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It was a warning of a day to the children that watched as the executioner pulled a lever to drop the full weight of the accused into her noose. As the rope snapped tight, the tethers of the soul within its weight snapped completely, baring their fibers to the gaze of the creature that watched. It dove. It opened its beak, its jaws, its mouth—who is to say what words there were to describe it—opened it so wide so that it might not miss a single thread, snapped shut about them, and ripped the tethers free of the now corpse. Then the creature flew onward and up into the skies over the city called Song.

Yet, if you asked the children what happened that day, they would never tell you about the creature. They would tell you a woman stabbed her husband to death, and as rightful punishment for so great a treachery, she was condemned to share his fate. A life for a life. It was only fair. It was only justice. There was no greater crime one could commit than ending the life of another.

That anyone knew the creature was there at all that day, perhaps some did suspect it. Some did feel a shiver crawl down themselves as the creature’s flight-cast shadow passed over them. For a very, very brief moment, they wondered to themselves: Why did we come here? 

But whether the creature existed at all, if there were many or only one, where it was at any moment, what it looked like, what it was…it would require that it was capable of being seen, that it was capable of being known. Once upon a time, humans did have some sense of it. Many sat down around their fires to speak of its presence, its eyes watching them, its shadow that caused them to feel an illness in the pit of their stomach. They spoke in whispers for fear it listened. They patched their words and experiences and declared visions of dreams of visions to sort out what it might possibly want. 

All they could truly agree on was it was not death. It lurked about events of death, as murders of crows or ravens. But it was not anything like those birds either. It was something else completely. Something that only showed sometimes, and often times, not long after the deaths that brought it out occurred, it began to rain. 

Alas, these were tales of olden times. Attempts to bargain with the alleged god in droughted lands found failures within the creature’s indifference and led many to conclude its existence was nothing more than a cruel fantasy. Mankind moved on. It proudly declared itself wiser and more knowing of the nature of the universe with each passing generation.

The creature continued to live in indifference.

The executioner, however, sensed the creature was there that day. Somewhat. Or perhaps he did not. Perhaps it was but another wave of disgust as he pulled the gallows lever to let the woman drop for the entertainment and warning of the watching crowd. 

Someone had to do it. But to do so meant to live with the fact that many wanted the woman dead without responsibility of cause. That they would have to wear a mask during the whole ordeal to protect themselves from the gaze of those who knew what he had done. That they must then take off the mask and go about, day by day, watching the ignorance of those all about them. 

Everyone liked to watch executions. No one liked to be the executioner. That was why the job paid so well and Maenus sought to ensure those placed in his hands at their final moments died with what dignity he could offer them.

Maenus carried a notebook in which he scrawled their final words. He ensured to check the length and tightness of the nooses, the sharpness of the axes, and carried about a pouch with little candies, which he offered the criminals in the event they had a life so devoid of kindness--they had at least a moment of sweetness before they forever parted from it. And after their corpse was made, he stood in the general area until men came to dispose of the body. This was especially important with the women. Curious and bold youths were always eager to touch them, see if they were dead, and take a peek under their skirts--but not so bold as to do it while the executioner watched.

Whether or not the executed were deserving of death, whether they were even guilty of their crimes--he never thought about that. It was better not to. He was not the one that put them there. 

Furthermore, the punishment of crimes changed every few years or so. It would depend on the decision of the judge and under what evidence the constable and officers under his command brought forth to prove such crimes.

Horse thievery went from jail to execution to jail. Murder always meant execution, but then, what constituted murder over self-defense or an accident, and at what age could one begin to murder at all? Some rapists escaped death through bribery. Others insisted until their death they had been falsely accused. Mal sorcery could equally mean death, and Maenus had carried out executions of those found guilty of it, but it was an accusation that came less and less as many began to doubt magic and spells even existed at all.

That creature, however, was another manner and for whatever reason, Maenus decided to call it Ko. There was nothing wrong with giving a particular sensation a name. Though, for the preservation of sanity and maintaining the appearance of it, Maenus never spoke of Ko to anyone but himself.

Ko, in contrast, knew Maenus quite well. It would circle about the skies and, growing tired, it settled down on the roof tops across from the executioner's house to watch him through the windows. Sometimes it simply slipped inside and placed itself in front of the window on the second floor, the one in the corner by the fireplace, to watch the people pass down below.

As Maenus left, Ko would follow him.

~

Maenus lived a very simple life. He was not a particularly wealthy man, but per his occupation, he was not one who feared where his next meal might come nor wonder when the next execution would be. If his purse grew light, the world was a better place. If it grew heavy, at least he would survive and could support the local taverns to numb his burden of extra work.

As for family, marriage, and all that--he was a bachelor of forty-seven years with no drive to change it. It was not that he could not love. He had loved, very deeply so. His feelings for women, in general, were complicated. He considered them the fairest and most beautiful things to ever exist. And yet, women were people. Like all people, they were flawed and complicated and they talked too much about useless things. However, there was a woman once. Perfection incarnation and a soul that no doubtable would have completed his own.

Alas, the love of his life had chosen another man when he was twenty-three. He wandered away from his hometown in hopes of seeking a new fortune, only to start picking up work that eventually resulted in his present occupation, and this made it complicated to inquire about for a new prospective bride. He did not wish to have that sort of conversation where he had to explain what he did, if it would be good for the children, what their life might be, and all sorts of more thinking about complicated things. Life was short. It need not be grand, only comfortable, and so he established himself.

Time began to pass. He got older, and the older he got, he did not see why his life should have to change. His twenties became thirties became his forties. His forties would become his fifties. Then one day, he would die too and that would be that. Sometimes he wondered what his own last words would be.

But, of course, just as women were people, so was Maenus. And like many people, he had his desires, delights, and needs.

How he loved the theater. It was a magical thing for him, as it is for many, watching actors sing and dance and whisk him away to worlds and lives he never knew existed. A world where thieves were heroes, murderers acted rightful justice, and the dead would rise again to take a bow and thank all for coming to their performance. Ask Maenus what sort of plays he liked, he could not tell you. So long as the story was good, he was a fan. If there was a new play, that was more than enough information. He would go to see it. If he liked it, he would see it multiple times. 

The various actors and theater workers of Song all knew him by face, called him by first name, and delighted in his patronage, though they did find him a mysterious man and spun their own tales as to the source of his wealth: A pirate who had retired. A son from a wealthy family who ran away for a life of modesty. A landlord of a few humble places. A moneylender. When they plucked courage to finally ask his occupation, he answered he did boring government work others did not wish to do. Pressed further, he divulged he was the man who ensured all the accountants did correct math and all scribes spelled things correctly.

He became an actor too, in this sense, and he was quite proud of this clever character he had invented. It was the most boring job he could think of, an easy one to emphasize its importance, and not one many people had questions about. If they did, he could either claim secrecy or easily invent something small of no consequence.

Oh, this tax form here mixed up a three and an eight. This budget calculation forgot to carry a one into the next column. And names--to be able to correctly spell the name of a foreign ambassador, mayor, or ruler alongside the correct spelling of their place of origin was always essential to the basics of goodwill and display that one cared. If ink smudged too much, there was also chance words might be read differently than they were. He had to rewrite those pages with better penmanship.

Much of this came from Maenus’ own memories of youth. His father was a schoolteacher and Maenus received a good smacking on his hands or rear should he ever falter in his own spelling and math. And should he stray even further from perfection on an exam, his father would bring out the belt. Should his mother try to intervene...well, she never did. 

Maenus was the middle child, with both older sister and brother and a younger sister and brother. If one where to ask his mother which children were her favorite, she loved them all equally, but considered it her duty to raise her daughters into women while her husband managed her sons. 

As their adulthood formally bloomed, the eldest brother went off to war. The eldest sister married the son of a wealthy farmer. Maenus began to teach. A horrid accident took his younger brother and mother. In response, the youngest sister decided to join a convent.

Two years later, on his death bed, Maenus’s father asked the twenty-one-year-old Maenus for forgiveness for always being so strict in his demands for perfection. He simply wanted the boy to succeed and not suffer embarrassment of a teacher's child having poor grades. Every time he hurt the boy, he hurt himself too. How it pained him. But the world was a cruel place; as a parent and teacher, it was his duty to prepare his sons for it--the cruel ways it could be so unforgiving for the slightest transgression. One day, he hoped for a kinder world where children never need suffer such cruelty, but until then, he was proud of his son for bearing an imperfect parent and was especially proud his son chose to become a teacher as himself.

But that was all so many years ago, Maenus barely thought of that youth as himself anymore. He never liked teaching much either. What he liked most in the world now was watching theater, and one of the actors suggested some of the best acting came from personal experiences. Thus, he delighted in his childhood having some use to him after all to hide his occupation.

More importantly, there was Tytrenian Kasobiree, or as he told his friends to call him: Tren.

Maenus first witnessed Tren's performance when the youth was twenty and had managed to secure his first role post his arrival to Song. It was one of those free outdoor performances some actors partake in and then go about after with a hat, requesting whatever coin one thought their performance was worth. 

The play, of course, was not one Maenus had seen before. It was written by a friend of Tren who had arrived with him. 

It was a tale of a woman whose husband was slain for a treasure. Beside her was her elderly maid. The remaining three characters were the men who had conspired to kill him, but became divides in their disputes. They began competition and sought to learn information of the treasure’s whereabouts without the woman discovering this, which was comical, because she neither knew it existed nor knew the location. All she knew is these three men were all suddenly interested in helping her post her husband’s loss, all three began to declare their love for her and offered to wed her widowed self so she might never worry for financial support in a husband’s absence, and she and her maid sorted out it was all a ruse. In the end, she pieced together what the men had told her to discover the treasure for herself--never needing to fear for money to support her widowed self ever again. Then, she held a party where she declared who her new husband would be, only to poison all the men as vengeance and live happily ever after wearing a black dress with a ruby red necklace in memoriam.

Oh, how delightful the play was. How unfortunate the merry troop only performed it four times across two weekends. But as life was a short thing, the life of plays was far shorter, and such things caused Maenus to only appreciate them all the more and consider it his greatest fortunes in having been witness to them.

And the woman in that play too. After the performance was over, the one playing her came down with a hat and approached Maenus. As he placed a coin within it, he felt a strange beating in his chest. The second and third and final performance, her smile grew wider each time she saw him, and he made certain he would place his coin in her hat and hers alone. Oh, how marvelous she was. Her wit. Her candor. Her grace. Oh, how incredibly beautiful she was.

Except, she was not real. She was only a fantasy played by a young man called Tytrenian Kasobiree, or as he formally introduced himself to Maenus: Tren.

It was just the way things were. In total, the cast of the play was a group of five, all men. Maenus once heard women sometimes performed in plays, and hoped to one day see a real woman performing himself one day. Alas, he also agreed with much of the Song's population: a women performing before a crowd was unseemly and did not differ much from prostitution. That her male counterparts might strike her, pretend to ravish her, or otherwise abuse her...that was all horribly improper too. Men were better suited to handle the mental burden of such cruelty. Furthermore, that entertainers often struggled for coin and dealt in fantasy--and many men certainly had their fantasies--made them naturally lusted over and offered bribes for possession. 

Maenus did not consider himself an exception to this nature of men. He was, after all, a man himself, and one who liked women very much.

It was a few days after Tren's twenty-first birthday a thirty-three-year-old Maenus made his proposal. Tren had performed in two more plays since their introduction. In both of these, he had performed as a woman as well, and the sort of characters Maenus was fond of. He would like Tren to dress up and pretend to be them so that Maenus might have sex. And if this was not suitable, he had an idea for a woman in his head Tren could pretend to be instead.

In Maenus’s mind, there were many benefits to this proposal. 

Firstly, Tren never need fear childbirth. That sort of thing was always a risk with real woman, even prostitutes, and he did not wish some spare child appearing on his doorstep. 

Second, while not rich, Maenus was capable of offering adequate compensation and Tren should have known by then Maenus was both generous and well connected to many theaters throughout Song. He could not support full plays, but he could certainly pay for a comfortable apartment and basic necessities of a single actor he favored.

Third, Maenus was not attracted to men. Tren need not fear lover quarrels or disputes or Maenus seeking to fully possess him. He simply wanted a woman Tren played to be for himself, and then Tren could cast his clothes aside and live his life as a man separately and freely.

Fourth, he had sat down and studied anal intercourse, so Tren need not fear being harmed and Maenus would do what he could for mutual pleasure within his own limitations. After all, since they both had penises, he was more familiar with that than a woman’s own parts.

Fifth, Maenus was excellent at keeping secrets. He read important government documents every day, and never once shared anything of their contents besides the inconvenience of typos. No one ever need know of Tren’s private services.

Sixth, this would not be exclusively a sexual service. Sometimes Maenus wished to simply go for a walk at night along the river with a lady on his arm. Just a long walk in silence. No words, only enjoyment of the fresh air, the twinkle of the stars, and a beautiful companion clutching his arm.

Seventh, he was perfectly content to be friends with Tren directly as a separate entity from these characters as one. He was not a shallow man, after all. Tren would be like the brother of these women to him, and in this, he would naturally support Tren’s further pursuits as an actor or playwright or whatever else he aspired to as one would naturally support the siblings of those whom they had affections.

Of course, Tren heard very little of Maenus’ rational ramblings as the shock of it all was quite intrusive. It was not that no man had ever sexually sought him before or that he was a virgin in his posterior. Living alongside a certain cousin in his boyhood had long stripped him of that ignorance against his will. Since then, he did what he needed to do to survive if such thing proved beneficial.

It was that Tren had just been having a conversation with Maenus about the secret to good acting. One must learn to be shameless. And how shameless and bold Maenus suddenly was, not only with his request, but how thoroughly he had sorted it all out in his head.

“For a man who claims to dislike thinking, you seem to think a good deal too much,” Tren said under his breath.

And a man who thought a good deal deserved an answer after equally well thought contemplation, which Maenus was content to provide. After all, Tren had no sexual desires for men either. He knew men who did, and in this, he could confidently say Maenus was not one of them. In this, he understood this was not a relationship either would seek, much less agree to, if there were other viable options.

~

Tren was poor. He had been all his life. Not so poor, his family was forced to wander in beggary, but he knew what it meant to fill one's belly with water before bed to dampen the pains of hunger. His family was a large one, his mother inclined to beget twins and triplets, and one of Tren's most vivid memories was after his mother had given birth to a trio—two girls and a boy—that she and Tren’s father left with one day. Some hours later, they came back to tell all that there was a woman from far away who struggled greatly to have children. They decided to give her some of their own because they could not afford to care for anymore, and newborns were best, since they could grow up and never doubt this was their true mother. 

