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This is a book about learning to be good while navigating a bad relationship. Content warnings for abuse, animal mistreatment, explicit sex and nonconsensual sex. The happy ending arrives after a dark middle.
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To all of the gay writers taken from us by the Great Plague and the stories that died with them.
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A map of Tanmar, bordered by the Daggerhead Mountains to the north, Alasif to the east, the Velvet Swamp to the south, and the frontier beyond which lies Veltain's Repose to the west. Showing the principal cities, forts and landmarks.

This map is also available on the web.

[image: A map of Tanmar, bordered by the Daggerhead Mountains to the north, Alasif to the east, the Velvet Swamp to the south, and the frontier beyond which lies Veltain's Repose to the west. Showing the principal cities, forts and landmarks.]
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Welcome to the long-delayed seventh edition of The Shadow God’s Knight.

I would like to assure the reader that the primary cause of this delay was not the task of reconciling the numerous existing manuscripts with their diverging details and decades of accumulated variations. Nor was it excising the common printer’s errors where an over-literal apprentice typeset a student’s scribbled marginalia from an old edition as if it were authoritative text. Nor was the delay due to the debates over the pronunciation of the historical characters’ names. Dear reader, the main cause of the nine year publication delay was deciding where the book, once printed, should be shelved.

One faction of the faculty committee argued that this book should be placed in history as it always has been. Another faction would hear nothing of it, as modern thinkers consider the more fantastic elements of this tale—and the natural desire to embellish the history of our kingdom—to relegate it firmly to the shelf of romantic fiction. A small but vocal third contingent would shelve it next to erotic classics like The Red Velvet Chamber and A Libertine of Lirawell.

(As the Editor-in-Chief of the Academy Press, I assert that while The Shadow God’s Knight has its charms, it should not be considered erotica. Erotica requires a light and pleasing tone. The weighty and grim matters discussed within these pages—not to mention the outright lack of respect for consent in some passages—should disqualify it forever from the erotica shelf. The arguments over whether or not characters in a book can consent to anything may be conclusively dismissed as sophistical nonsense.) 

The debate has caused tumult, broken no few friendships beyond repair and led to a pair of resignations and an early retirement. A committee member went so far as to challenge another to a duel. Quick thinking by the seconds narrowly averted violence when they directed each of the participants to opposite corners of campus that dawn.

Chancellor Vathrim has broken the impasse by decreeing that this book shall be shelved in all three locations in the Academy library, though in the erotica shelf only over my protest, which was minuted in full in the last committee meeting.

You have waited long enough for this book. I will delay you no further.

Iolanda Aspen

Senior Archivist

Royal Academy of Tanmar

Editor-in-Chief

Tanmar Academy Press

Year 192 Since the Inauguration of the Realm

Year 17 of the Reign of Queen Valeria Beneloi III
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Chapter One
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It was the eighteenth birthday of the heir to Viscounty Tanmar. The party was in full swing, and the honoree, Aurelian Didac Alfons Beneloi, was on the patio among the fireflies, being sick into a flower arrangement.

This was mortifying.

“Rel?”

At the sound of the equerry’s voice, Rel straightened up and wiped his face with the back of his hand. “Here.”

Stavros turned and strode towards Rel, the soles of his boots loud on the flagstones. “Merciful Shadows,” Stavros said as he caught the look on Rel’s face. He slid his arm around Rel’s shoulders, steadying him. “Are you entirely well?”

Rel felt the pleasant warmth of Stavros’s body, smelled his clean sweat and his habitual aroma of horse. Stavros’s long, dark hair tickled Rel’s ear. Of all the people to find Rel like this, Stavros was the most and least welcome.

“Is it possible to die of embarrassment?” Rel asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Then I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s too hot in there, and every lady is wearing a different perfume, some of which must have gone rancid.” Rel didn’t mention the bad case of nerves that led him to drink far more than he ever had in his life.

“Oh, that’s what’s making you ill?” Stavros asked. “Not the blackberry brandy?”

“Maybe it’s the brandy. The perfume is not helping, though.”

Rel’s stomach heaved again. Stavros held Rel’s hair back until the spasm had passed. His other hand, tight on Rel’s upper arm, kept him from pitching face-first onto the flagstones.

When Rel had finished retching, Stavros patted his arm and released him. Collecting a pitcher and a crystal goblet from the table just inside the door, he poured Rel some wine and heavily watered it from another pitcher.

“Here,” he said. He gave Rel a critical look. “It doesn’t look like you got any on yourself.”

Rel rinsed and spat until the bad taste was gone, then drank. “I was spared that, at least.”

“Back inside, before your parents ask after you again.”

“You go ahead. I’ll join you when I’ve caught my breath.”

“All right then,” Stavros said. “Please don’t delay.”

“I promise I won’t.” Rel watched him go, his fighting-trim body outlined by the hot glow of a hundred candles. Life would be so much easier if Rel could tell his parents that he wanted to marry Stavros. And if Stavros said yes, of course. But he wouldn’t, because Rel would never dare ask him.

A footstep on the flagstones spun Rel around. It was a miracle—he wasn’t sick again. Bramblehome was guarded, of course, but Rel was reminded that he wore nothing but a ceremonial dagger at his belt. He could not, just then, defend himself from a litter of kittens.

A tall, auburn-haired, graceful figure emerged from under the grape arbor. As he moved out of the shadows, Rel recognized the handsome cheekbones and the long, long lashes above blue eyes: Halander Martalon, crown prince of Alasif. Rel bowed.

“You don’t have to do that, Aurelian,” Halander said. He spoke with the smooth, cultured accent of the capital.

Rel straightened up. “Apologies. I didn’t know you were at Bramblehome, my prince.” They had met only once before, three years ago when Rel was presented at court. Halander had said all of two words to Rel, who remembered being unable to stop staring at the handsome man so at ease among the beautifully-dressed lords and ladies, so quick with a laugh or a witty comment. Rel had thought about the prince for months afterwards, often when he was alone at night.

“I wouldn’t miss your party,” Halander said. “We arrived late. A wheel came off the coach.”

“How unfortunate.”

“Ah, but one expects misfortune on provincial roads.” Halander moved closer.

Rel fought the sudden urge to step to the side as Halander cornered him against a potted rose bush. He opened his mouth to defend his father’s attention to road maintenance or otherwise blurt something foolish from which he’d never recover. Then Halander’s arms were around him, the prince’s mouth on Rel’s own. Rel had a moment to panic—that however well he’d rinsed, he hadn’t been thorough enough—but the tight grip on his arms did not allow him to pull away. Halander’s tongue thrust between Rel’s lips, forcing his mouth open. Rel’s pulse thundered in his ears and his throat and some places lower down. He felt like he should be outraged that Halander did not ask him first, but he was stunned and drunk and couldn’t summon the wit to push away or protest and—oh, gods—did it feel good.

The kiss ended. “Dawn God’s blessings on your majority.” Halander turned and walked into the ballroom.

Rel’s mouth tingled, and his heart thumped inside his chest so hard that it hurt.

❦

If anything, the heat and noise inside the ballroom was worse than when Rel had left. The vast room was built of red granite and blue marble with high ceilings. Many, many candles were required to lighten its dark aspect. Musicians were playing in the minstrel gallery. Rel knew this because he could just barely see them if he looked up, but he couldn’t hear a note. Some of that was due to the roar of drunken conversation, the sons and daughters of the nobility—brightly-dressed as songbirds—laughing at their own jokes. The rest was the blood pounding in Rel’s own ears. Sweat trickled down the back of the embroidered collar of his tunic, which itched. He didn’t see Halander and was grateful for small mercies.

As Rel crossed the floor to the dais where his parents sat, he hoped that no one watching him had any idea what had happened. He’d chosen that corner of the patio to be ill in because it was invisible from the candlelit interior. Only his face could give him away. Did those he passed on his way to the dais know that he’d gotten sick, then been kissed? How many were thinking, incontinent tart?

Rel told himself that everyone should be looking at him, because it was his party. Young women were wondering if he’d make a tolerable husband. Their brothers and parents were thinking about alliances and rivalries, how those would shift when Rel ascended. Rel felt, as he did so often, like a horse at the auction block.

This was why Rel had no one he considered a friend. He could enjoy the company of the young sons of Tanmar’s nobility, but he couldn’t talk to them about anything that mattered, laugh with them or even flirt with them, because everything he gave away would be bought and sold later.

Rel’s father was deep in conversation with an older man of military bearing, who looked uncomfortable in civilian clothes. His mother was turned sideways in her chair, speaking with a tall woman wearing the midnight-blue gown signifying a minister of the Shadow God. The viscountess spied Rel and put a soft hand on the minister’s arm. The minister stepped back. Rel had the briefest impression of skin the color of walnut wood, black hair and black eyes, a slight smile that gave nothing away. She stepped behind the dais and was gone.

“Aurelian?” Alfonsina, Viscountess Beneloi of Tanmar, was a slight woman with dark brown hair, which she wore in a single long braid down her back. Her eyes were one of those shades between brown and blue that shifted depending on what she wore. Tonight, her elaborately laced gown was green, so her eyes appeared gray. Rel had been told that he looked like her.

He bowed over her hand. “Mother. I apologize for my absence.”

“Think nothing of it. Are you enjoying your party?”

Rel straightened and met her eyes, smiling. “Profoundly, madame.”

The corner of her mouth curved. “Delighted to hear it.”

Rel’s father had impressed upon the boy the necessity of telling the truth at all times. Rel’s mother had taught him how to lie. He was grateful for the lessons—and knew that he’d need them—but his skills were useless on her.

Celeste, the seneschal, approached the viscountess and curtseyed. She was dressed in the Beneloi family livery: midnight blue with a silver pinecone embroidered at the right shoulder. “We are ready for formal introductions in the salon.”

“Thank you, Celeste,” said the Viscountess. She addressed Rel. “I know you’ll have your hands full putting names to faces, but take a moment to see how each one wears her hair.”

Who cared how a lady wore her hair? But if Rel’s mother wished him to pay attention, it must matter. Rel bowed again and let Celeste lead him away.

Celeste was twenty years his parents’ senior and a terrifying figure in Rel’s childhood. She’d been responsible for disciplining the boy, often by making him assume difficult, dirty tasks about Bramblehome and ruthlessly critiquing his performance. Recently, though, she’d grown smaller, grayer and tired.

Walking behind the seneschal, Rel gathered his wits long enough to observe that her iron hair was in a braid like his mother’s, though much shorter. Celeste had always worn trousers and a fitted jacket in the style that the viscounty’s male retainers favored. The clothes were practical for an active woman. Rel hadn’t thought to question her choice until he’d gone to court, where no woman would ever wear anything but a long, multi-layered dress that made climbing stairs in a hurry a heroic proposition.

Rel followed Celeste through the doors of the salon, which shut behind him, muffling the noise quite suddenly. He took a deep breath and tried not to let his expression mirror his feelings. Unfortunately, he inhaled someone’s perfume. He wasn’t sick, but despite his best efforts, the look on the face of Aurelian Beneloi, heir to the viscounty, was not serene.

❦

Rel had previously met many of the young ladies who were arrayed on the couches and chairs, but now that he’d reached his majority, he was expected to marry one of them. Each prospective bride would be formally introduced to the heir of Tanmar by a male kinsman. Rel understood that fewer young ladies were present in the salon than the total who had come to his party hoping for the honor. He had no idea how they’d been selected but suspected that the rejects were having hysterics in a washroom. He envied them.

Fourteen young ladies dressed in elaborate gowns—lace-trimmed, begemmed—sat here and there while their brothers, fathers and uncles hovered at their sides. Unlike the ballroom with its gilded, fluted columns, the salon was plain enough that the ladies competed with each other rather than with the decor. The walls and upholstery were ivory. Cherrywood end tables held vases of ivory tulips. To Rel’s relief, the windows out to the garden were open. The breeze dissipated much of the heat and perfume.

Celeste announced him by full name: “The Honorable Aurelian Didac Alfons Beneloi.”

She indicated an ornate chair that had been set aside for Rel. He had worried that he was expected to stand the whole time and sank down with a suppressed sigh. If the young ladies were expecting a dashing man with a straight spine, brimming with enthusiasm, they would have to be grateful for one who wasn’t being sick.

Celeste accepted a scroll from a liveried servant and opened it.

“Eloisa of Brindleton,” she called.

Eloisa was a dainty blonde accompanied by her father, who stood just a little too close behind her and didn’t stop glowering, even when Rel smiled at him. Her dress—pink and trimmed with little silk rosebuds—had been designed to emphasize her curves. Her huge pupils suggested that she'd used belladonna. Rel was amazed that she could see well enough not to bump into anything. The artifice of it all bewildered him.

Eloisa curtseyed to Rel, who spoke the pleasantries he’d long since memorized for these occasions. As he did, he placed Brindleton on the map in his head. It was more a village rather than a town, on the Tanmar side of the Alasif border. Eloisa had traveled for almost a week to attend Rel’s party. As no title or patronymic was given, Eloisa’s parents would be merchants rather than aristocrats. Rel forgot to look at her hair until she had curtseyed once more and turned back to her seat, at which point he noticed it was piled atop her head in elaborate coils, held in place with gemmed pins.

The next lady was the daughter of an elderly duke, who accompanied her and spoke obsequiously. Rel memorized her name, placed her and her father on the map and took note of her elaborate hairstyle. He had no idea why his mother was interested, if this was just another memory game or if there was a further purpose, but she’d be asking him to report what he’d seen over breakfast tomorrow.

Celeste presented twelve more young ladies—fourteen potential brides in total with fourteen similar yet different hairstyles. The hour must have advanced past midnight. Rel wanted to sleep, or at least to go somewhere quiet, but he couldn’t leave until his guests did, and they wouldn’t go until Celeste dismissed them and they could retreat to the guest bedrooms or pavilions pitched below the gardens. He couldn’t converse with anyone, either. Not the ladies, unless he took care to speak to each of them, word for word, the same amount, or else people would start making assumptions. He knew many of the men from when he trained with the army or attended various entertainments, but speaking to them would draw the wrong attention to their sisters and cousins.

Servants arrived with plates of marzipan and glasses of wine for everyone. The conversations that Rel could overhear were strained, limited to comments about the weather and other inoffensive topics. 

He breathed a sigh of relief when Celeste advanced to the middle of the floor, thanked everyone for coming and wished them a good night.

❦

Rel lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking about Stavros's shoulders. It was safer than thinking about Halander’s mouth. But “safer” was not very safe at all.

Though Stavros might tease Rel about his sheltered life, Rel had spent entire seasons in the field with Tanmar’s small army learning how wars were fought, or avoided. He knew that soldiers who shared tents were sometimes more than friends, and that both women and men sold pleasure in the brightly-colored tents that sprang up wherever the army camped.

Men did marry each other. So did women. Not so often in Tanmar and never in Alasif, but same-sex pairings were common enough among the Ship Lords of Veltain's Repose and further afield. Rel, though, had a duty to breed heirs. He had no siblings whose children he could adopt and ought properly to be fantasizing about what high-born young ladies looked like when stripped of their elaborate dresses.

Instead...

What would it feel like to kiss Stavros? The man was older than Rel by almost seven years. Even though Stavros had not yet married, he must know how to kiss. He shaved about once a week, so his face might be smooth or rough. How would that feel on Rel’s mouth? Which would be more interesting?

Unbidden, the memory of Halander’s kiss knocked all thoughts of Stavros out of Rel’s head and sent his hand to his loins. Halander’s mouth had closed on Rel’s like a hound’s on a rabbit’s back. His tongue had opened Rel’s lips, pushed inside him where no one else had ever been. Rel’s other hand touched his own lips, trying to recapture the feeling. Given what the priests of the Dawn God had to say on such matters, the crown prince of Alasif had no business kissing another man. Which Rel was, if only just himself.

Maybe a prince was allowed to do what was otherwise forbidden.

What else would Halander have put in Rel’s mouth, if they’d been alone? And there were other opportunities for penetration that Rel knew about. He’d nearly walked in on Stavros engaged in one such act with a stablehand in the tack room. Rel had been able to back out without, he was sure, being noticed. But he’d not forgotten, either.

While he felt woefully ignorant about the details of sex, Rel had not been shielded from the bawdier legends of the Shadow God. Taking pleasure from handling his body was not only permitted but akin to worship. Still, he often felt that his cock was making decisions for the rest of him, and he wasn’t at all sure he liked that feeling. He was alone, though, and he could stroke that unruly member until it was satisfied. He could imagine anything and anyone he wanted.

Rel had a firm idea that one was supposed to ask before kissing a person—or doing anything else to them, for that matter. Soldiers serving in Tanmar’s small army learned that if they didn’t ask, they could expect to be bound to a post and to have the skin flogged from their backs. But Rel couldn’t imagine himself asking, so maybe he needed someone who didn’t bother with such niceties.

That kiss...Rel turned over and muffled his cries in his pillow as he spilled all over his hand and the clean sheets. It wouldn’t be the first time that ever happened. Languid in the aftermath of pleasure, he moved over and found a dry place to sleep.
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Chapter Two
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Nobody woke Rel until the morning was well advanced. He got out of bed, went to the washroom and made use of soap and cold water. There were clothes laid out for him—plain ones without embroidery, for a relief.

He felt guilty that someone would have to clean up the mess he’d left in the sheets and distressed that his private moments were not so private as all that. In fact, he wished he could forget everything that happened last night. But that wasn’t possible for the next Viscount of Tanmar.

One of the footmen arrived while Rel was lacing up his shirt.

“Good morning, my lord,” the footman said. “The viscount and viscountess are at breakfast in the rose patio and look forward to your company.”

Rel glanced out the open window. It was going to be another warm spring day. The air smelled of damp earth and blackberry blossoms. “Breakfast? It’s nearly lunch time.”

“Your parents rose late as well and have only just seen the last of the guests away.”

Rel felt a twinge of guilt. That was supposed to be his duty. But he’d been allowed to sleep off the previous night’s indulgences and misfortunes. He thanked the footman.

Crossing the hall and descending the stairs, Rel reached the double doors to the patio and heard his parents arguing.

“I am not well-pleased with the idea,” his mother said.

“So you’ve said,” said his father. “I’ve yet to hear you offer an alternative.”

Rel nudged one of the doors until the hinges creaked, and his parents fell silent. He stepped out onto the patio. The well-tended rose bushes hadn’t quite reached their full glory, but red, pink and white buds were opening in the dark foliage. Rel breathed their fragrances. It was an improvement over stale perfume.

“Aurelian!” called his mother. “Join us.”

Valerio Beneloi, Viscount of Tanmar, pushed back his chair and stood. “I wish I could stay,” he said, “but apparently I must see to some repairs on the road before another coach loses a wheel.” He opened his arms. Rel approached and allowed himself to be embraced. His father stepped back, hands on Rel’s shoulders, a fond smile on his face. He was a tall, broad man. Rel would probably never match his size. In the manner of all the people around Rel, his father was growing older. There seemed another line on his forehead or beside his eyes every time Rel looked. “After you eat,” he said, “you must go meet Stavros in the stable. There’s something for you to see there.”

“What might that be?” Rel asked, stifling unbidden memories of Stavros with the stablehand.

“Oh, allow me to surprise you.” The viscount squeezed Rel’s arm and walked off, boots thumping as he went.

“Sit, Aurelian,” the viscountess said, patting the chair that Rel’s father had just left.

Rel sat and helped himself to tea, fruit and pastries. He’d been spared the worst of a hangover. Vomiting had some unexpected benefits.

“I take it that your party was less than perfectly pleasant,” she said.

Rel chewed and swallowed. “I was sick outside,” he said. “I’ve had better evenings.”

“Is that all?” she asked.

There was no possibility that Rel was going to tell his mother about the kiss. “Isn’t that enough?” He attempted a change of subject before she could inquire further. “Why did you ask about hair?”

“When I married your father, his aunts tried to convince me to wear mine up. It made my head ache, so I wore it in a braid, or loose. It was done for comfort, nothing more or less. But I started a fashion of sorts. Many a fine lady decided that she needn’t have three maids with needle, thread and hot irons setting her hair before she could be seen in public. Yet you’ll never see a lady of the court of Alasif so informally arrayed. Today, you may know something of her family’s desire to express loyalty to the king from a mere glance at her hair.”

“So it’s not hair,” Rel said. “It’s a battle flag.”

“If you like,” said the viscountess.

Rel knew well that Tanmar was tiny compared to Alasif. The viscounty grew enough food to feed its population, but it boasted no universities, no mines, no great centers of art or industry. Its position as the only safe route between the inland kingdoms to the east and the coast to the west was its wealth. The Daggerhead Mountains to the north were tedious to traverse, the narrow roads unsuitable for wheeled vehicles and hazardous in any weather more serious than a drizzle. The only sizable settlement in that direction was Twilight Valley, which was its own inscrutable little world. To the south, the Velvet Swamp and its interesting monsters discouraged all but the heartiest homesteaders and explorers.

Over the centuries, the kings of Alasif had launched attempts to annex Tanmar by marriage or—occasionally—by outright warfare. But the viscounty was fiercely independent and easily defended. A besieger could not hope to cut off Tanmar’s communication with the coast. The coastal dwellers preferred Tanmar independent, because Alasif would be an uncomfortable neighbor. The last war had been over forty years ago, long enough for memories to fade, except for those held by the burned-out ruins of a few bordering farmsteads and some well-filled graveyards.

“Will there be a war?” Rel asked. His father, he knew, was a genius with all the small details of the viscounty. His mother was the one with a grasp of broader politics.

“I hope not,” said the viscountess. “Which of the fine ladies from last night caught your fancy so that you’d like to get to know her better? The choice of your wife may not, of course, be decided by attraction alone. But the Shadow God will bless a union of the heart, and we could use that blessing. I will argue strenuously with anyone who claims otherwise.”

Rel should have expected that question. He could, if his mother asked, discourse at length upon the hairstyles of every lady he met last night. But there was no name on the tip of his tongue to answer her. By the time he recovered his composure, it was too late. She knew.

She patted her lips with a napkin, folded her hands in her lap, and sat back. “I see,” she said. “I’d hoped otherwise. Not because anything could make me love you less, Aurelian. Your life will be difficult enough without contrary desires, and I wish most of all for you to be happy.”

Contrary desires. He’d never put words to his feelings for men before.

“Why did you never have more children?” he asked, because a sibling might have lifted at least one burden from him.

“It wasn’t for lack of trying. And there was hope every year or so, but those hopes came to nothing. Until when you were, what, eight? Nine?”

“You were very ill when I was nine. I never knew why. I just remembered all the lamps lit, a great bustle of healers, and...”

And screaming. The memories tumbled loose. Rel trying to get to his mother and Celeste ordering him removed from the bedroom. Rel running to Stavros, who held him until he stopped crying and the sun came up. Healers departing. His father’s grim expression. His mother sitting by the fire for weeks, staring at nothing, her eyes bruised with weariness and grief.

“Merciful Shadows,” swore Rel.

The viscountess plucked a strawberry from the porcelain bowl with her fingers and ate it. “The Shadow God is merciful but, unless we honor him the way he wishes to be honored, that mercy is uncertain. There is respect between your father and me. There is affection. Even passion at times. But after twenty years I can tell you that we do not love each other. Where there is no love, the Shadow God abandons us to Nature. And Nature is merciless.”

“I had no idea.” What was that like, to have everything a person could want, except for love? He knew nothing of love, but he had plenty of time to figure it out. It was late for his parents. “I am so sorry for you, Mother.”

“Well, that is a reason why I hope for love for you, whatever form it takes. It was my wish for you to be dedicated at the Temple in Twilight Valley, as I was. Your father spoke against this, as it’s out of fashion in Alasif these days, and he himself is pledged to the Dawn God.”

From the reading his parents mandated, Rel knew that the world had many gods. The Ship Lords prayed to the Little Sister of the Tides. The Tribes prayed to the Twins. But in the corner of the world that contained both Alasif and Tanmar, the brother gods of Dawn and Shadow squabbled over the souls of worshippers the way brother humans squabbled over sweets.

If Tanmar and Alasif squabbled, people would die. It had been impressed upon Rel since he was old enough to understand that he had a duty to every soul in Tanmar and no few souls beyond it.

“What would you have me do, mother?” he asked.

She sighed and patted his hand. “For now? If you’ve eaten your fill, off to the stable with you.”

❦

Rel stopped to change his house shoes for boots. He traversed the rooms of Bramblehome with its aged wood beams and stone walls, keeping out of the way of the staff, who were occupied wiping up spills and collecting broken glassware and wilted flowers. Once out the front doors, Rel wove between the sheep—which were mowing and fertilizing the lawn—and geese, which opened their wings and snaked their necks alarmingly at him. The apple trees bore a few blossoms, though their leaves were coming in thick and green. Tulip beds and hickory-shaded flower gardens on either side of the winding walkways gave the estate an air of peace that never failed to soothe Rel’s heart.

Stavros was outside the stable, sitting on the mounting block, one booted foot drawn up. His belt was weighted with his sword, a dagger and a pair of small knives. He waved and stood up.

Rel never tired of watching Stavros. When the man was waiting, he did not seem to move. When he did move, he never put a foot wrong and seemed to flow from one place to the other without stopping in between. The equerry was well past the awkwardness of growing up. But then, he’d looked comfortable in his body ten years ago. He knew who he was and what he should be doing. Rel envied him for that.

“What’s the fuss?” Rel asked. 

“Come and see,” Stavros said.

He preceded Rel into the cool shelter of the stable, fragrant with hay and horses, down past a long row of stalls. A proud-looking cat trotted up the aisle carrying a dead mouse. They passed the coach animals, the viscount’s hunting steeds, the viscountess’s palfrey and a pony that Rel had ridden until rheumatism had promoted it from riding animal to fat, pampered pet. Stavros’s gelding, Smoke, stuck his nose over the stall door and whickered until he received pats from both of them.

The next stall held an unfamiliar red bay mare with a blaze and tall white socks on her hind legs. Stavros haltered her and led her into the aisle. In the dim light, her red-brown coat appeared to glow.

“Your father traded her from the Tribes over a month ago, and I’ve had my hands full keeping her hidden so you could be surprised,” Stavros said. “She’s far too energetic to hide in the back of the stable for long, and she’s already nipped one of the stablehands. Not hard, fortunately.”

“She’s mine?”

“Yours.”

“She’s a beauty,” Rel said.

“She is, and be sure to thank your father.”

“Oh, I will.”

Rel held out his hand, flat, for the mare to sniff, careful not to let her get her teeth on the edge. Her nostrils flared. He blew into her nose, because that was how horses introduced themselves. She had a dished face, intelligent eyes and tidy ears. Her chest was deep, suggesting great endurance. Her short back and muscled haunches promised speed.

The mare snorted and pawed at the dirt floor.

Stavros offered Rel the lead. “Hold her, and I’ll get her saddle and bridle.”

Rel scratched her behind the ears as he waited. “You and I will be great friends.”

A half hour later, they had a bridle and a hunting saddle—so new it creaked—on the mare, and Rel took her out in the paddock. Her paces were smooth as butter, her collected trot mannerly and barely above walking speed. But whenever Rel let the reins slack just a bit, she stretched out her neck and tried to slide into a gallop. The paddock wasn’t big enough to let her loose the way she wanted.

“I’ll saddle Smoke, and we’ll go for a nice, long run,” Stavros said.

❦

The mare humiliated Smoke for five miles. Rel slowed her only to keep them well-wide of the road crew and farmers’ carts hauling hay, eggs and vegetables into town. Once she dropped to a prancing walk, he patted her neck where the reins had carved her sweat into white foam.

“Good girl,” he said, and watched her ears flick at his voice.

Stavros, who was some lengths behind, called out “Have you named her yet?”

Rel looked down at her reddish coat and thought of breakfast with his parents on the patio. “Her name is Rose.”

“It’s a good name.”

Glancing over his shoulder, Rel asked, “Shall we walk home?”

When Stavros and Smoke had almost caught up, the equerry said, “Let’s go into town.”

“My parents aren’t expecting me back?”

“Not until tomorrow,” Stavros said.

“Did you have something in mind?”

“If you’ve no objections, I thought a visit to a house of pleasure would be in order.”

Rel said nothing for half a mile. He felt his face heat in a manner that could not entirely be excused by exercise.

“Stavros?”

“Yes, my lord?” He sounded quite meek.

Rel thought of turning around to see Stavros’s face but did not. “You taught me to ride.”

“Quite well, as you’ve just proved.”

“You taught me to fight with my hands and with a sword.”

“Not quite so well, but I have hopes for you yet.”

“And now you propose to teach me how to fuck.”

“I imagine a beautiful and experienced woman will do that, my lord.”

It was a bad sign, Rel thought, when Stavros called him “my lord.” It was like a mask of loyalty that the equerry hid behind whenever there might be friction between them. That loyalty was absolute. Rel’s grandparents had taken Stavros to foster when his parents, minor aristocrats in Lirawell to the south, died in the year of the last great fever. That loyalty weighed heavier than, for instance, Rel’s dignity.

“Merciful Shadows, Stavros. I will not let you abandon me in a bawdy house with a strange woman. What if she’s a thief? An assassin?”

“Not a risk at a reputable house.”

Another half-mile passed beneath the horses’ hooves. Rel resisted the urge to rein the mare around and dig in his heels.

“I’ll go, if you come with me.”

“With you?”

“Yes.”

“In the room with you?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

“Very well, my lord.”

Rel had been hoping...what had he been hoping for? That Stavros would refuse?

No. No, he had not.
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Chapter Three
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They stabled the horses inside the gate of Tanmar Town and walked out into the afternoon. A riot of colors—of clothing and of people—filled the streets. In one block, Rel spied the copper skin and gleaming black hair of a Veltain's Repose merchant; pale-skinned, white-haired men with the facial tattoos of Marabeth-over-the-sea; two walnut-skinned women of the horse tribes with a fortune of gold rings in their ears; and a small group of dark Karland hunters with braids down to their waists. The clothes were all sorts, from the dull and practical to outfits like the painted wings of butterflies.

Though Tanmar had come to seem provincial and small to Rel, he could stop in the middle of the crossroads town, close his eyes and hear accents from all over the world, breathe and smell cooking just as various.

Rel and Stavros ducked into a small shop that sold the masks which, Stavros explained, were required if one wished for privacy while visiting a pleasure house. Stavros chose a thin white porcelain half-mask with lapis-shadowed eyes, almost feminine, which gave him a wry expression above his three days of dark facial hair. Rel chose a full mask with feathers and a large crystal set in the middle of the forehead. When he glanced in the mirror, it looked a bit silly, which was an improvement over looking anxious.

They wove through an impromptu horse auction in the middle of the street and fetched up against a three-story building with a courtyard shaded by a grape arbor. Poppies and fennel lent their pungent smells to the air. A discreet sign by the front door read, “The Cup and Wand.” With such a name, this would be a temple of the Shadow God as well as a pleasure house.

The Shadow God cared for all of his hard-working courtesans. They enjoyed protection from illnesses of the bedchamber, and no unlooked-for pregnancies burgeoned beneath his roof. For a price—a substantial one—a customer could be assured the most eager and skillful of bed companions.

The altar, a low slab of white marble that looked far older than the building, stood to the right as they entered the courtyard. A frieze depicting a pair of snow leopards with intertwined tails decorated the wall behind the altar. The holy objects of the god, a patinated bronze cup and a wand, rested on the marble. The cup was etched with grapes and grape leaves, full almost to the brim with wine the color of garnets. The wand was a stylized representation of a pinecone tied to a fennel stalk. No one, not even the most innocent maiden, could possibly overlook its phallic nature.

Stavros stepped forward and knelt. Rel heard him recite the prayer:

God of shadows

God of rapture

God of sorrow

God of cup and wand

God of vine and flower

God of claw and fang

Drink my tears

Grant me joy

Guard my heart

Standing, Stavros took up the cup and had a sip. He laid his hand on the wand. Watching the equerry, Rel wished he could have joined in the Shadow God’s worship. This was his temple, and it seemed fitting to honor him. Rel saw the peace in Stavros’s face and wanted to share it. But he had not been dedicated. His prayers meant nothing, and the Shadow God’s peace would elude him.

An enormous man with a shaggy red beard and hair blocked the front door.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said. “Have you been here before?”

Stavros stepped up and gave the door guard a courteous nod. “I have had that pleasure once, and I am delighted to return. My companion has never crossed your doorstep.” He reached for the purse at his belt and took out a half-star coin. If the tip for the door guard was that large, how much were they about to spend?

Watching Stavros hand out coins—to the mask maker and here—Rel had a moment to wonder where the coins had come from. As Rel was required to review the viscounty books with his father every month, he knew the exact amount that Stavros drew as a stipend. The coins for this outing, which Stavros must have stashed about his person before Rel arrived at the stable, were more than could have come from his own purse.

“Thank you kindly,” said the door guard, and moved aside. Now that his vast body wasn’t in the way, Rel could see the carved grapevines and gilded latch that decorated the doorframe.

The parlor inside looked like a garden in early evening. Sunset-colored tapestries covered two of the walls, midnight blue the other two. Potted poppies surrounded a small fountain, their fragrance enhanced by dreamy, understated incense. The high windows were draped with dark blue, gauzy fabric. Chandeliers like clusters of stars provided light.

People sat on couches, stood, conversed, laid hands on each others’ arms and traded significant glances. The ones wearing masks must be clients. Most were men, but Rel saw a woman here and there. The courtesans—men and women both—were mostly young, all handsome, dressed in clothes cut to allow them to show off bare limbs. They wore poppies in their hair and cosmetics that made their lively faces more interesting. 

Rel could taste the lust in the air. He was staring at an unmasked young man with a sweet mouth and light brown hair halfway down his back when Stavros took his arm and gently pulled him through the far doorway, closing the door after them.

Unlike the rest of the first floor, this room had a large window that let in the light. The robed woman behind the desk stood up. She was about Rel’s mother’s age, tall with strong arms. Her red hair was bound back in a thick braid. Something about her reminded Rel of the door guard. Perhaps they were siblings. She nodded and indicated the
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