw back his head and screeched. “No! Please don’t kill me!”

      The heavy double doors flew open and the two priests came charging inside. As Rylo had hoped, they simply pushed him out of the way in their eagerness to get at Ohron. Moving as gracefully as a dancer, Ohron slashed at the smaller priest’s throat. The priest fell back, gurgling and clutching his neck, blood gushing like a fountain.

      The second priest grabbed Ohron’s wrist. This priest was a huge man, and Ohron had been weakened by his lengthy incarceration. They wrestled on a floor made slippery by blood, and it looked as if the priest would win.

      Rylo drew himself up and, using all his might, stabbed the scissors into the left side of the priest’s back. Crimson bloomed instantly on his pale blue tunic. He roared, tried to reach behind himself to remove the blade—and was gutted by a quick swipe of Ohron’s arm. Then Ohron bent over his writhing body and cut his throat.

      The other one was already dead.

      “Did anyone else hear?” Ohron asked, panting.

      “Probably not. There might be a slave or two within earshot, but they won’t investigate. Slaves know to mind their own business.”

      Ohron nodded. “Good. Then we can….” His gaze dropped from Rylo’s face to his body. “Gods, Rylo. I’ve made a killer of you.”

      Rylo glanced down at himself. He was naked, sweating, his skin liberally splattered and streaked with gore. Then he looked back at Ohron and shook his head. “No. I did this myself. My choice.” The first he’d made since he was a boy. He lifted his chin.

      The corner of Ohron’s mouth lifted in a crooked smile. “All right. We need to get cleaned up.”

      They worked quickly, using damp towels to wipe themselves down. “Clothes?” Ohron asked when they were mostly clean.

      They had few options. The priests’ blood-soaked clothing was unusable, and Rylo’s silks would display his temple mark to everyone. So Ohron wrapped the gauzy fabric around himself—he looked unexpectedly sexy in delicate fabric, especially when he turned around and Rylo saw the bitemarks he’d made. Ohron grabbed the beautiful robe that had been worn by hundreds of men during the last hours of their lives, and he sliced several handswidths’ of fabric off the hem. He cut the wide sleeves short too, turned the robe inside out, and handed the garment to Rylo. “You’ll be able to move quickly in that. We’ll find something more suitable for both of us soon.”

      They took the blades with them, and Rylo wrapped some of the leftover food in a scrap of fabric from the ceremonial robe. Ohron tucked the little bundle into his clothes.

      Without another glance at the corpses, they left the chamber.

      Rylo led the way down dark, silent corridors, and Ohron trotted trustingly at his side. They heard low voices once, but they might have been from far away; sound carried oddly in parts of the temple. They saw no one.

      Eventually they came to an inconspicuous bolted door. It was sometimes used for deliveries, and Rylo had carried many a burden of food or supplies from that door to a destination within the temple. Tonight he carried nothing but hope.

      He slid the bolt open and pulled at the door, and he and Ohron paused at the threshold, peering into the darkness.

      “Promise me something,” Rylo whispered.

      “Anything.”

      “If we’re about to be captured, kill me.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll do that. But will you promise me something?”

      Rylo looked at him with a smile. “Anything.”

      “As long as we’re not captured, will you stay at my side?”

      They could do this, Rylo realized. Survive together. “Yeah. I’ll do that.”

      He took Ohron’s hand, and together they slipped out the door and into the safety of the night.
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      The room smelled of dust, sour sweat, and bergamot. And of medicine. The heavy curtains were closed and Julian found the shadows oppressive, as though they had an actual weight and were pinning him to the chair. The darkness also seemed to muffle sounds, reducing the conversation in the hallway to senseless murmurs—his mother’s thin and high, his father’s and Dr. Brinkett’s deep and low.

      The door opened with a groan, and Julian squinted against the light. His parents and the doctor entered in a small parade, his mother and Dr. Brinkett with false, bright smiles.

      “Well now!” boomed Dr. Brinkett, making Julian wince. “And how are we feeling this afternoon, my boy?”

      “Fine.” Julian kept his gaze on a gloomy painting of fruit in a bowl. He hated that painting. Why on earth hadn’t he removed it from his wall long ago?

      His mother made a clucking sound. “You are not fine. You’ve hardly left your room, you won’t eat— Look at him, Doctor! He’s thin as a rail.”

      Dr. Brinkett frowned. “How is your appetite, Julian?”

      “It is fine. I am fine. I only… I only need peace and quiet.”

      Julian’s father gestured at one of the room’s untidy stacks of books. “What you need is to stop filling your mind with all this rubbish and get out in the world. You will never regain your strength by turning pages.”

      Julian compressed his lips. He’d never had much strength to begin with, as his father well knew. As a child, he’d always been the first to contract illnesses and the last to be cured of them. Whereas his older brothers had grown into big, strapping men with muscles as large as any laborer’s, Julian was shorter, slighter. His mother liked to say that he had a delicate constitution. Sometimes it felt as if he’d spent half of his twenty-five years ill in bed. During the long days of his confinements, it was only his books—the rubbish, as his father would have it—that provided companionship and allowed him to escape, in mind if not in body.

      The doctor was a cheerful sort, prone to bad jokes and silly stories. He’d been tending to Julian for years and still treated him like a child. Now, Dr. Brinkett chuckled uncomfortably and rubbed his hands together. “We’ve a fine idea for you, Julian. One that will give you peace and quiet yet also expose you to fresh air and exercise.”

      Narrowing his eyes skeptically, Julian asked, “What?”

      “The seaside, my boy! The lovely seaside. And it is all arranged for you already. You shall travel by rail to Bythington. I have taken that journey myself; loads of beautiful scenery to admire along the way. But I expect Bythington itself is rather too… boisterous for your tastes. More of a place for mobs of young families. A coach shall take you from there two hours north to Urchin Cove, a quaint little village. Quite serene. I used to spend summers there myself when I was a boy. You shall have a cottage all to yourself, with the sandy beach right outside your door. And you shall have all the sunshine and bracing sea air you could want. Just the thing to make you well again.”

      The doctor sounded like a tourism salesman. Julian didn’t care for the idea at all, but he could tell by the set look on his father’s face that decisions had been made and arguing would get him nowhere. Julian didn’t have the will to fight. Besides, what did it really matter where he was? He could be lonely at the seaside just as neatly as he could in the city, and it would be a pleasure to be away from his mother’s eternal hovering.

      Perhaps Dr. Brinkett thought Julian needed more convincing, because he picked up the topmost book on the nearest pile and waved it around a bit. “You can have a bit of exercise in Urchin Cove. A walk on the beach, a bracing swim. And it may be that you will find a bit of adventure, just like in your books. A hidden treasure, perhaps.” He winked jovially.

      Resigned to his fate, Julian squeezed his eyes shut. “When do I leave?”

      He might have enjoyed the rail journey if he could have allowed the swaying motion to lull him to sleep. But his mother had used his travels as an excuse to shop, and had filled trunk after trunk with clothing he would probably never wear. As a result, Julian’s compartment was almost entirely filled with his luggage. His father had lectured him at great length on the dangers of thieves who would sneak into unwary travelers’ compartments and steal their belongings. So Julian felt obligated to remain vigilant. His feet were propped on a suitcase, a blanket spread over his lap. He leaned his cheek against the cool window glass and watched the scenery roll by.

      It was late afternoon by the time he reached Bythington. The porters gave him sour looks over the number and weight of his bags, then scurried away as soon as he handed them a few coppers. Weary and hungry, he stood abandoned in front of the train station for quite some time. Perhaps some error had been made with the arrangements. Perhaps he was stranded.

      He was beginning to feel the first twinges of panic when a large, disreputable-looking wagon rattled to a stop in front of him. It could not, even under the most charitable description, be called a coach. It looked like the sort of vehicle a farmer might use to haul turnips to market—or perhaps even less savory loads. The dragons that pulled the cart were stocky and rather lumpy, with little shine to their green scales. They growled impatiently as the driver looked down at Julian from her high seat.

      “Mr. Massey?” the driver asked, and Julian gave up the last bit of hope that this conveyance wasn’t intended for him.

      “Yes,” he answered quietly. “I suppose so.”

      The driver pushed a tangled mass of gray hair behind her ears. “Well, get yer kit in the wagon then. I want to be home by suppertime.”

      He sighed and lifted the nearest trunk. But when she saw how he struggled to get the heavy pieces on board, she heaved an aggrieved sigh of her own and hopped down from her seat with an audible umph. Despite being older than his mother and quite round, she was clearly much stronger than Julian. She made short work of the loading, then rolled her eyes as he scrambled ungracefully up to the seat. The wood sagged a little when she sat beside him. She barked a gee-up at her dragons and flicked a lazy switch at the larger one’s tail, and then they were off, the cart heaving and shaking over the rutted road.

      “Name’s Nerva Crabbottom,” she said as she turned the cart onto a wider street that led out of town. “I own the house yer stayin’ in. Finest holiday home in Urchin Cove.” She enunciated holiday home very clearly, as if she wanted to make sure he understood the grandness of it. “Got it all ready for you, I have. Bedding, pots’n’pans, a goodly stock of fuelstones for the fire. Some groceries too. When you need more, you’ll come into the village. My husband runs the store, and your family’s set up an account fer ya.”

      He nodded. “And the servants? Are they settled as well?”

      Mrs. Crabbottom guffawed so hard that one of the dragons craned its neck to look at her. “Servants? Servants he says! Sure. Got a whole flock o’ pixies and merfolk ready to cater to his lordship.”

      It hadn’t occurred to Julian that he’d have to cook and clean for himself. He’d never done so before. When he was a boy, he’d spent long hours in the kitchen, watching Cook bustle about her work. Now he hoped he’d be able to replicate some of her cooking.

      The driver continued to chuckle as the wooden houses of Bythington grew smaller and farther apart, and soon they were traveling past fields of sunflowers and corn and other crops he couldn’t identify. Just as the doctor had promised, the sun shone brightly here—none of the city’s eternal gloom—and Julian was thankful his broad-brimmed hat was protecting him from a burn. His skin was pale and prone to freckles.

      “Yer from Greynox,” Mrs. Crabbottom commented after a long silence.

      “Yes.”

      “Ain’t never been there myself. Don’t see the point of it, all those crowds. I like to know my neighbors, I do. Like to know who I can trust and how far I can trust ’em.”

      He started to reply with something inane, but a cloud of dust set him to coughing hard. By the time the fit passed, his chest hurt, but at least there was no sign of blood in his handkerchief. For years he’d been fearing the appearance of those deadly little specks of scarlet.

      “You been sick?” the driver asked.

      He nodded.

      “It’s the city air. I wonder the whole lot of ya don’t drop dead. You’ll do better here, you’ll see. Good food, clean air. You’ll put a little meat on yer bones in no time atall.” Then she segued into a long monologue on her children and grandchildren, on her husband, on the strengths and vices of each and every inhabitant of Urchin Cove.

      Julian slumped uncomfortably, hoping the shaking of the cart over the rutted road wouldn’t make him vomit. She didn’t seem to expect more from him than an occasional grunt. He watched the broad gray-green backs of the dragons. After a time, the road began to rise and the fields gave way to scattered trees and then thicker woods. Every now and then they neared a cliff edge and he’d catch an uneasy glimpse of the sea far below. He’d never seen anything so vast and featureless. Something about the water unsettled him, as if he feared monsters hiding below the gentle waves.

      Maybe his father was right—maybe he did read too much nonsense.

      If he squinted at the horizon, he could make out a few tiny fishing boats. He’d never been on a boat before. He marveled at the courage of sailors, who would trust their lives to such small crafts in such a great ocean.

      Mrs. Crabbottom’s words weren’t quite limitless: she ran out as they began to descend. But the dragons must have known they were nearing home because their pace became considerably more sprightly, causing Julian to grasp the seat handles firmly.

      They were back down at sea level, once again passing between fields, when Mrs. Crabbottom turned the wagon onto a narrow path that was even bumpier than the main road. They crested a tiny hill and Julian caught his first glimpse of his temporary home. It wasn’t an impressive sight: a half-dozen tiny cottages clustered in a rough semicircle around a minuscule bay. The buildings looked long abandoned, and due to high rocks on either side of the inlet, the entire area looked isolated from the rest of the world.

      “See?” Mrs. Crabbottom announced happily. “Peace and quiet.”

      “I’m to stay here?”

      “Course. Yers is the biggest of ’em.” She brought the wagon to a halt in front of a ramshackle house that, to his eyes, looked as small as the others but might have been in marginally better repair. The roof looked intact, in any case, and red flowers bloomed in boxes fastened beneath the shuttered windows.

      The dragons shuffled and huffed impatiently as Julian and Mrs. Crabbottom unloaded the wagon. The cottage contained only a single room, with a bed against one wall, a table with two chairs in the middle, and a small kitchen tucked into a corner. Some small pieces of furniture, mainly stools and shelves, stood here and there, and a few bright rugs were scattered over the stone-paved floor.

      “That pump there’ll bring water straight to the sink,” Mrs. Crabbottom said proudly. “You’ll find enough pots and pans for yer needs. Extra bedding and towels in that cupboard. Outhouse is just steps away.”

      Outhouse. Julian shuddered. “And where shall I bathe?”

      She gave him a look as if he were something strange and exotic. “You’ve got the whole ocean right there. If the salt gets too much fer ya, just wipe it away. I think it’s good fer ya. It’s like pickles—salt keeps ya fresh longer.”

      He attempted a wan smile.

      After several trips back and forth—and really, she carried far more than he—Julian’s belongings were heaped inside the cottage. She looked around and nodded. “Well, yer set then. There’s food here to last you a day or two. After that, just go up the main road. Town’s twenty minutes’ walk. My husband keeps the store open ’til suppertime every day, and we’ve one tavern open at night if you fancy a drink or two. Or three.” She winked.

      He was suddenly loath for her to leave. “And the… the other guests?”

      That earned him one of her cackles. “Ain’t no other guests, love. Yer lord of all the holiday homes.” She was still chuckling to herself as she climbed onto the cart and urged the dragons away.

      Julian didn’t have the energy to unpack. A chill was coming on as the sun began to set, so he chucked a couple of fuelstones into the stove and then struggled with the pump, filled the kettle, and set it to boil. He was relieved to discover a pair of lanterns hanging from hooks on the wall, and lighting them gave the room a comforting glow. After finding a loaf of soft bread and a hunk of cheese, he ate while standing at the open door, staring out at the twilit sea.

      His new home wasn’t exactly quiet, not with the waves pounding against sand and stone. But it was a different sort of noise than he was used to. No noisy carts passing over cobblestones, no salesmen hawking their wares, no family members or servants bustling about the house. He wasn’t sure if his current situation was an improvement. In Greynox the sounds had often bothered him, especially when he was ill, but at least they’d been company of a sort. Now he had only himself.

      His dinner eaten and his tea drunk, he rinsed his cup and knife at the sink. A quick visit to the outhouse brought the pleasant discovery that it was reasonably clean, and back inside again, he washed his hands and face. He ran his fingers through his reddish-brown hair. It had grown too long; he should have had it cut before he left the city. His nightshirts were still packed away, so he removed his boots, breeches, and tunic, leaving on his hose, linen drawers, and undershirt. He lay on the bed—a bit too firm but reasonably wide—and listened to the waves until he fell asleep.
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      It was very odd to wake up on his own, without his mother or a servant pushing a tray at him and insisting he eat something for breakfast. And strangely enough, the fact that nobody was insisting he eat made him suddenly quite ravenous. He hopped out of bed. While the kettle heated, he ate more bread and cheese, as well as some salty dried fish. He felt a bit silly, standing half-dressed and shoving food into his face, but then who was there to see him? Without an audience, he could be as ridiculous as he wished.

      When his stomach was full and he’d had three cups of tea, he washed up quickly. It occurred to him for the first time that he was going to need to learn to shave himself, or else decide to grow a beard. Not that his whiskers came in particularly quickly or well, but eventually they would come in.

      The sky was as relentlessly blue as the day before, with the sun setting the wavelets glittering like jewels. Gulls squabbled on the beach while something larger wheeled far overhead. He could have been the only man on the planet, except for a few distant boats that he saw through the rocky mouth of his inlet. Maybe they had ghost crews, as in some of the tales he’d read. He grinned crookedly at his foolishness.

      The first order of the day, he decided, was to unpack. He didn’t wish to unpack everything—not only would he never need a fraction of what his mother had sent, but he had no place to store most of it. The biggest problem was that he didn’t know which pieces of luggage contained which items. As a result, he spent the better part of the morning rummaging, moving the heavy bags here and there, unfolding and refolding various items of clothing. He was exhausted by the time he'd gathered a few of his plainest, most comfortable shirts and several sets of hose, breeches, and drawers to go with.

      He’d saved one piece of luggage for last. It was the only bag he’d packed himself, and it contained nothing but books. He’d agonized at length over which of them to bring and, in the end, had chosen a dozen favorites. Each was thick, with a worn cover. The well-thumbed pages contained stories of princes and knights, of explorers, powerful wizards, heroes, and brave men who saved beautiful women or desperate kingdoms. Nobody wrote books about shy, sickly types who possessed no discernible skills and for whom a seaside cottage was the pinnacle of exoticism.

      He spent the afternoon sitting in bed, reading one of his books, and listening to the waves.

      Within a few days of his arrival, Julian had begun a daily walk to the village for food. That round trip was far more exercise than he was used to, and at first his legs and feet had complained. But very soon he’d grown stronger and was surprised to find himself seeking out even more activity. He walked on his beach and traipsed around in a nearby woods, and for the past few days he’d even done some climbing on the rocks at the entrance to his inlet. Interesting small creatures lived on those rocks, but he was even more intrigued by the caves he’d discovered. Chances were they were perfectly ordinary caves, but he could imagine them as hiding places for treasure or homes for sirens.

      As Julian walked the dusty road into town this time, his mind wandered. He was curious whether his family and Dr. Brinkett had deliberately settled him so far from civilization. It was possible that in the doctor’s youth, Urchin Cove had been much more popular among holiday travelers, and that neither he nor Julian’s parents were aware that the place had been nearly abandoned. On the other hand, it was possible that they knew he’d be here alone and had sent him deliberately. Julian was always an embarrassment to his father: the weakly youngest son who, even when well enough to be seen in public, kept to the shadows and muttered inanities when spoken to. Julian had even overheard the servants repeating rumors that he was simpleminded, that the fevers had shriveled his brain as well as his body.

      Whatever the motive, Julian found his parents’ decision to send him to Urchin Cove surprisingly pleasing. The solitude wasn’t nearly as much a shock to him as it might be to someone who’d lived a more gregarious existence. And he’d come to rather enjoy doing tasks for himself, such as preparing his meals and keeping the cottage clean. Yes, they were small tasks indeed, but they gave him a sense of accomplishment.

      A pair of sprites flittered a few paces ahead of him, making him smile. He’d never seen wild sprites in Greynox, just a few miserable and tattered captives kept in cages in the Zoological Gardens. Those had made him sad, but the wild ones were joyous and amusing. Sometimes he even found himself chuckling—an unfamiliar action for him.

      In the three weeks since he’d arrived, he’d seen sprites every day. Also more kinds of birds and insects than he’d known existed, and ground squirrels who scolded when he passed, and at least two species of long-haired imps. He’d taken to leaving his bread crusts, cheese rinds, and other food scraps in his doorway, and sometimes the imps crept over to snatch them away with an excited squeak. And it wasn't just the land creatures that fascinated him; twice now he’d spotted dolphins leaping in the waters of his little bay.

      He came upon a little stone house close by the side of the road and knew he’d almost reached the village. On every one of his forays into town, the elderly couple who lived there had been working in their front garden, pulling weeds and harvesting vegetables. Julian had heard that the man was a wizard, but he suspected that was an exaggeration. The old man looked perfectly ordinary: graying, slightly stooped, and with a gardener's dirty hands. Julian waved at the couple and they waved back.

      Urchin Cove was almost too small to be called a village. Perhaps two hundred people lived in or near the little hamlet. Most of them were fisherfolk, their brightly painted little boats bobbing in the harbor that gave the town its name. Almost everyone in Urchin Cove resembled Mrs. Crabbottom: stout and weathered, plain-speaking but not unfriendly. As far as Julian knew, the entire town might be related to his landlady.

      As had become his new habit, Julian went first to the village’s sole tavern. The tavern keeper walked with an unsteady gait that suggested he might be oversampling his own wares, but he was pleasant enough. Julian sat down among the grizzled old men and women who seemed to spend all day drinking, smoking, and talking, and the tavern keeper immediately brought him a huge bowl of hearty fish stew and a small loaf of crusty bread. He plopped a tankard of bitter ale on the table as well.

      Julian ate his meal with a gusto he’d never experienced in Greynox. It wasn’t so much that the food was all that delicious, although it wasn’t bad. But it was the only hot meal he would eat that day; back in his cottage he subsisted on cheese and fruit, bread, and bits of sausage and dried fish. Besides, he’d been working up an appetite lately.

      The local residents didn’t speak to Julian as he ate, but they didn’t seem to resent his presence. They gossiped about their children and the weather. They told unlikely tales about the huge fish of their youth or encounters with pirates. They complained about their illnesses and crippled limbs and compared their mysterious aches and pains. And they teased each other about their sex lives, which always made Julian blush furiously. He’d never had so much as an amorous kiss, and his knowledge of the matter was limited to his brothers’ tales and a few furtive peeks at scandalous volumes in bookstores.

      Julian used his bread to sop the remaining stew from his bowl and wondered whether he was daring enough to order a second pint of ale. But before he could make a decision, a large man entered the tavern and squeezed onto the bench next to him. “I’ll take my pint now!” the man yelled at the innkeeper, who was clearing away someone else’s dishes.

      “You’ll wait yer turn, Samuels,” was the gruff reply.

      Samuels snorted. “If the seaguards worked on yer schedule we’d be overrun by pirates by now, we would.”

      An ancient woman named Editha flapped her hands at Samuels. “Pirates, he says. Liken he knows so much of ’em.”

      “Know ’em far better’n I ever want to. Seen what they do to towns what have more’n fish guts to plunder.”

      “The seaguards keep the pirates far from here.” Editha leaned closer to Julian. “My Bobby’s a seaguardsman. Just like his daddy and his daddy afore him.”

      “Seaguards and our wizard, you mean. Pirates know better than to cross our wizard.”

      She flapped her hand dismissively. “Him. Uses his magic for nothin’ but growin’ tomatoes and boilbeans. It’s the seaguards what make a difference. No pirates near here.”

      Julian nodded at her. That was his usual contribution to these discussions, and it seemed to satisfy her. But Samuels shook his head. “I seen the Dark Prince not far from here, just the other day. Runnin’ quick she was.”

      A thrill ran up Julian’s spine. Even he had heard of the Dark Prince; he’d read lurid accounts of the ship in the Greynox broadsheets. Headed by the infamous Captain Thomas Booth, the crew was said to have murdered countless innocent sea merchants while looting their shipments.

      Editha made a sour face. “You didn’t see no such thing. ’Twas a sunspot and too much drink.”

      “I know what I seen, and what I seen was a tight little sloop flyin’ Booth’s colors. Crowned devil on a red background, ’twas.”

      Most of the men and women proceeded to make fun of Samuels’ ability to discern shapes or colors with any accuracy. Although they scoffed, Julian thought he detected a note of unease. Well, didn’t matter much to him. He had nothing to interest a pirate—unless the pirate wanted several trunks full of Greynox’s latest men’s fashions, in which case Captain Booth was welcome to them.

      Julian left two coppers to pay for his meal and then left. Urchin Cove’s only store was across the street. Its shelves were crowded with foodstuffs, home goods, and nearly everything a sailor could want. Mr. Crabbottom was behind the counter, measuring a bolt of cloth for a young woman. He nodded in Julian’s direction.

      Julian browsed a bit before choosing a round of seeded bread, a small pot of strawberry jam, and a bag of hazelnuts. He took his purchases to the counter and waited for Mr. Crabbottom to finish with the other customer.

      “Yer lookin’ hale an’ hearty today,” Mr. Crabbottom said when it was Julian’s turn. “Sea air agrees with ya.”

      “I suppose it does.”

      “I ain’t never used a doctor in my life. All of them potions and medicines. Pff. Give me fresh air and a spot o’ exercise, and I’ll be healthy as can be. Good food don’t hurt neither.” He pointed at Julian’s little pile of purchases. “Ya still got fish? You’ll be wantin’ to eat it every day, ya know. Makes you strong.”

      “I had some fish stew already, and I have some of the dried sardines I bought the other day.”

      “Good.” Mr. Crabbottom placed the food into the burlap sack he’d given Julian during his first visit to the store. Then he made a few scratches in a ledger, no doubt keeping track of Julian’s account. “There’s a storm blowin’ through, tonight and tomorrow.”

      “A storm?” Julian said with alarm.

      “Just make sure ya keep them shutters closed and you’ll be fine. That house o’ yers has stood much bigger blows than this ’un. But ’ware the waves this evenin’. That little bay o’ yers usually ain’t much tossier than a copper washtub, but sometimes the sea’ll bring you a surprise with a storm.”

      “All right. Thank you.” Julian gathered his bag and left the store. He walked faster than usual. Although the sky remained cloudless and the ocean was placid, the thought of bad weather worried him. Greynox was prone to damp but rarely experienced anything severe. And on the few occasions when the wind had raged, Julian had been safe within the thick brick walls of his family’s large house.

      Three sprites buzzed past him in a much more straightforward manner than usual, and Julian hurried his steps.
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      The shutters rattled. The door shook in its frame. The rain pounded on the roof like an army of goblins trying to get in. Julian huddled on his bed with a quilt wrapped around his shoulders.

      He supposed it was daytime, but he couldn’t be sure of the hour. He hadn’t slept well at all, fearing that every gust of wind would blow his cottage down. When he had managed to doze off, his dreams had been unsettling. He couldn’t remember the details, but he was sure they involved pirates and storms and dangerous waves.

      He’d eventually given up on sleeping and brewed himself some tea. Since then he’d been trying to read, but his attention kept wandering from the pages. The characters’ adventures were less engrossing when his stomach was churning with unease. He wondered if the authors had ever known true danger. Probably they were fat old men who spent their days sitting in overstuffed chairs in the Greynox gentlemen’s clubs, scribbling away with their bottles of spirits close at hand.

      “This is entirely ridiculous,” he said out loud. “It’s only a bluster. You’re not in mortal danger. You’ve faced worse scares being nearly run over by omnibuses in the street.” But his heart pounded anyway, and he worried at his lower lip until it bled.

      Finally he put down his book and lowered his head onto the pillows. Perhaps he could catch a nap and when he woke up, the storm might be over. But he couldn’t sleep. So, in desperation, he turned his thoughts as far away from his current predicament as he could imagine. He thought about sex.

      He’d known about sex—in the abstract, anyway—since he was quite young. His brother Robert was ten years older and fancied himself a ladies’ man. He would come home from school and brag in detail to his siblings about his supposed exploits with girls. Julian had listened with morbid curiosity, and had later heard additional stories from his other brothers as well. But Julian himself had been considered too unwell to be sent away to school; his parents had brought in tutors instead. So if he’d fancied following in his brothers’ footsteps, he’d had no opportunity to do so.

      And probably, he admitted in the darkest corner of his mind, he would never have had such adventures with girls even if he had gone to school. Because Julian Wade Massey liked boys instead.

      As isolated as he was from people outside his household, he had gone a long time not knowing it was possible for a male to desire other males. Not that he hadn’t felt vague yearnings, a twist of the heart when he caught sight of a handsome tradesman, perhaps. But he’d told himself it was only envy over their strength.

      And then one afternoon when he was eighteen—not so very long ago—he’d visited his favorite bookseller. He liked this one because the shop was enormous, the books immensely varied in content, and the owner generally too busy reading his own books to notice what his customers were up to. Some months earlier, Julian had discovered an entire shelf of explicit books hidden in a dusty corner. Since then he’d been skulking in that corner, reading the salacious words, eyeing the engravings. But shortly after his eighteenth birthday he’d found a volume containing drawings of naked men engaged in sexual activities with one another. That was when he learned there was a name for people like him. Deviants.

      He hadn’t told anyone, of course. Who would he tell? His mother would be shocked, his brothers outraged. His father would disown him. And, needless to say, Julian had never acted on his inclinations, at least outside the literary realm. He’d found a few similar books, however, and had nearly memorized them.

      Now in his bed, with the wind roaring outside, Julian remembered some of the drawings he’d seen. He imagined himself in those scenes: nude and unashamed, with another man nude as well. Touching him. Tasting him. Julian took himself in hand and wondered what it would feel like to be stroked by fingers that were broad where his were slender, hard and calloused where his were soft. How would another man’s sweat taste, licked off skin that stretched over heavy muscles? What was the sound of another man’s breaths in his ear? And how would strong arms feel wrapped around him, someone else’s body keeping him warm?

      Usually when Julian pleasured himself, he swallowed his sounds. But today he cried out and his sounds were swallowed by the storm.

      He must have dozed a little. Normally he would have been embarrassed by his lewd fantasies, but in this case his bout of weakness had enabled him to overcome his fear of the storm. When he woke up, there were no sounds other than the patient pounding of the waves and the cry of a gull. He opened the door and saw all that remained of the storm were a few tattered clouds. A quick check showed him that the cottage had survived unscathed, as had all the neighboring cabins. Some of them looked ready to fall apart at the faintest puff of wind, so he couldn’t imagine how they avoided damage. It seemed unlikely that Mrs. Crabbottom could have afforded paying a sorcerer to place a protective hex on the structures.

      His short stroll around the cottages left him wanting more exercise. He smiled. Just a few weeks ago he hadn’t minded being cooped up for days on end, but now he was restless after less than a day. Due to the lateness of the hour, he decided on just a short walk around his inlet.

      He didn’t bother with shoes and stockings. They weren’t worth the trouble, considering how they'd inevitably collect sand; and besides, Julian had learned that the beach felt nice against his bare feet. He did throw on a light cloak, however, because the evening chill had already begun to settle.

      The storm had wet the sand much farther inland than usual, and it had tossed up piles of debris. He poked his toes at the huge snarls of seaweed and inspected the chunks of driftwood. A few of the pieces of wood were man-made planks with chips of paint still clinging to them. He wondered if they came from a ship. Smaller detritus lay scattered on the sand as well: colored shells, polished stones, bits of glass frosted and worn smooth. He slipped a few of the prettier pieces in his pocket. Souvenirs. He’d found his own little treasure after all.

      And then he caught sight of another pile of debris. He couldn’t quite make out what it was because it lay where the waves kept washing over it. It might have been seaweed, but it appeared more brown than green. Perhaps it was an animal of some sort—a beached seal, maybe. With mixed curiosity and trepidation, Julian went to investigate.

      When he came close enough to identify the object, his heart caught in his throat and he stumbled, nearly falling. It was a person.

      Was it a fisherman drowned in the storm? How long had the body been in the water, and how horrifying would it look up close? Gracious gods, what was he going to do with a corpse? He felt as if he might be ill.

      But he couldn’t just abandon the poor soul. The tide was coming in and would surely wash the dead man away before Julian could fetch help. There was no way around it: Julian was going to have to handle the matter himself. At the very least, he must drag the corpse farther from the sea. And then… well, he couldn’t just leave it there until morning, could he? But it was too late to walk to the village. The sun would be setting very soon and the road was too dark to travel at night. Fine then. Perhaps Julian could cover the poor fellow with a blanket—a sort of temporary burial—and then get assistance in the morning.

      This was rather more adventure than he’d expected to have.

      Julian crouched beside the body, shivering slightly as the sea lapped at his feet. The body was belly-down, barefoot, dressed in torn and sodden rags. Julian wasn’t certain, but he thought the person was male. His hair was long and tangled, too wet for its color to be discerned, and the strands covered the man’s face.
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