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“The precious things that are taken from us so terribly, sometimes violently, not only define us, but they can also re-shape and re-build our future.” –Hurald, King of Suvanwold, extract from the Suvanwold Scrolls, number XII.




“I believe in the subterranean god, Adàrorn, not any kings of men, for the gods are the only ones who can judge me.” –darrow priest, read from a bloody parchment taken from their dead body.




“Darrows are fuckers. Kings are heartless fucking bastards. But magicians, any fucking magicians, mind you, are even worse than anything. They’re fucking cunts if you ask me.” –Hereward, Lord Knight, spoken while drunk at some dive of a pub somewhere no sane soul would dare to go.




Part One




1

Ealdræd’s Devastating Victory




Beyond where the King of the World rested amongst the craggy stones that led up to the last temple of the old ways, the crows took flight, disturbed by something unseen.

“Is…is there a dragon here, my Lord?”

“I fear it’s fucking worse than that, Camdyn, my boy,” Hereward replied with a disgusted snort, an acrid stench annoying his nostrils.

He surveyed the land before him. Ancient, weathered, and treacherous. An ugly line of black smoke, slithering as if it were a serpent demon, stained the gray rain clouds not too far away. No blue sky could be seen, not even a patch.

Not a good omen.

And even though he shouldn’t believe such nebulous, illogical things, for omens were for fools and dreamers, he couldn’t help it. Yes, Hereward was a realist, relying on strong muscle, tempered steel, and gut instinct, most of the time. His sword was the only god he put faith in. But still. An omen was an omen. And this one wasn’t good.

Fucking fuck, this is all I need! I’d rather have my balls in a vice and squeezed until the fuckers burst than face this prick! Fucking Ealdræd, the bastard. When will I ever be rid of the cunt? He snorted again.

His squire boy’s eyes darted while he studied the atmospheric disturbance gaining more strength before them, his youthful brow furrowing. “What could be worse than a dragon, my Lord?”

“Aside from two dragons? We’re facing a fucker of a magician named Ealdræd. He’s worse than a dragon.”

Camdyn swallowed hard. “What can we do?” He hastily added, “My Lord?”

“Pray the time you spent last night with the stable hand was worth it.”

A flush of red joined the worry on Camdyn’s face. “You…you know about me…me and Kieron…my Lord?”

“Don’t trouble yourself, I understand.” Hereward managed a quivering smile through his gritted teeth, thinking back fondly to his younger days when the alluring wink of one particular servant lad—Oswin was his name—was an invitation to carnal discovery both fulfilling and loving.

For the longest time, Oswin was Hereward’s only joy in life, more so as duty and expectation began to dominate more and more. Until one day, Oswin was no longer there when Hereward got home. He’d been bought by another lord in a kingdom far away.

“Thank you, my Lord.”

Hereward studied his squire while drawing his sword, the steel ringing as he removed it from its scabbard, music to his ears. Camdyn had a slight but well-proportioned frame, curly blond hair, subtle pink lips, and wide blue eyes filled with innocence and wonder. But the poor bastard was inexperienced and hadn’t a clue what he was in for when he joined Hereward six full moons ago after coming of age at eighteen summers.

Then again, all young men had to further their education after basic training, be that with a scholar, a knight, or a noble, by order of the king. For Camdyn, his duty required he be paired with a knight, and Hereward was chosen. But still. The wilds weren’t the place for fresh-faced men with romantic ideas of adventure and all that shit. Such grandiose notions usually got them killed.

It was Hereward’s duty to make sure that didn’t happen. A few times already, if it wasn’t for his strong hand and the steel it held, Camdyn would have been eaten alive—the wilds were where monsters lived. But right now, monsters were the least of Hereward’s concerns and should be Camdyn’s as well.

Almost as an afterthought, he said, “Nothing better than a man’s love to comfort you. Mark my words, Camdyn. I’ll not tell a fucking soul of your love for Kieron. And I give you both my blessing.”

A sigh of relief and more innocence supplemented his smile. “You’re certainly different to the other nobles and knights of the castle, my Lord.”

“That I am.” Hereward patted his squire on his back. “My philosophy is fuck who you want to fuck if they are willing and consent to it. Life’s too short to have regrets about where you should have warmed your cock.”

“Aye, my Lord.”

“If we get out of this pile of shit we’ve found ourselves in, make sure you fuck that stable hand well and good tonight in celebration. Then fuck him some more for good measure.”

A red flush came to full bloom on Camdyn’s cheeks, almost purpling. “Yes, my Lord.” Then after a pause and a glance to the tussocky ground, he murmured, “But I do like it when Kieron…fucks me as well.”

Hereward let out a short guffaw, again momentarily distracted from the unnatural gathering storm around them. But only for a moment. Then, the black snaking smoke opened up like an abyss in the heavens.

Fuck!

Hereward stood ready for battle, his stance wide. But to keep with their conversation, and to reassure his squire, he asked, “Kieron’s got a good-sized cock between his legs then, has he?”

“Aye yes, indeed he has, my Lord.”

“Excellent. Aside for the man himself, there’s nothing fucking better than a huge and hard cock to admire while flat on your back in the hay.” But the conversation was a distraction to try and quell his growing concern. Hereward sniffed the air. It was soaked with the tang of ozone and something bitter. Again, not a good sign. His pre-battle nerves began to reign as he gripped the hilt of his sword more firmly. Hereward added, “And stop calling me your lord. I’m Hereward. We’ve been friends long enough to drop the fucking formalities. Hear me?”

Camdyn nodded. “What will you do tonight?”

Hereward snorted again, but not in disgust that time. He admired Camdyn, he really did, but the young man was oblivious. That was Hereward’s fault. Still. He answered, “My hand is my master these days.”

Camdyn had sadness in his eyes—a small piece of his innocence falling away when he understood. “Since Lord Ayrdon Slade was…killed by the darrows, you mean?”

“That’s right.” Hereward swallowed the lump that formed in his throat at the mention of his deceased husband. The man he’d loved with every beat of his heart. If he could have died in Ayrdon’s place, he would have. “I suggest you make the most of your time with Kieron. You never know when your number’s up, hey? Now, enough fucking chatter. Stand ready.” Hereward swung his sword, the metal thrumming as it sliced the air. “Ealdræd will be here soon. We’ve trespassed into his lands and he’s going to be pissed.”

“Yes, Hereward.” Camdyn did as asked, drawing his own sword and coming beside Hereward, his brother-in-arms. As he should. Though, when Hereward considered it, the man at his side was more than that.

Yes, Hereward loved him because of his friendship and loyalty. But his love for Camdyn went deeper than that.

Camdyn had become a son to him. Without him, Hereward would be a lost, lonely man. Camdyn had saved him from insanity uncountable times after Lord Slade was captured, tortured, then killed in some barbaric ritual the darrows used often on their enemies. A cruel ceremony that involved caging people—stripped naked and oiled—within a massive Wicker Man statue. They then burned those poor folks alive, laughing at their screams of agony as their flesh was burnt off their bones and they begged for a quicker death.

The fuckers!

If it was the last thing he did, Hereward would kill every darrow bastard that fouled the king’s land in revenge. All of them. Their blood would turn the ground and rivers red, and their rotting insides would become feed for the worms. He’d destroy their subterranean homes as well. The darrows deserved no less.

But right now, there was a magician to deal with.

As if hearing his thoughts, lightning cracked across the sky in sheets too close for Hereward’s liking. The thick static in the atmosphere made the hairs on his tattooed arms stand to attention. Thunder boomed moments later. He stepped back, pulling Camdyn with him. Ealdræd wasn’t going to play nice.

Another strike of lightning.

Then two more.

The atmosphere sizzled with electricity and the stench of ozone and magic, something that added the bitter undertone he noted earlier. The clouds then turned even darker than Hereward’s hopes of getting away from the Ealdræd’s lands unscathed.

Just their fucking luck.

Hereward bellowed, “Fucking show yourself instead of hiding behind your trickery, Ealdræd!”

He moved as stealthily as he could while wearing his leather armor. Camdyn was behind him, protected by his bulk and shield. While facing Ealdræd, he had to protect his son from harm. Doing so was his duty, but it was also more than that. Hereward would die for Camdyn; honest as the steel god he held in his hands, he would.

“I suggest we—” The next streak of lightning was too close, killing Hereward’s words off his tongue before they could form.

A muffled, desperate cry was all Hereward heard between the claps of deafening, roaring, ground-shaking thunder before it was silenced. That, and he felt a disturbingly familiar wet feeling dripping down his arm from his shoulder on the side where Camdyn once stood.

NO!

Hereward, unable to help himself despite the increasing danger churning above, turned back, fearing the absolute worst but hoping in vain for more. His heart sank like a stone. Even though part of him had expected it after the strike, what confronted him saddened him to his bones. To his soul.

The lightning had struck Camdyn.

Hereward couldn’t breathe. The young man’s lifeless body was sprawled awkwardly across the tussocky ground. His eyes, so innocent and perfect blue before, were now dead sockets within his lightning singed skull. To add to the horror of it all, Camdyn’s blood oozed from him to become a macabre halo, staining the dirt and the dying grasses.

“Fuck!” Hereward bellowed.

With his sorrow poisoning every fiber of his being, he dropped his sword and collapsed beside Camdyn’s body. The weight of his grief was profound. Without thought or care of what was happening around him, he cradled the young man close to his chest. His loving embrace let him feel the last vestiges of Camdyn’s warmth leave him; the young man’s soul, pure and perfect, would soon find its way to the great beyond.

The world had lost a precious angel.

“I’m so fucking sorry, my boy, I failed you,” he cried to the angry, churning sky. “I failed you.”

Lightning was his reply.

Hereward’s tears fell for the young man who meant everything to him. It helped to cry, but he knew he would mourn forever if he wasn’t in so much danger.

“You’ll fucking pay for this, Ealdræd! You’ll pay, you filthy fuck stain. You hear me? You’ll pay!”

There was no answer to Hereward’s lament other than the lightning and thunder that continued flashing and booming around him. And then, the heavy rains came, tinkering off the metal he wore while washing away Camdyn’s blood from Hereward’s armour.

“You’re fucking dead for what you’ve done here today, Ealdræd.”

Hereward made that promise to himself because if it was the last thing, he would get his revenge. He would make Ealdræd pay for Ayrdon’s and now Camdyn’s deaths.

Pay dearly.




2

Abbot Hosho’s Profound Whispers




With a flourish of his cloak, always enjoying the flair for the dramatic—as was sometimes the expectation of magicians—Beornræd turned to follow the oblate who had delivered the message.

It seemed the abbot of the monastery of the Whispering Monks wanted to see Beornræd urgently. Something must have disturbed the man during his prayers. Something Beornræd didn’t want to know but no doubt had to.

And why was that so?

Because it was Beornræd’s commitment, his honor, and his duty to protect the monks. Ever since they’d rescued him and his brother from a fate worse than death at the hands of the darrows some twenty years ago—the burning Wicker Man haunting his nightmares to this day—he had been their guardian.

To do so with more efficiency and be close at hand if needed, Beornræd lived in a limestone tower overlooking the monastery and the mountains it was hewn from. The presence of his abode was a sentinel to serve as a reminder to others that a magician protected these lands and all those within it. Beornræd was content in his role, as the darrows weren’t the only reason he chose a life of solitude.

The oblate, a young man in his early twenties and, as far as Beornræd knew, fiercely dedicated to the cause of the Whispering Monks, walked with urgency in his stride. In silence, too. Only the monks’ whisperings could disturb the walls within the monastery; the birds dared not chirp here, it seemed.

Beornræd took a moment to study the oblate and messenger, a young man whom he had come to call a good friend over the years. If there was such a thing when it came down to it.

Wymond was his name. The most striking thing about him aside from his fresh-faced and handsome looks was what he wore. As an oblate, he was required to wear a well-fitted robe that featured so many buttons down its front that it was almost ridiculous. Still, the garment hugged his fine, thin form perfectly. Putting it on each day was obviously worth the effort. It made him look taller as well.

Not that Wymond needed such advantage.

Wymond had an attractive gentleness about him. A certain vulnerability and innocence. Physically, his high cheekbones and full lips made him even more handsome, especially as his blooming virility had become more obvious lately by the short growth of stubble upon his chin. Even though he preferred his own company for private matters these days, Beornræd couldn’t help but admire the oblate with his stunningly dark tousled hair that contrasted starkly against his smooth, almost flawless, alabaster skin.

“Do you know what Abbot Hosho wants of me, Wymond?”

“I don’t know, magician,” was the hushed reply.

Wymond led Beornræd beyond the carved wooden doors of the monastery’s main chamber, the wrought iron handles clanking to echo throughout the revered structure as they passed through each door. Such noise here is surely an insult, is it not? Beornræd dismissed that thought as soon as it manifested itself, mostly because he always felt a tingle of something strange overcome him whenever he entered the depths of the monastery.

Perhaps the sensation was to remind visitors how insignificant they were in the grand scheme of the universe. The whispers of the monks were their communication with it, after all.

They would know. Beornræd certainly didn’t.

Much to his continued uneasiness, despite the number of times he’d entered the inner sanctum, the monastery’s design was an illogical labyrinth of stone corridors, dark rooms, and secret chambers. But what made it more unnerving were the whispered voices of the monks themselves.

Whispering meant there was something to say.

That usually wasn’t good.

Beornræd went down many sets of well-worn stone steps lit only by flickering candlelight. The abbot’s chamber was ahead, a looming darkness Beornræd knew he had to enter.

Wymond stopped. He came close, cupping his hands against Beornræd’s ear. Then, with words barely audible, he said, “I’m to attend you when Abbot Hosho whispers his wisdom. That’s all I know, magician.”

“I understand,” Beornræd replied, straining to speak quietly.

Together, they entered Abbot Hosho’s private sanctuary, his study. The strong, burning stench of incense was the first thing that struck Beornræd, almost making him retch. You’d think I’d be used to this by now. The next was the smoke from all that incense, wafting like an ethereal shroud to fill the chamber.

Beornræd swiped his hand, again with a flowing gesture to again emphasize his love of theatrics, clearing a pathway through the haze. Before him and at his feet sat a wooden stool, aged from eons of use by visitors to the abbot’s chamber. Mostly by Beornræd himself. He knelt on it, lowering his head in reverence and respect. He didn’t speak, not even to address his presence. That wasn’t the protocol here, and Beornræd would never break such unwritten rules.

Wymond didn’t utter a word either as he knelt beside Beornræd upon the flagstones.

A shadow came over him. Beornræd knew the abbot approached. Not until he was touched on his forehead could he move, though. Again, protocol demanded it. When he finally felt the gentle hand of the abbot upon his brow, unhurried and calming, he looked up.

A wrinkled, ancient smile greeted him. The abbot would seem older than the mountain itself to those who didn’t know him. Beornræd did. The man was older.

“I have come as asked, Abbot,” Beornræd whispered now that he could do so.

Abbot Hosho nodded slightly in reply.

For the longest time, there was silence. Imagined or otherwise, Beornræd swore he could hear the universe turn within the monk’s sanctuary. Or was that its communication with the abbot and the rest of the Whispering Monks?

After an age, Abbot Hosho sat cross-legged in front of Beornræd on the bare stone in front of him, his movements graceful and practiced and eerily quiet. How the material of the man’s bright orange-colored robe didn’t make any sound was a marvel without magic.

“Hereward comes here,” were the abbot’s whispered words.

Beornræd hardly heard the monk, but didn’t dare ask him to repeat what he’d whispered. The Whispering Monks only said something once to those outside their own, if at all. He was privileged to get those three words, even though he wanted to know so much more. He hadn’t seen Hereward since Ayrdon had been murdered.

There was so much to talk about.

At that, Beornræd realized he missed speaking already, even though he’d only been in the abbot’s presence for a moment.

Wymond shifted his weight. The young man must have caught his knee on something hard on the floor, a loose stone perhaps, because he mumbled a curse under his breath. That, along with the ruffling of his robe, disturbed Beornræd’s thoughts. It was also a sound, an intrusive one. Something most certainly uninvited here, especially after Abbot Hosho’s whisper and the contemplation that should have followed.

In fact, the noise seemed so loud within the chamber, it was as if the young man had shouted an affront at the monk. To confirm Beornræd’s thoughts, Abbot Hosho glanced at Wymond through hazy, watery eyes that held no definition as to what were the pupils and what weren’t. No doubt, the man was blind. Not that it mattered. When the universe spoke and required an ear, lost sight wasn’t a burden.

In response to the abbot’s scorn, Wymond bowed his head in shame, his cheeks flushing crimson. Beornræd couldn’t help but imagine the young man would now be required to serve penance for such a breach in protocol. Self-flagellation was common amongst the monks and their followers to remind themselves of their responsibilities and loyalty.

Abbot Hosho returned his attention to Beornræd.

Silence.

Clearly, there was more to be told, for he and Wymond hadn’t been dismissed.

As expected, Abbot Hosho whispered, “The stable hand has dragon in his veins.” Before Beornræd could process exactly what that meant, another whisper was uttered: “The Silver Tower must not rise. You and Wymond will join with Hereward.”

Beornræd was still processing what was whispered before the last one when the abbot stood. The monk turned his back on them to study the view out of the only window. It was nothing but sky, gray and full of angry clouds and the call of the crows.

Not a good omen.

But to Beornræd’s relief, since the ecclesiastical silence made his ears ring, that signaled the end of the whispering. A moment longer and he would have gone mad, he was certain. He and Wymond had been dismissed with nothing more than a silent wave. The whispering was done, and the news struck Beornræd with dread and anxiety.

Hereward was coming… Holy shit!
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Kieron’s Justified Revenge




Hereward mourned for an age, longer than dragons lived, no fucking doubt. Camdyn deserved no less. And as he held the man close to his chest, stroking tenderly what remained of his golden locks, the stink of burnt flesh stuck in his memory as much as his nostrils, he began to think about the cremation of his body. It had to be done in the right and proper fashion.

Camdyn needed a hero’s send off.

Again, he deserved no less. Besides, Hereward would fight any fucker who thought otherwise. He’d fight them until they were as dead as the beautiful man in his arms right now. That was a promise.

Hereward wept ugly, heaving tears.

As his mourning continued, he didn’t care about the ethereal, magically created doorway forming not too far away in front of him, the thing as dark as the void into nothingness. Darker even than what demons could survive.

“You finally fucking decided to show yourself, did you, Ealdræd?” Hereward didn’t look at the magician, keeping his attention on Camdyn. “Got to say, you’ve got some balls coming now. My sword could run you through before your smirk left your mouth for what you’ve done here today.”

Ealdræd’s arrogant voice intruded upon Hereward’s sorrow. “Your hatred for me is almost as famous as you are, Hereward.”

Running his hand tenderly over Camdyn’s now stone-cold cheek, Hereward spat, “Justified hatred, Ealdræd.”

“The boy was nothing.”

Hereward’s sorrow deepened to weigh even heavier upon him. “He was everything, fucker!”

“He served his purpose, nothing more.”

“Like how your contribution to Ayrdon’s murder suited a purpose?”

Ealdræd laughed mockingly. “Are you still going on about that? Come, come now, Hereward. That was years ago.”

“He was my husband!”

“And who was this boy to you?”

“His name was Camdyn, and he was like a son to me.” Hereward’s anger rose. He glanced at his sword on the ground by his side. Good. It was within arm’s reach. To distract Ealdræd, he added, “And he had a brave, caring, and kind soul. A soul that will bring joy to the halls of his gods now that he can no longer walk this earth.”

To his surprise, Ealdræd clapped his hands in delight. “Then you have no one left who loves you, do you?”

“No, thanks to you.”

Ealdræd laughed, a harsh sound that stung Hereward worse than the thunder that still rumbled, a cruel reminder of what struck Camdyn down in his prime.

“Now perhaps you understand that you will never defeat me, Hereward.”

Hereward decided to look at the magician. His hatred seethed as he did so, and even though his vision had become blurry from his emotions, he didn’t wipe his eyes. Camdyn’s memory would never be deliberately erased, and his tears honored the young man right now.

Unfortunately, Ealdræd was as he remembered. Before him, the thin, tall, and weathered man, face like the craggy rocks that populated the landscape in these parts, was as smug as ever. But he was also handsome in a disturbing way. Hereward really hated him with every fibre of his being.

Hereward turned his attention back to Camdyn. He didn’t need to know any more than what he already fucking did about Ealdræd.

The magician was a stain on all that was good and decent.

“Fuck you.”

“I believe it was I who did the fucking here. I do so love watching you suffer, Hereward. It is a magnificent reward.” Ealdræd’s laughter stilled to make his words more sinister. Lightning then cracked around him, and he began to glow with magical power. “Now be on your way before I change my mind and strike you down to join your son within those halls of the gods you spoke of. You have one hour. Enough time to burn him or do whatever it is you want to do with his body.”

And with that, the magician was gone along with the atmospheric disturbance. A patch of blue sky appeared where the darkness once reigned.

Hereward’s sorrow deepened and he cried great tears again. He didn’t even get to swing his sword; the tempered steel of his god hadn’t been worshiped.

He had failed.




• • •




Hereward placed Camdyn’s body respectfully onto a makeshift pyre of gathered sticks and wood. He put two silver coins onto his tongue, enough to pay for his passing into the afterlife. He uttered a prayer. Soon, the young man’s mortal remains were nothing but smoke rising to the heavens to join whatever gods he believed in.

“Farewell, my gentle son.”

After those sorrow-filled words, he turned and headed for the town of Suvan underneath the shadow of the King’s Keep. Weary after two days of arduous travel without sleep, he arrived. Always on his mind was the grief of Camdyn’s passing. Hereward looked forward to his next task even less: telling Kieron of the news of Camdyn’s death wasn’t going to be fucking easy. Hereward cursed to himself as he approached the castle’s stables.

At the stable’s doors, only the horses stirred at his presence, nickering quietly. No doubt they wanted carrots. Hereward didn’t have any. He didn’t have anything at all—not his husband nor Camdyn.

“Kieron!” Hereward bellowed deep from his chest; the horses neighed in protest at his loud intrusion. “Show yourself, boy.”

The stink of horseshit and hay soaked in piss found his nostrils, but even that couldn’t clear the smell of Camdyn’s burnt flesh. Kieron was nowhere to be seen. That was strange.

“Where the fuck are you?”

Hereward turned his attention towards the stable master’s cottage, not too far away at the other end of a worn cobblestone path from where he stood. He would have stern words with the man for allowing his servant to leave the horses unattended and in need of care.

He sucked in a breath in an attempt to cool his mood then headed for the ancient stone-built structure supported by huge blackened oak beams older than most dragons. Along the way, and to his surprise, he discovered Kieron fast asleep on a patch of grass and straw flowers of various colors within the cottage’s garden.

That explained where Kieron was; he was shirking his duties, it seemed. But Hereward smiled. His mood lightened a little, a change from the sorrow he felt for Camdyn. He sat next to the young man, but not before removing the belt that held his sword and scabbard to make such a thing more comfortable. As he lowered himself, his muscles protested along with his clinking armor. It had been a hard week on his body. Harder emotionally.

Even the pollen collecting insects avoided him as he got comfortable. Wise move. His anger at the loss of Camdyn wouldn’t take much to reignite, and a sting from a mosquito or horsefly could do just that.

He sat for a moment, soaking in the sunlight and contemplating life, death, and how he’d kill Ealdræd in the worst way he could imagine, slowly and painfully if nothing else.

Eventually, forcing himself out of his sadness once more, he patted Kieron on his shoulder. While the young man stirred to waking, Hereward’s attention fell upon him properly. Kieron was the same age as Camdyn had been, eighteen summers or so if not a few more.

To Hereward, Kieron wasn’t as attractive as Camdyn had been. Even so, with his heavy-eyed expression as he woke, narrow lips, and fair hair cut almost to his skull, the young man held an intelligence about him. That was important. Nothing worse than a man who didn’t know which end of a sword he should point. Hereward also noticed how painfully reedy Kieron was, almost to the point of emaciation. He clearly wasn’t fed enough. No doubt the stable master’s table offerings were as lean as Kieron in an effort to save the king’s coin for the horses.

Despite his thin appearance, Hereward admitted Kieron held a presence about him, one that oozed of his sexual maturity. The evidence of that was clear. Because aside from the boasting Camdyn had done earlier, the bulge visible though Kieron’s worn working trousers was obvious. Kieron harboured an erection. Hereward smiled. No doubt the young man must have been dreaming pleasant dreams to have such presence between his legs.

Hereward understood why Camdyn had taken to him. Why he had enjoyed being fucked by him as well.

All of a sudden, Kieron jumped with a start, surprise and fear striking his weary face. His hand also moved to cover his groin. “My Lord Hereward! I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there. It’s been—”

“Relax, my friend.” Hereward kept his hold on Kieron’s shoulder.

“My Lord?” The young man’s eyebrows knitted to reflect his puzzlement.

“I simply want to talk to you,” Hereward said reassuringly. “But I will see your master later about leaving the horses unattended. Did you expect them to clean themselves? A few of the poor bastards have more shit down their arses than inside them.”

“I’ve done nothing wrong,” Kieron stated, seemingly getting more nervous as he fidgeted with his fingers in front of himself. His erection had been deflated. “Today’s my annual day off, Lord Hereward.”

“That explains a lot.” Hereward managed another smile; it was a rare occurrence for the help to get time off within the castle. But the young man lightened his heart as much as Camdyn had done. “Your master hasn’t bothered replacing you, I see.”

Kieron’s cheeks flushed a deep crimson. “I cannot say.”

“Never mind.” Hereward swallowed, his mood and emotions gaining darkness once more after a moment of joviality. “I have news for you, and it’s not good, I’m afraid.”

Kieron’s eyes instantly became watery, his bottom lip quivering. “Something’s happened to Camdyn, hasn’t it?”

Hereward nodded sadly. His next words were the hardest he’d ever had to utter. “Camdyn, he…died…doing his duty. But it was a noble death, one that was a result of battle. He will be honored, I promise.”

“No, I…no!” Kieron’s shoulders began to shudder, tears falling heavily. “Please, by the gods, why was it him who had to die?” But the young man then seemed to gather himself, his expression hardening as he wiped his wetted cheeks. “How did it happen? Who killed him, L-Lord Hereward?”

“It was the fucker Ealdræd.”

“The magician of the Silver Tower?”

“The very one.”

Kieron shook his head, again obviously composing himself. His eyebrows knitted once more. “I want to come with you. I want to seek my revenge against Ealdræd. It is my right. Will you help me, Lord Hereward?”

Without hesitation, Hereward replied, “I will.”

“Thank you, Lord Hereward.”

“Don’t mention it. I know what it’s like to be left alone and with a legacy. Trust me on that. But first I must talk to your master about getting you released from his hold. I suggest you pack for travel—a blanket, knife, sword, mug, clothing, that sort of thing. But pack as light as you can. Carrying things for hours makes them heavier than you would believe.”

“Are we going to confront Ealdræd straight away?”

“No. I may be a fucking oaf, but I’m not stupid.” Hereward clapped his hand onto Kieron’s back, that time with a heartier intent. “No, we’re traveling to the monastery of the Whispering Monks first.”

Kieron’s eyes widened. “To seek the help of Beornræd?”

“That’s right. Fighting a magician requires the knowledge of another magician. And if Beornræd can help us, I’m sure he fucking will.”

“Why’s that?”

“As much as the fucker Ealdræd likes to believe he’s broken me by murdering all those I’ve ever loved, he doesn’t know about my connection to Beornræd.”

“Who is he to you?”

“Full of questions, aren’t you? Well, if you must know, he’s my pain in the arse brother, that’s who he is.”

Kieron’s expression changed again, that time to one of deep thought. “Why does Ealdræd hate you so much?”

Hereward laughed that time, right from his belly. It was going to be interesting adventuring with the young man. He was reminded of Camdyn’s first time, his innocence, purity, and enthusiasm as infectious as Kieron’s was right now. At that thought, Hereward realized the memory of his son will forever be held in his heart and close to his side, thanks to Kieron joining him. And besides, it would be good to have a traveling companion again; the wilds got lonely.

Hereward replied, “Long story short, Ealdræd wanted me to fuck him, and I didn’t give him the pleasure.”

“Oh…I see.”

“Now come, Kieron.” Hereward stood, a move that was as stiff and achy on the way up as it was on the way down. “We have much to do, and if we are to get on with things, standing around chatting isn’t going to accomplish it.”

“Yes, Lord Hereward.”

“And drop the formalities—I don’t abide by them. Never have.”

“Yes, Hereward.”

“That’s better.”

“When do we leave?”

“First light tomorrow. Make sure you’re ready because the lands that lead to the monastery aren’t the friendliest. Stay close to me and do everything I tell you the instant I do so. Understand?”

Kieron nodded. “I understand.”




4

Wymond’s Surprising Revelation




Beornræd always struggled with his thoughts after any encounter with Abbot Hosho, planned or otherwise. He’d rather stand upon the highest platform of his tower, the wild wind off the mountains in his hair and a treacherous fall only inches from his feet, casting his magic, than decipher that man’s enigmatic whispers.

Sure, he understood from the whisper that Hereward—his brother—was journeying to the monastery to ask something of him. But what wasn’t spoken was what the reason was for such a visit. Hereward only visited Beornræd when something terrible had happened and he needed help. And yet, what could Hereward and Beornræd do for each other that could heal the wounds of their past?

Nothing.

He pondered Abbot Hosho’s words further as Wymond led him back to the main chamber of the monastery, the whispering of the monks silenced because the universe was quiet again with her words.

What has a stable hand got to do with anything, other than he’s supposed to have dragon in him? Beornræd dismissed his thought as a stupid notion. No human has dragon in them. Not since the before times. They are now long gone, thanks to the emergence of magicians.

Although, despite his musings, the universe must have thought the stable hand was significant. Perhaps that was why Hereward approached. Did the stable hand need protecting? Rescuing? What?

“Are you all right, magician?” Wymond inquired, pausing and turning to face him, concern etched onto his elegant and handsome features.

“I’m worried about what the Silver Tower has to do with all this.”

“It’s Ealdræd’s tower.”

“Indeed, it is.”

“You…loved him. Didn’t you, magician?”

“I did.” Beornræd swallowed as his heart quickened. “But Ealdræd desired my brother, not me.”

After he uttered those words, there was a moment of reflection on Beornræd’s part. Wymond kept talking, quietly of course. But it was only when the young man mentioned something about his punishment that Beornræd took notice.

“You did nothing wrong, Wymond.”

“I disrespected Abbot Hosho. And for that I must pay penance. To remind me of my duty and my commitment.”

“I…understand.”

Wymond bowed his head slightly. “Will you help me prepare myself, magician? I don’t want to disturb the Circuitor—he’s busy enough.”

“I would be honored.” Beornræd bowed in return.

He knew full well the Circuitor was in charge of ensuring punishment was administered, but due to Beornræd’s station, he could serve that role for the affiliates of the monastery without any further consequences for Wymond. He’d never been asked before, though. He wasn’t sure if what he could offer would be of any help.

Wymond nodded. “Then, the time is now.”

“For something that’s been around for billions of years, the universe is indeed impatient, is it not?”

“More like Abbot Hosho is.”

“Ah yes. And he’s been around longer, hasn’t he?”

Wymond’s lips curled to form a faint smile. “You mustn’t speak such words within these hallowed walls, magician. It’s disrespectful. And besides, Abbot Hosho also has very good hearing, unlike the universe that only likes to talk.”

“That he does, and I apologize for my forthrightness.” Beornræd bowed again. “Now lead on. The sooner this is over with the better.”

“I agree.” Wymond’s expression hardened. “And when my punishment is complete, I’ll help you prepare for your brother’s arrival.”

Beornræd didn’t know what sounded worse right now, helping a young man flay himself because he’d made a sound during Abbot Hosho’s whispering or dealing with his brother when he got here.




• • •




Wymond’s living quarters were outside the monastery grounds. Oblates weren’t given rooms within the hallowed walls, for they hadn’t received the call from the universe to join the order yet. They therefore had to be content to serve the Whispering Monks while they waited. Most could wait a lifetime.

Which was strange because, as Beornræd understood it, Wymond chose not to join despite hearing the call after he’d come of age at eighteen last summer. Beornræd couldn’t help but wonder why. Perhaps the young man’s destiny lay elsewhere. Maybe he was waiting for something.

“You don’t want to become a Whispering Monk, Wymond?” he asked.

The reply was silence punctuated by a frown. Beornræd was about to dismiss any chance of being answered, when Wymond mumbled, “I’m different.”

No other words were uttered to explain.

Beornræd let it be.

The walk to Wymond’s home was pleasant through the well-tended sun-drenched gardens, and the sweet gentle smell of gardenia and lilac wafting through the air made it more so. A few Whispering Monks nodded their greetings as Beornræd and Wymond passed them, but to reply with anything other than a nod or a wave would have been insulting.

When they’d arrived at their destination, Beornræd realized that to say Wymond’s accommodation was sparse would be like saying gruel served to the poor was a feast. A wooden table with a single chair, a simple cot, and a worn cupboard were all that populated his single room abode.

As Beornræd moved from the doorway to enter, Wymond opened the shutters on the only window. A beam of light streamed in, dust motes dancing within it to reveal with striking starkness the true nature of how rustic the room that had limewashed walls and flagstones for a floor really was.

“What do you need me to do for you?” Beornræd asked respectfully.

The young man was now at the cupboard, retrieving a leather-bound book, a bottle of oil, and what Beornræd believed was known as a scourge: a whip of seven leather cords with three knots on the end of each cord.

“From the divine book,” Wymond began, “you’ll need to read the marked passages as I recount my sins during my penance. What you hear me say must never be spoken of, not even to Abbot Hosho. Do you understand, magician?”

“I do.” Beornræd nodded as he sat on the only chair, accepting the book titled Revelations of the Universe and flipping to the first bookmarked page. “What else do you require of me?”

Wymond knelt, placing carefully the scourge and oil onto the floor in a ritualistic manner, complete with hand gestures and a determined expression. When he stood, dusting off his robe as he did so, he replied matter-of-factly, “You can help me remove my clothing. When my flesh is exposed, you must oil my body to prepare me for my cleansing before I can serve penance.”

“I see.” Beornræd swallowed; the room seemed to close in around him all of a sudden. “Do you need to be oiled all over or only on your back?”

“All over.”

Beornræd shifted his weight, the old wooden chair creaking. “Then…then, if that’s what I need to do, I will do it.” But he noticed nervousness ruled his words.

He knew why.

Seeing Wymond naked would be the first time he’d witnessed a man in such a state since his own youth, some ten years ago now. The exact amount of time he’d abstained because of what had happened with Ealdræd.

Beornræd didn’t know how he felt about that.

In the end, he decided this wasn’t about him. He was here to help Wymond serve his penance, and that’s what he’d do despite his own failings and feelings.

Beornræd gathered himself.

Wymond didn’t seem to notice Beornræd’s hesitation, his mind obviously on other thoughts. And for good reason. Within a blink, Wymond raised his arms and closed his eyes. Beornræd took that as the signal to begin.

He no longer hesitated.

Placing the book onto the table, Beornræd did as Wymond requested. The result was something that both fascinated and mesmerized him as he undid the countless buttons of Wymond’s robe. The stillness of the air, the gentle breathing of Wymond as he mentally prepared himself, and the warmth Beornræd felt flushing all through him all added to that.

Soon, and with trembling hands and his heart racing unlike any other time he remembered, Beornræd undid the cord that secured Wymond’s underwear around his slim hips. As soon as he did so, the garment fell to the young man’s ankles, revealing his proud, uncut cock that sprung to life now that it had been freed from its cloth confinement.

Beornræd gasped.

Wymond was beautiful.

Not only was his skin as white as the peaks of the mountains, pure and unblemished except for dark body hair where it mattered, but along with his slender frame, he was very pleasing on the eye. Very pleasing. Beornræd licked his lips, forcing himself to concentrate on the task at hand. No easy matter when a work of art stood before him in all his glory.

Wymond, still within himself, said, “Please use the oil now, magician. I want to get this over and done with.”

“Of course,” Beornræd replied, his voice hoarse and hesitant and his mind in a spin as the weight of what he had to do struck him. He had to touch Wymond.

He cleared his throat.

After grabbing the bottle, opening it, and then pouring the thick, viscous fluid into the palm of his opposite hand, he didn’t delay any longer. With determination not to become distracted, he massaged the oil into Wymond’s smooth, warm skin.

It was almost a religious experience.

Cathartic, even.

Wymond kept his eyes closed as Beornræd worked. Although, Beornræd couldn’t help but notice how the young man’s cock had engorged itself somewhat. Was his touch too sensual? As if in answer, Wymond’s breathing had become heavier.

Beornræd swallowed again. The smallness of the room pressed against him with even greater intent than before. He felt a fire grow within himself he’d believed had been snuffed out years ago, nothing but dying embers until now. Beornræd licked his lips as his mind screamed at him. His emotions raged. But he had to ignore it all. The ritual, the cleansing, all of it, was important to Wymond, and as such, Beornræd tried with all his might to concentrate on the task at hand.

Wymond’s cheeks flushed bright red as Beornræd worked the oil into his skin with more intensity. By the time Beornræd had to rub the oil across Wymond’s stomach, the muscles of it quivering underneath his touch, the young man’s cock was hard. More tantalizingly, a dewdrop of pre-ejaculate glistened as it caught the sunlight. Beornræd tried not to look. He also tried not to think about how Wymond would taste. Such thoughts weren’t easy to dismiss—not when such a beautiful body shone magnificently from the applied oil to make him even more attractive.

But there was one part of Wymond that Beornræd still had to apply the oil to.

“I think…” He cleared his throat. “I think you should complete the rest of the application yourself, Wymond.”

“No,” Wymond said quietly, his voice also tainted with emotions Beornræd knew all too well. “Please, magician. Finish what you’ve started. It’s important. I must cleanse all of my body before penance.”

“As you…wish.” Beornræd’s heart raced, his own desires revealing themselves even though he couldn’t act on them. Not after what had happened with Ealdræd. “But to make it clear, you’re asking me to…to masturbate you as a part of this…ritual?”

Wymond opened his eyes. “Asking the witness to assist me with the expulsion of my semen is a part of the cleansing process, yes.” He paused, and a flash of concern disturbed his handsome features. “Are you able to do that, magician?”

Beornræd nodded. “This…this isn’t easy for me.”

“I apologize if I didn’t explain properly what would be required from you.” Wymond now seemed saddened under his normally passive demeanor. “I can delay my penance and call the Circuitor to replace you, if you wish.”

“No need to apologize. I had a fair idea of what my duty was as soon as I saw the oil and you asked me to remove your…clothing.” Beornræd steeled his resolve. “And yes, I can do it for you.”

“Thank you. It means more than you can imagine that you are doing this for me, magician.”

“Under the circumstances,” Beornræd poured more oil into his palm, “I think you can call me by my name.”

Wymond nodded. “Of course, Beornræd.”

The most difficult thing Beornræd had to do in an age followed. And that included the time he cast his magic to wipe out an encampment of darrows that threatened the monastery’s sanctity a few seasons ago.

With ever increasing nervousness, Beornræd grabbed Wymond’s warm, thick cock and began massaging the length of it. He made sure the oil was slicked to the root and that his foreskin was pulled back to increase the sensation of his effort to get him to ejaculate more quickly.

To get it over and done with.

Wymond groaned as Beornræd’s touch became more intense, closing his eyes again, that time more tightly. Doing such a thing for him, to help the young man cleanse himself, was both a joy and a heartache.

But again, it wasn’t about him, but Wymond.

He soon concentrated his efforts on the swollen head of Wymond’s cock, rubbing it with his fingers while using his thumb to massage underneath where the glans and foreskin met, the skin there the most sensitive.

Wymond got even harder.

The sounds of Beornræd’s action, the wet, sloshing noises of the oil lubricating his hand, seemed loud within the young man’s rustic abode. Then again, everything seemed loud here amongst the Whispering Monks, masturbating an oblate now added to the list.

Beornræd became amused by that.

Still, Wymond must have appreciated Beornræd’s technique, for he arched his back, his hips thrust forward, his head rolled back to expose his throat. Beornræd, to his surprise, so wanted to kiss Wymond there, especially as the young man’s Adam’s apple bobbed enticingly when his moaning gained more purpose. It also became a lot deeper in register. Like Wymond was growling out his pleasure, his lips trembling as he made those delicious, arousing noises.

Beornræd liked that, again surprising himself.

He also liked how Wymond’s stomach quivered as much as his legs while his breathing became even more erratic. It was beautiful to witness such a fine young man, so awakened, yet so reliant on what Beornræd did to him to achieve that awakening.

“I feel that you’ll ejaculate soon, Wymond,” he whispered.

“Yesss, B-Beornræd. Yesss.”

No sooner were those words said than Wymond did indeed approach climax. The young man’s muscles tightened before he shuddered as waves of ecstasy washed through him. His moaning got louder and intensified as his cock pulsed within Beornræd’s grip.

The conflicting emotions Beornræd felt earlier went deeper than he realised as he kept his promise to Wymond. Right back to the time with Ealdræd before the magician’s attention was drawn to Hereward and the terrible result of such treachery was revealed. But Beornræd had to shake the memory from his mind, for to keep hold of it wasn’t healthy or practical right now. Why? Because Wymond sucked in the air with a great lungful, letting out a final yell before the inevitable release—the final cleansing as it was known here.

Through Beornræd’s grip, his sensual connection to the young man profound, he felt one last almighty shudder, something that would have shaken Wymond to his soul, Beornræd was certain. To his delight, thick ribbons of Wymond’s creamy ejaculate shot from his cock in time with each thrust, only to splatter over the flagstones by his feet moments later. The pungent but enticing smell of what came out of him with such force and quantity was something Beornræd would never forget for the rest of his living days.

It was beautiful to witness.

As such, Wymond’s handsomeness was even more angelic to him than ever. With his sweat-drenched brow, glistening body, and that post-orgasmic glow radiating from every pore, the young man’s vulnerability at this moment was what enhanced his beauty. But before Beornræd could gather himself or even let go of Wymond’s deflating cock, the young man planted a warm, tender kiss onto Beornræd’s cheek.

Beornræd was stunned.

When Wymond parted, still breathless from Beornræd’s efforts, he whispered, “Thank you. Now the ritual can be completed, as it should be. Please read the passages from the book. When I have done what’s needed, you will need to do one final thing for me.”

“What’s that, Wymond?”

“As my witness, you must also forgive my sins.”

Relief found him because he didn’t know if he could do anything else physically with Wymond without breaking down completely. “Of course. I would be honored.”

“You have not heard them yet.”

“Then let’s hear them.”

Wymond nodded before kneeling. He picked up the scourge. Beornræd wiped his hands of oil on his tunic before going to the table. With the leather-bound gold-edged book in his possession, he flipped the pages to the passage Wymond spoke of.

“I’m ready,” Wymond announced.

Beornræd sat and read the gothic styled text aloud. “The universe has shown you the right thing to do. If you fail to do what’s right, for you it is a sin.”

The sound of the scourge’s lashes striking Wymond’s bare back was loud and intrusive amongst the serenity of their surrounds. Beornræd was shocked by how quickly the marks on the young man’s skin turned red and angry already. He must have struck himself hard. And even though Wymond didn’t cry in pain as he administered his penance, Beornræd knew it must have hurt. He knew that because Wymond’s body wobbled worryingly for a moment before he gathered himself and could continue.

Wymond, after the first lash, and obviously taking his time to reflect and control his breathing to center himself again, said, “I know the right things to do, and I failed to do what was right.”

Beornræd took the silence after that as a signal to continue reading. He cleared his throat. “If you confess your sins, the universe will be faithful and just to you. The universe will cleanse you of all unrighteousness after you have cleansed properly your own body and delivered to yourself your punishment.”

Another lash, loud and shocking to Beornræd.

Wymond now whimpered, but he still didn’t falter. “I will confess my sins so I can be cleansed completely.”

“Once you’ve named your sins, served your penance, and had those witness absolve you, you will be forgiven.”

“My sins are many,” Wymond stated after another lash. That time he shook in pain as the scourge marked his beautiful pale skin. Beornræd knew the young man’s eyes were filled with tears, the large drops on the flagstones evidence of that. After an agonizing moment, one where Beornræd wanted to rush to Wymond’s side and comfort him, he finally continued, “Not only have I dishonored Abbot Hosho by disturbing his whisper, but I have failed as a candidate because of who I am. But how can I be any other person, universe? I will not apologize for my love of men and my need to be loved by them in return.”
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