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An Introduction to a World




Zac Baker's gay fiction is often situated within his fantasy world of Guya – a place a little like other fantasy worlds, except a lot gay-er. It isn't a world of orcs, elves and dwarves. Instead this is a thoroughly human place, full of human emotion. Love and lust, jealousy and fear. But hope too, and kindness. Generosity as well as envy. Selflessness as well as pride. Bravery as well as cowardice. 

It is a place of magic too. Of princes and paupers and pirates, of golden temples and thieves' dens, of merchants' caravans crossing scorching deserts, and bustling trade ports playing host to ships from every nation. Anything can happen in Guya.

But the thing that happens most often is that men fall in love, or fall to seduction. Every single one, handsome? Not quite. But if you imagine Zac’s heroes as muscular men with inches to spare, panache and style dripping from those handsome bones, then you wouldn’t be far wrong.

The Arabian Nights? The Game of Thrones? Medieval history or ancient legend? Zac finds his inspiration in many places. He mixes his ingredients into something wholly new. Guya: welcome to a world. 
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Honey and Peaches





Twenty men is perhaps five too many. We are packed as sardines. Shoulders rub mine on either side, and craning backwards and forwards to look along the length of the plinth I see that my guess was right. Twenty exactly, and the entire length of the room can barely hold us. I see a certain type, and understand immediately that I am within that type. Dark of hair, olive of complexion, tall but not so tall, and slender enough but athletic. Broad of shoulder. Under thirty years though over twenty, all of us. I look down at my naked form and wonder what else I share with these nineteen other men. 

Handsome in our ways, though it isn’t for me to say that.

Handsome. Yes. All of them, so I guess that means me too.

I feel the warmth of the men beside me. I will need to focus. This isn’t an evening assignation in the city’s least reputable wine house. I’m not here to choose one.

In fact I am here to be chosen.

Some of them look nervous. Foolish of them, and I feel I already have these beaten. The one to my left is one of the nervous men. They knew what they were letting themselves in for, surely? I’ve heard the rumours about the Master. Most men have. Why should I worry? I do not mind which ticket takes me to somewhere better. I don’t mean that to sound jaded. It’s just…here’s no good. So somewhere else must be better. The man beside me tries to smile at me but I’m not always the smiling kind, not when there is silver to be earned, or not earned: and at two inches taller it is easier to raise my gaze a little and ignore him. We may not be in one of the most beautiful rooms in the world - the Master has created some of these, in palaces and villas the length of the Bazteri valley and far beyond – but it is perhaps one of the most interesting, for the insight it gives to his work. To his mind. It’s his mind, surely, that contains his genius.

Perhaps though, on thinking further, it is his heart. My mind and my eye drift to a high window, the light from which plays across twenty chests, slides lower over twenty pairs of thighs, and rests tickling upon twenty sets of toes. I’m not the philosophical kind. His genius is clear to me, to us all. He is a living treasure of our people. I don’t need to spend time wondering why he is what he is.

He is Andeyro of Ariento, and he is the greatest artist that ever lived.

This is the kind of opportunity that I have looked for all my life. This is where I belong. In the studio, and in the paintings, of the greatest. Of the genius Andeyro. I mustn’t frighten myself out of being able to take this chance. The spice of this once-and-only opportunity flies straight to my tastebuds, and onwards from my tongue to my lips, and when my mouth is sated from there it passes to my veins and on into my heart. The sheer surprise of it, the unlikely nature of it, the grit in the pearl, the silk over the stone.

I will take this chance if I can. I will and I must take this chance. I’ve hardly got a copper to my name.

The fighting life. It was not my opportunity. They saw my speed and agility and harnessed these things in service of…standing still for hours with a ten foot long pike by my side. They saw my quick mind, and acknowledged it by…rendering me immobile. I did not flee the army life. How unbecoming that would have been. I walked though. Walked quickly and in utter silence, utter darkness. Walked quickly with occasional dashing and sprinting, insofar as I could sprint while bent double and low to the ground. Holding my breath amongst the reeds of the river Salapero while they searched along the banks. Concealing myself in mud and remaining so still that some time around moonrise owls came and rested upon me, and shat on my head. No. The fighting life was not my opportunity.

But then neither was I for thieving. I fundamentally disagree with it, you see. I came to that position gradually, I admit, and only after a year or three of relative success – time spent considering the subject, and my alternatives. The fiasco with the Marquesa’s lemon contributed. ‘Take the bag, take the bag!’ the small voice inside told me. ‘Take the bag with the – ‘

The Marquesa’s bag held a lemon. But not even the smallest purse with the tiniest of coins. A lemon: a choice she made for a reason she knew. I never have fathomed it, though I’ve roared myself drunk with passing companions in a hundred villages on the story. Found myself walking quickly on that occasion too. Dropped the bag in a pig sty, but I’d been seen and…well. Concealing myself in mud, remaining so still that…owls. Submerged amongst the reeds in silence, water snakes’ tongues flickering at my face.

So the exact career in which I will forge my success is not yet clear to me. Is this the opportunity I’ve been waiting for all my life? At 23 I feel on the very verge of a breakthrough, though such confidence has no solid foundation beyond self-belief and a certain knowledge that I am not cut out for the life of a potato. Is this it – the opportunity? A life spent naked for the Master Andeyro of Ariento? Is this the destiny long awaited? As muse to one of the greatest men of the world? For this is how they whisper of him. It may be your opinion too, already fully formed by your experience of the Virgins of Malfarahsa in the city of that name. You may have seen the equine statues in Bolbando? Or of course, the carving on the silvers? It is Andeyro’s. Upcoming, soon, and a contrast and a match? Carvings on the golds.

I modestly remind myself of my homework. Even Andeyro of Ariento will not mind a little flattery, surely?

Two men emerge from a corner door. The first remains in shadow while the second marches into the light, and for a moment, my heart is around my knees in the most peculiar confusion of anatomy, as it seems like an officer has found me at last, though I stopped hiding from him amongst the reeds some five, if not more, years ago. He isn’t here to drag me back to the barracks. He isn’t here to whip my ass for desertion, naked in the main square. It isn’t the man I imagined, not at all, and holds a passing resemblance only, though one that left my lungs in my throat for an awful gasping second. 

He is indeed tall and strong, as if his background really could be a military one, and at this point as I cannot place his position in the artist’s household I think of him as the Handsome Captain. He may not be my fearsome sergeant but he could be someone’s. He must be fifty. Older. He is quite bald, the skin of his scalp sun-kissed, and recently shaven though he has missed whiskers that glitter silver in the morning light. But he is handsome nonetheless, I see. I downplay him. His eyes have a piercing expression, firing darts of curiosity across we assembled men from pools of a lively brown. His jaw is…

His jaw is many things which when connected to a fine mouth - and generous lips and a sharply determined nose and eyebrows that rise and rise further with curiosity and verve - form themselves into a thing I have no doubts in calling more than handsome. The Captain’s robes are simple blue, but cut to indicate his status and wealth. I do not believe this is Andeyro himself – my guess is the man remaining in the shadows is he. But a senior servant? A steward, or manager of the great man’s business? This is where I place my guess, in the remaining seconds before his signal, and the collective sharp turn that sees twenty necks snap in unison to our right, where a strong young servant pulls on a winch, which raises a thingy and by way of a gadget, a wheel and a…

Describing to you the simplest engineering achievement defeats me, and this is wholly singular and unusual so I forgive myself such a lapse. A densely woven reed panel, merely a half-inch thick but of a length to conceal the whole of the dais, rises from the level of our feet until it reaches our waists. It covers our nakedness I can see, from the eyes of those watching. From the Captain with the military bearing. And from the gaze of the shadowed Master. The panel is now held in place on its ropes and with its pulleys, and the young servant need not struggle impossibly to hold it there. Our upper bodies are visible, our lowers and legs hidden from their view.

And he steps out of the shadows then, the Master. I survey him as he surveys us. The distinguished beard, the flickering eyes of deepest grey. The locks of white and black that fall like a porcupine’s stripes to the nape of his neck and gather high in the topknot that makes him so recognisable as he walks the city streets. They say he is fifty. They say he is seventy. I don’t know. But I can see with my own eyes he is handsome now, and that perhaps, in his youth, he was a real spectacle. He leans on a stick, but he seems not to need it for strength. The very opposite, as self-evidently he is muscular. And quite soon I see it is for pointing. For, calmly and methodically, with regret and with kindness, he begins to point out those men that do not make his mark. The man beside me is among the first to go. He is disappointed, but in his way happy, for he has a tale to tell his children and grandchildren, and time enough to embroider it until he is in fact the inspiration for the commander on the horse outside the palace of Bolbando. And too much water will have run under too many bridges for his grandchildren ever to know for certain. And the family will have its myth, and the man will have his glory.

Andeyro doesn’t point to me.
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Instead, he stares.

He stares at us all, in these minutes. He walks closer, and looks, and looks again. All is silent, and the moment lasts so long I tune to something else entirely. Lemons, snakes, and owls. It is with a jolt that I realise he stands before me. With a jolt I feel something pressing at my mind; a feeling I have felt neither before or since. A questing, or a kneading with fingers as in dough. It isn’t that my mind takes on that unwelcome consistency, more that it becomes supple, able to consider new things as one specific new thing considers me. Andeyro of Ariento. The greatest man in the world. He looks at me and…

…off to my right. He points the stick. And a further man is escorted away. Nine of us now. And then eight. He returns to me several times, and his eyes and mine lock together, and what he sees or imagines I cannot tell, for he is looking beyond the skin, beyond the muscle. Perhaps this is the singular thing that leads to genius. He sees me as I have never been seen; and perhaps it is this that he does with all those he paints, so that he might portray them too as they never have been seen before. Like the Virgins of Malfarahsa, impossible in their glowing, flowing beauty. Holding all the beauty and more of the human species. Divinely beautiful, not of this world yet its epitome. Holding all that is good or sincere, all that is hopeful or truthful. All that can be desired.

He nods, as if a decision is made.

And the servant disengages the rope from the position in which it has been held, and pulls deeply, the winch or the widget or the cog engaging to help him lift the screen yet further. It drifts upwards, first to the height of our chests and then higher still, until he has gone, the room has gone; and I see that looking towards us it is our faces now, our chests and upper bodies that are hidden from him. It is now our legs upon which he might concentrate. With the screen now hanging to around waist height. The sharp angles of ankles and knees, the uncomfortable architecture of toes and hips, and the elegant muscular curves of thighs and calves. It is these that Andeyro now sees.

And it is the fattening of cocks he now has in his sights. Or the shrivelling, I suppose, though this is not my own experience. I do not embarrass myself with undue levels of excitement but neither do I disappear into the forests and rest in invisible disguise. 

Through the screen a voice speaks. That of the Handsome Captain? I cannot know, though my sense is it must be one of the two.

He begins to tell us a story. A story that starts as prose and becomes poem, becomes spell, or incantation; a magical song. A song that builds and that shifts until it becomes a legend. A forbidden legend. A legend of love. A legend of love between men. It is a story I know to exist, but not one I have ever heard told. A story of sacrifice. Love for father and love for son. Duty and belonging. Love for country and home. Love for hearth, and the simple fires of home that warm them. Love for beauty and sensuality. Love for mankind, and for specific men. Eventually, for a single specific man. His name is not known in the song, but the story has a name. I listen to The Legend of the Shield of Bronze.

But the legend tells of more than I have known. The voice is magical in its narration. It tells of war, and love for brothers, and for friends. And at last it tells of love for lovers. Of bodies, hard bodies; muscled and hard male bodies shared in desire. Of bodies shared in love, and in lust. The tale is more than I ever knew. And I am hard, as the words and the verses continue, each contributing to a nightingale song in the sky. The heroes come together one final time, knowing war is on the horizon, and battle inevitable. They each hold a shield: a shield of bronze, a shield of love. And at last the older clasps the younger to his chest, heedless to the arrows that rain down upon them, pierced together in death, together now as they have been in life. And together until legends no more can be told. They live on while humans live on, and we might hope they live on to eternity.

And in embarrassment I steel myself not to hide my cock with my hands but to acknowledge the effect the legend has had on me. I hold my eyes high, and proud.

Until, that is, I allow them to drift and scan.

Until I allow them to drop.

Eight handsome men remain on this side of the flying screen. Five of us are hard. Five of us more entranced by the story than the others. Five aroused by its message of love undying. Looking down I see the master before me, or see his robe and silver slippers at least, the leather silent on the wood of the floor. His stick doesn’t point, or at least, not at me.

But unseen signals are made, I can sense.
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