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 NOR
IRON BARS A CAGE

First I was a sorcerer.
Then I was a hermit. For so long— for years that seemed to go on
forever— I couldn’t bear to be touched. I put up not just walls but
whole stone bunkers to keep everyone out, emotionally, and
physically as well. I was protected from people, from ghosts, from
specters real and imagined. Sure, I was alone. But I felt safe.
Only, after a while, I wasn’t sure any longer whether a totally
“safe” empty life was really worth living.

Then Tobin came along.
Out of the blue, out of my past, with a summons from the king that
he wouldn’t let me ignore. I tried to cling to my isolation, but he
wouldn’t give up on me. Tobin never believed in walls.
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Introduction

The story you are
about to read celebrates love, sex and romance between men. It is a
product of the Love Has No Boundaries promotion sponsored by the
Goodreads M/M Romance Group and is published as a free gift to
you.

What Is Love Has No
Boundaries?

The Goodreads M/M
Romance Group invited members to choose a photo and pen a letter
asking for a short M/M romance story inspired by the image; authors
from the group were encouraged to select a letter and write an
original tale. The result was an outpouring of creativity that
shone a spotlight on the special bond between M/M romance writers
and the people who love what they do.

A written description
of the image that inspired this story is provided along with the
original request letter. If you’d like to view the photo, please
feel free to join the Goodreads
M/M Romance Group and visit the discussion section: Love
Has No Boundaries.

Whether you are an
avid M/M romance reader or new to the genre, you are in for a
delicious treat.

Words of Caution

This story may contain
sexually explicit content and is intended for adult readers. It may
contain content that is disagreeable or distressing to some
readers. The M/M Romance Group strongly recommends that each reader
review the General Information section before each story for story
tags as well as for content warnings.
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~ Photo Description
~

In black and white,
back-lit and tightly-focused, half of a man’s bare chest is
exposed. Every curve of pec and shoulder is silvered, the nipple
tight. Another man’s face hovers, upturned, clearly kneeling before
him. Only the straight nose, strong chin, and open mouth can be
seen. The kneeling man extends his tongue with the tip curled,
waiting, half an inch— a hesitation’s width— from that expectant
nipple. In the next breath, they will touch.

~ Story Letter ~

Dear Author,

For so long, years
that seemed to go on forever, I couldn’t bear to be touched. I put
up not just walls but whole concrete bunkers to keep people out—
not just emotionally, but physically as well. Sure, I was alone.
But I felt safe. Only, after a while, I wasn’t sure any longer
whether a totally “safe” life was really worth living. But I was
still too afraid to reach out. I started to think about a way out—
a way out of living, that is.

Then someone came
along. Someone… completely unexpected. How do I explain him? I
can’t. But he wouldn’t give up on me, and he never believed in
walls.

Thanks,

Plainbrownwrapper

~ Story Info ~

Genre:
fantasy

Tags:
mage/sorcerer, first time, hurt/comfort, friends to lovers, magic
users, PTSD

Content
Warnings: history of past abuse, self-harm

Word Count:
104,300
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 Dedication

For Plainbrownwrapper,
whose prompt gave me these two men, and for my excellent beta
readers, who spent a lot of time and effort to make my story
better.







 Chapter One

There’s a silence
that’s the opposite of peaceful. It’s that moment when the wind
drops, and you see the storm-clouds piled up high and dark in the
sky. That hot noontime when all birdsong in the forest fades away,
and you realize the dappled shadow on the branch above is a hunting
cat— when you freeze, and hold your breath, and hold your breath,
as it blinks glowing amber eyes, and decides whether it’s hungry. I
heard that silence when I woke.

It froze me there in
my bed, eyes still closed, not moving. I was on my familiar little
cot in my third-floor room, which I’d been given as Meldov’s junior
apprentice and kept even now. I felt the scratch of the cheap wool
blanket under my cheek, and smelled the musty combination of old
books and stale air. Nothing stirred, nothing broke the stillness,
there was no reason for my fear, but my heart pounded a staccato
rhythm. I held my breath, fighting awareness, until I could it put
off no longer.

From the moment I
opened my eyes, I knew I was still dreaming. Fifteen years of
meditation and study had given me the ability to tell the
difference. Sometimes, though, I wasn’t sure if that was a blessing
or a curse, to be aware of my state and to watch my younger self,
knowing where this was going, knowing where it would end, and to be
unable to do anything.

In this dream, it was
always dark in my old bedroom. I’d lain down for just a moment to
rest, tired from the work Meldov had set me. My mentor was a strong
believer that a tired body made for a quiet mind. It was common for
him to give me chores hard enough that I longed for a moment’s
respite. But tonight my stolen minute had clearly lasted longer
than I’d intended. While my eyes were closed, dusk had turned to
full night.

I sprang from the bed,
my heart pounding. A year ago, even six months ago, Meldov might’ve
made me clean the privy, or cuffed me lightly, with inventive
curses for my lateness. But now… now his anger came faster and more
sharply and his punishments had a bitter bite. I could only hope
that he hadn’t called for me yet, and my absence might not have
been noticed.

Asleep, aware but
helpless, I wished I could to reach into that dream and stop
myself, longed to grab that young, unbroken boy and make him turn
around. The window was there, with a clean, free night beyond
it. The old apple tree had been an easy route for an agile
teenager, on the nights when I’d chosen roaming over sleep. I could
have run. But I had no idea then that there was a reason to
flee.

I made my way out of
my familiar dark room, half by touch, and ran down the stairs as
quickly and silently as I could. The only light on the floor below
came from the study. I hurried over there and paused in the
doorway. Meldov was sitting in his favorite upholstered chair,
reading an old book with yellowed corners, his long fingers turning
the pages with slow deliberation. When he noticed me, he set the
volume aside, open on the small table. Very slowly and deliberately
he laid a black ribbon in the book to mark his place.

I braced myself for
his anger, but instead he slowly smiled at me and said, “There you
are, boy.” He looked me over, head to toe and back up, until my
nails bit my palms in the effort to hold still under his eyes.
Finally he added, “Did you have a nice nap?” The last word
held the whip of acid I’d been expecting.

“I’m sorry, sir.” I
bent my head.

“No harm done. I had
preparations to make anyway. Follow me.” He stood and turned toward
the door into the workroom.

“Now?” I was startled
into speaking out of turn. Usually we prepared for a working
together, now that I was a true apprentice. Meldov would discuss
who we were searching for, what the questions would be. He’d show
me the focus, make me work out the ritual and check it for
mistakes. This sudden decision was very unlike him.

“Yes, now. What did
you think I meant, next week?” He pulled the heavy door open, and
glanced back at me. “Oh, do you feel unprepared? Don’t worry, boy,
we’re not summoning anyone tonight. Or anything. I have a different
ritual planned.”

I followed him inside.
The familiar walls of the workroom looked closer, higher and
wreathed in deeper shadows, although that had to be illusion. There
were no windows. We always worked by the same candle light. Still
there was a claustrophobic feel to the room that night, and it
wasn’t just the foreknowledge of my older self leaking into the
dream. Even in real life, fifteen years ago, I’d been reluctant to
cross that familiar threshold.

But I followed him in
obediently, took the lit taper from his hand, and set flame to the
candles he indicated, in the prescribed order. First the door-ward
candles, with the words of protection as I lit them. Then the
beeswax altar pillars, with a prayer for guidance. I’d sometimes
been a bit perfunctory in my prayers to Na, god of mages, but my
words were heartfelt that night. Last, the candles of the working
laid out on the floor.

It was an unfamiliar
shape. Not the usual circle in a triangle, designed to call a
spirit to us, but a straight line with only two points, less than
an arm’s length apart. There were only three candles on it, short
white stubs glued to the floor with dark wax, and I lit them all.
Meldov took back the taper. “Good. Now take one of the two
ends.”

As I stepped into the
charcoal circle at one end of the line, I could feel the power
building in the spell. It whispered through me, like a chill wind
with the laughter of waiting ghosts in it. I shuddered. “Sir, are
you sure?”

“Silence, boy.” His
voice snapped with restrained tension. “Do your part and all will
be well.”

I wanted to argue
more. I should have. But this was Meldov, my mentor and teacher,
and the man I thought I loved, whether he had an inkling of that or
not. Meldov, who’d seen in a scrawny boy the hidden signs of
talent, and brought me here, raised me, taught me. We’d probably
done a hundred workings in here in the last two years, since he
began letting me help in his true craft. And every one had been
controlled and effective, and I’d come through safely in Meldov’s
hands.

Sorcery was a science
as well as an art to Meldov. He chose his foci carefully, called
spirits he could learn from, and sent them cleanly on their way. He
was one of the best. So I set aside my fears, and tried to center
myself and breathe from my belly. Slowly the working trance came
over me.

Meldov stepped onto
the other end of the line. I saw it, heard it, felt it, as his
presence woke the spell. The charcoal line lit with the illusion of
cold fire, while the spell stirred and stretched like a cat. It
locked onto me, curling tendrils of power around my ankles,
reaching slowly up toward my knees. It was definitely different. I
was used to the power serving as a fence, sweeping around the
central circle to imprison the being we brought there to
interrogate. All those times, I’d stood outside the circle, raising
and controlling it, but not part of it. Tonight the spell touched
me, and it latched tight around me with little hooked barbs I could
feel but not see.

I wanted to brush it
off of my legs. With every moment, I wanted more and more to get
away from that room and that chill force. But I didn’t move a foot,
or even open my mouth. I waited obediently for my mentor to
explain. Meldov reached out toward me above that glowing line of
power, his familiar hand looking different in the odd light. I
realized he wore gloves.

“Take my hand, Lyon of
Riverrun.”

I reached toward him
and took his fingers in my own. An action taken of my own free
will, because he asked it of me. The last really free thing I did
in that house. Until the end. In the dream, the chill of his
fingers froze mine despite the gloves, although there was nothing
to see. Then his thumb pressed over the life-point on my wrist. It
burned me, the pain sharp and real. Or was it freezing cold? I
tried to pull free, but he held me still a long, agonizing minute.
The ache from it spread up my arm and into my heart. Then he eased
his grip, and turned my hand over. There, burned into my wrist, was
his symbol— a feather quill, drawing a circle of power.

I sucked in a harsh
breath. My hand shook in his grasp. “What did you do?” The burn
itself had an odd silver-black shine, and around it the skin was
already rising, puffy and red.

“You wanted to advance
to the next level,” he said, in a voice that sounded reasonable, as
if he’d just had me sign a contract. “This will help us work
together. Your power and mine will meld. Don’t be a child. The
effect is only skin deep. I wouldn’t harm your body for the
world.”

I opened my mouth to
protest, to ask what he meant. But when I met his eyes, my
questions died unspoken. Because he smiled, and it was slow and
hungry and dark, and for the first time, he let me see the wraith
who’d taken up residence behind his once-human eyes…

I woke shaking. Not
screaming and not puking, which was an improvement. I sat up in
bed, cradling my useless right hand against my chest, blinking in
the light of the lantern I always kept lit. My wrist throbbed, as
it had the night the brand had been set there. I couldn’t help
looking at it, even though I knew what I would see. No circle. No
feather. Just the wide, rough patch of thickly-scarred skin where
I’d burned that mark off with real flame, afterward.

I rubbed the spot
slowly with my left thumb, the habit of so many years. The ridges
and tightness of it, even the atrophied way my hand curled over the
ruined tendons, were reassurance. It was over. Cleansed and healed,
as much as it would ever heal, and long over. I was here in my own
home, with my own stone walls around me.

I felt both sick and
embarrassed, even though there was no one to see me. It had been
fifteen years since I was that boy. Almost half my lifetime. Surely
I should be over this stupid, senseless panic. Whatever had
happened then, I’d been safe for so long now that its effects
should have faded. Surely a normal man would have gone on
with his life, cheerfully, or at least sanely.

Sometimes there were
stretches of time when all was well, and I believed I was finally
past it; that my quiet solitary routine was now a matter of choice
and preference, not necessity. Then something would set me off, and
there would be night after night of bad dreams again, and days when
speaking to anyone was difficult. Sometimes the trigger was
something so humiliatingly minuscule as to be undefinable. I had no
idea what had set me off now, only that last night and this, the
wraith had once again stalked my sleep.

I took slow breaths,
and looked about me for comfort. My house was small and I liked it
like that. There was an alcove with my bed, a cleverly-designed
fireplace, a kitchen area with sink and iron cookstove on the
facing wall, and a table, a desk, a bookshelf. Other than the small
door leading to the bath and garderobe, I could see every inch of
the room. Even the desk was made of a spindly table with open
shelves above it for my quills and paper. There was no place anyone
could hide.

I sat in my tangled
bedclothes and waited for my heart to slow down. Of all the nasty,
terrifying dreams I had, that one was always somehow the worst— the
first time I saw the soulless hunger, the spirit-eater, living in
my mentor’s mind.

After a while I got up
and fumbled about my kitchen shelves for the canister of dried
mint. There’d clearly be no more sleep for me tonight. A cup of
herb tea and something to read might get me through until morning.
I’d done this for so long I had a rhythm for working the pump
handle with my right forearm while holding the kettle in my left
hand. The stove was cold, but a small fire burned in the fireplace
as always, and I hooked the kettle onto the swing-arm and lowered
it over the flames.

I knelt in front of
the fire, added a log, and watched the tongues of red and gold lick
over the fresh bark. Sparks of flickering white snapped out from
the droplets of resin hiding there. The good smell of burning pine
filled me, erasing the memory of burning flesh. Almost. I rubbed my
wrist again. I’m not sure I’d have the courage now to do what had
needed to be done. But back then I’d been desperate enough, and
young enough, not to care how much it would hurt.

The kettle began to
whistle. I swung it off the flame, wrapped a cloth round the handle
and poured hot water into the pot. The rising steam further soothed
me, carrying the fresh-grass smell of the mint and a hint of dried
lemon peel in it. That was a luxury, but one that made a huge
difference for me. Meldov, my real Meldov, had loved lemon but the
wraith had hated it. The day we gave up lemon tea after a hard
working, I should have known something was wrong. These days I
couldn’t afford a lot of the imported fruit, but I added a hint to
all my teas, and that citrus astringency in the steam was balm to
my heart. There’s nothing to fear here.

 I took the cup
with me to my favorite chair, placed tight against the wall where
nothing could lurk behind it. It was my only comfortable chair,
actually, but then for fifteen years no one but me had crossed that
threshold, so I had no need of more. It was deep and soft,
upholstered in leather, big enough that it had been all I could do
to haul it across the room one-handed, when the craftsman had left
it by the door. Over the years, I’d dozed in it enough to be glad a
hundred times over for its solid size.

I sank into the
familiar leather upholstery, and held the cup to my nose to breathe
the steam. So good.

Truly, I had no cause
for complaints. Half the men in the world, more than half, would’ve
given their own right arms for the life I led. In this house I was
safe, warm enough in winter, cool in summer. I worked in my garden,
gathered wood nearby, cleaned and cooked, but my labor was far less
demanding than that of most men. These days, my skill with
languages was becoming more widely known. Translations now brought
enough money to keep me well-supplied, even after I’d spent every
penny I’d stolen from Meldov. I had clothing, good boots. I even
had books of my own and the leisure to read them.

I was in no real pain,
although my wrist ached sometimes when the wind was wrong. I had no
dependents to worry and coerce me, no overlord to threaten me, no
illnesses, no loss. Well, no more loss. This was as close to
Paradise as this world offered. So it was wrong, very wrong, that
the little knife on my desk should call to me with a siren song as
sweet as the whisper of an incubus in my ear.

It was mostly lack of
sleep making me weak. I knew that. But I set the cup aside and
stood, and went to the desk. The little knife lay beside my
blotter, with the whetstone above it. I picked up both in my left
hand, and took them to my chair. The knife was a pretty thing—
bone-handled, with a fine, thin blade no longer than my thumb, and
sharper than my shaving razor. I pinned it between my right wrist
and knee, picked up the oiled stone, and stroked it along the edge.
I used a feather touch. Really, there was no need to sharpen it.
I’d cut perhaps three quills since the last time. But it soothed me
to hear the fine steel sing under the stroke of the stone.

Eventually I set the
whetstone on the table beside my cup, pushed up my right sleeve,
and picked up the blade. With the tip, I barely traced the lines of
blue that marked the veins in my forearm, following them down from
the crook of my elbow to where the color became hidden by the dense
scar. I pressed inward there, lightly, and watched a drop of blood
well up from under the blade. Blood was bad for steel. I’d have to
clean the knife again. Or not. I pressed harder, and saw a
second drop and a third, beading on that lumpy, taut white surface,
like rain on a windowpane. See, there’s life under the scar. I
can cut through to it and set it free. Forever free.

After a long, long
time, I put the blade beside the stone, and lifted the cup instead.
The small stain on the cuff of my nightshirt turned from crimson to
burgundy to russet. After I washed it, it would be as faded as the
rest. Eventually, slowly, the sun came up.

****










 Chapter Two

I was cleaning up from
my morning meal when there was a knock on the door. I was pleased
to see Dag, the market boy, waiting on the step. He’d made good
time today. He held out a full basket to me. “Here ’tis, Mister
Lyon. Same as always, but Mum says to tell you there weren’t no
eggs, on account of the hens weren’t laying well yesterday. She put
in an extra rasher of bacon to go round.”

I took the handle from
him, but set the basket on the step. “Thank her for me. I hope
there’s nothing seriously wrong with the hens.”

“Oh no, sir. A fox
came by, we think, and frighted them. But he couldn’t get through
the coop I built. ’Twas too solid for him.” He gave me a
crooked-toothed grin of pride.

I nodded back. Dag was
skinny, his clothes worn thin, and his eyes were steadier than most
youngsters’. His grin was pure happiness though. Despite being the
man of the house since he was nine, he was every inch a fun-loving
boy. He’d made this trip to see me twice a week for years now, and
I’d come to enjoy our few moments of chat. For years… “How
old are you now, Dag?”

“Near on fourteen,
sir.”

That old. Sometimes I
was amazed I was still here, after so long. “Getting too old for
barley candy then, I guess.”

“Never too old,” he
said cheekily. “Else why would there be a bag full of it in your
own shopping? Sir.”

I laughed. “Take your
wages, imp, while I get your mother’s money.”

I left the door ajar
as I went to my desk and located my purse. I’d learned that if I
tipped the boy with coin, it went straight to his mother’s hand. So
I paid her well in coin, and him in candy. I brought him the money,
in the old basket. “Here, keep that safe. And take a barley-stick
for each of your sisters too.”

“Thank you sir.” He
dug into the basket and pulled out two more sticks.

“And there’s a bit of
paper in the basket to wrap them in.” We both pretended that wasn’t
the most important thing I gave him, that he wouldn’t hold the
candy gently in it and then at home press it flat and render
wonderfully detailed drawings of animals in charcoal on it. I’d
found a drawing of his once, when his mother had wrapped a cut of
meat with it. I’d offered him a clean paper for the one clearly
often used, erased and reused, and now spoiled. The light in his
eyes had been something to see, and though we never spoke of it, I
gave him another clean page weekly. His mother was a wonderful
woman, but she’d never encourage something that frivolous.

I should have probably
done more for him. Dag had amazing talent, and village life would
give him no outlet for it. Unless the local temple decided to paint
a mural or something, he might live and die here and leave not a
trace of his art. By this time, I had contacts among the literate
rich folk back in the cities. I could have done more to find him a
mentor. But even this little chat on my doorstep sometimes made my
skin twitch for hours afterward. And he was just fourteen and his
mother needed him. I said, “Be off with you then. My regards to
your mother. I’ll see you in three days.”

“Right, sir. See you
then.” He gave me a jaunty wave, cheek distended with the candy,
and turned. I liked that about him, that he would stay and chat if
I chose, seeming quite happy to pass along gossip and news, but
showed no hurt on the days I dismissed him abruptly. I desperately
envied him that contented nature. I’d never been that way, even as
a child.

I picked up the full
basket, shut the door and carried my bounty over to the kitchen
area. It took only a few minutes to set the food in its places,
with the butter and cheese in the cool stone box low beneath the
counter. When there was another knock, I almost cracked my head on
the wooden edge above me. Grumbling to myself, I went to see what
Dag could have possibly forgotten. But when I yanked open the door,
the face staring at me was familiar, but not a fourteen-year-old
boy.

“Lyon! It is
you!”

I slammed the door in
Tobin’s face. I’d have collapsed into my chair, but I didn’t even
make it that far. My knees gave out halfway across the room.

How? Why? My
mind screamed in protest. What was Tobin doing here?
Seventeen years without a word between us, and there he stood on my
doorstep. And here I lay in some shameful puddle of dismay and
self-disgust, and mangled unquenchable hope. That scared me more
than all the rest. I was settled and safe here, and none could pry
me out of my shell. But I hadn’t expected Tobin.

“Lyon?” He rapped on
the door again, more slowly. “It’s me. Tobin. Remember me? We were
friends once.”

Remember me.
I’d have laughed if I could have got breath to do it. Of course I
remembered. Strong, sensible Tobin, two years older and headed for
a high position, and all that I was not. He’d let me tag along
after him for years. He’d been the focus of my days, and truth to
tell, of my solitary nights, until Meldov’s cool, dark power had
caught my full attention when I was sixteen. And after that…

I couldn’t stand to
see Tobin now.

“Lyon? Can you answer
the door? I need to talk to you.” After a long silence, in which I
just managed to sit up enough to pull my knees to my chest and
clamp my hands between them, he added, “I’m not here to do any
harm. By Samal’s Hand, I swear it.”

I no longer believed
in any gods, but for Tobin that oath apparently still meant
something. I’d never thought he’d planned to hurt me. He just had
no idea the harm he could do, simply by saying my name in that
voice, as if I were still that boy. I didn’t uncurl from the floor
or make a sound. Maybe he’d go away, if I said nothing, did
nothing. He knew I was in here— there was no hope he’d believe the
house was empty— but if I ignored him long enough maybe he’d go
away and leave me in peace.

He knocked again, a
slow steady rhythm that beat into my ears and echoed around my head
until after many minutes I could no longer stand it. “Go away! Just
go away!”

There was a moment’s
silence. “It’s Tobin. We were boys together, back in Riverrun.
Remember? I used to get us into trouble, and you figured out how to
get us out.”

I remembered it the
other way. He’d rescued me from the consequences of my folly, more
than once.

He said, “Remember the
time I said I was going to ride the white-foot stallion, and he got
away from me? And you nailed a horseshoe to a bat and then lured
the guards away for me, while I made it look like he’d kicked his
way out of the stall?”

I’d been thirteen
then. We’d met in the orchard afterward, half delighted, half
appalled at our own daring, watching through the trees as six men
with ropes were needed to catch the wayward horse and put him in a
stronger pen. Tobin’s dark eyes had danced with amusement, but his
voice had been wistful as he said, “I still think I could have
ridden him.”

And I’d replied, “If
you really want to kill yourself, do it without me next time.”

He’d turned to me,
looking startled. “Really?”

And I’d said, “No. Of
course not.” I’d punched his arm and he’d wrestled me to the
ground, laughing…

“Go away.”

“Lyon, please. It’s
me. I thought we were friends. Don’t you remember anything?”

I’d never been able to
say no when he begged me. And although I’d thought I was stronger
now, or perhaps more self-centered, I dragged myself to my feet and
went to the door. I pulled it ajar, and stood in the gap, taking a
better look at him.

The years had been
kind to Tobin. Like me, he’d passed thirty and entered his middle
age, but he was as solidly-built and dark of hair as ever. There
was a light crease between his strong brows, and a hint of
laugh-lines around his eyes to counterweight it. The shadow of
stubble on his chin was darker than I recalled, but perhaps he’d
missed shaving. His lips curved up when he saw me, but slowly
sobered as I just stared coldly at him.

“Lyon?”

“Hello, Tobin.”

“So you do
remember me.”

This time I did laugh.
It came out hoarse. “What do you want?”

“Can I come in and
talk to you?”

“You seem to be
talking just fine right here.”

“Yes, but… Lyon, it’s
been seventeen years. Don’t you want to at least spend a moment
catching up?” His voice caught. “I’ve missed you. I thought you
might have missed me too. I thought we were friends, close
friends.”

“Bian’s Grace, Tobin!”
Two minutes and he was returning me to my childhood ways. I
straightened more, holding my right hand behind me. “All right,
yes, we were. But I can’t… Just tell me how you found me. Why you
bothered, after so long.”

“So long?” He
stared at me. “I thought you were dead! That fire in Meldov’s house
took all day and night to burn itself out, and there was nothing
but ashes left. We thought you both were dead. When I was sent to
track down the scholar who translated Dar Vanskiet Nichsenst
for Lord Pardo, I had no idea it would turn out to be you. Even
riding here, I told myself with each mile not to keep my hopes up.
Because if you had lived, surely you would have contacted me
long ago!” His eyes blazed.

I wasn’t going to
apologize, but I couldn’t help saying, “I was ill for a long time
afterward.” It was even the truth.

“And for the seventeen
years since then?” He gritted his teeth. “Is Meldov alive too? Are
you still with him?”

“No!”

That was clearly too
forceful, because his expression went from angry to thoughtful.
“With someone else, then?”

“No.” I made the
effort to say it casually, but from the narrowing of his eyes I
might have failed. I added quickly, “What about you? Still in the
king’s service? Wife? Children?”

He snorted. “If you
couldn’t tell I was fay by the time I was sixteen, then you were
the only one. But no. I have had a lover or three. None the last
few years though.”

Just like that. “I
was fay.” Like it made no difference. Like it didn’t unlock the
door I’d closed against a hundred memories of him. I hardened my
heart. The man that I was now had no right to touch those innocent
childhood moments.

“So you were sent to
find me then? You have work for me?” The languages that I knew were
mainly long out of use. Most of what I did was esoteric translation
of dry old books, for scholars and sorcerers, but I’d done some
antique contracts, and an old erotic story or two. I was becoming
better known, which was good for my purse, but clearly had suddenly
become bad for my peace of mind.

Tobin hesitated, and
then reached into the neck of his shirt. The medallion he pulled
out was one I’d never seen, but I knew what it was. The gold lips
pursed around a clear crystal were the sigil of a King’s Voice. He
said clearly and loudly, “His Majesty commands you to come with me
to Riverrun, where he has need of your services. You will, of
course, be well paid for your time.”

I said, “No.” And shut
the door on him again.

There was a moment’s
pause before he knocked. I think for once I’d caught Tobin
completely by surprise. After the second knock, he muttered
something, then raised his voice. “Lyon. You can’t say no to the
king.”

“Watch me,” I called
back through the wood. I was almost laughing, because this day that
had started so simply was decaying into confusion and darkness. The
king wanted me to come back to Riverrun. I’d
had nightmares that went like this, although they’d never included
Tobin at my door. Perhaps what separated nightmare from life was
that extra edge of pain that your own mind could not conceive
of.

“Lyon, really. Let me
in and we’ll talk about it. We don’t have to set off right
away.”

“We’re not setting off
at all.”

“Be reasonable.
I speak for the king.”

I glared at the door.
“I speak for myself. And I said no.” I had that power now, to say
no and stand by it. And I wasn’t leaving my stone walls and my
peaceful garden and my workable life for anyone, not even His High
and Mightiness King Faro the Second. “If he needs something
translated, he can send it here.”

“I don’t think it’s
that simple. Come on, Lyon, open the door. I don’t want to shout at
you through an inch of wood.”

“Then go away!”
I was done. Just flat out done. I went to bed, burrowed deep under
the covers, and pulled the pillow over my head. It was a good
tightly-stuffed down one, and muffled Tobin’s comments enough to
make his words undecipherable. I counted metaphorical sheep, and
pretended that the sound of his voice didn’t go right through
me.

I actually fell
asleep. Crazy, but it had been a horrible night, and I often slept
better in the daylight. And instinctively I must not have
considered Tobin a threat, because I dropped off peacefully to the
droning backdrop of his words. Tobin’s “just be reasonable”
tone. So familiar, and something I had practice ignoring.

When I woke, the angle
of the sun told me it was late afternoon. I struggled out of the
warm, smothering embrace of covers and pillow and listened. All I
heard outside was the familiar chirp and whistle of birdsong. I
wondered if perhaps I’d dreamed the whole morning, but the market
basket was a new one, and there was a fresh loaf on the
counter.

I somehow felt better
rested than I had in many weeks. I slid out of bed and stood as
quietly as I could. Despite the silence, I had no illusion that the
episode was over. Tobin wasn’t sneaky— that had always been my
role. But he was tenacious, relentless even. Set Tobin at a goal
and he’d reach it or die trying. He’d ridden that gods-bedamned
whitefoot stallion a week later.

His knock came as the
sun was getting low. I looked up from the book I’d been too
distracted to really read, and didn’t answer.

“Lyon, you can’t hide
in here forever.”

I muttered, “It worked
for fifteen years.” I didn’t say it quite loud enough for him to
catch, and I heard him growl in frustration.

“Let me in!”

Fifteen years and no
one had crossed that threshold. But I was under no illusions that
they couldn’t. Even Meldov hadn’t been powerful enough to set a
ward that would keep physical beings out, and the wards I had on my
windows and doors were a pale shadow of his. At best they might
give a wraith a bad case of itch on its way through. Tobin had the
authority of the king and his own curiosity behind him. There was
no real sense in dragging this out like a petulant child. But I
still moved slowly, as I stood and went to the door.

He ducked his head
low, coming inside. He’d always been taller than me, and my lintel
barely cleared my own hair. I’d liked that.

Tobin stopped inside
the room and looked around. “This is more snug than I imagined from
outside.”

“I like it.”

“Have you lived here
long?”

“Fifteen years.”

He glanced at me from
under lowered brows. “Since the fire?”

“More or less.” As
soon as I could travel. It had taken a month. I still kept my hand
behind me.

“Alone?”

“Yes.” I just let that
stand.

Tobin nodded as if
he’d heard more than I said. “So. Are you ready to listen to the
King’s Voice?”

“No. I might listen to
an old friend though.”

“So you do remember
being friends.” Tobin tried to make his voice acid, but really, I’d
heard it done far better.

“Of course I remember.
But there’s no way to go back there. Tell me what the king wants
with a humble translator. In your own words.”

He glanced around the
room. “Can we at least sit down? I’ve been on my feet for hours and
my knee isn’t up to that anymore.”

“Your knee?” I’d
started to sit in my favorite chair, but stood again hastily, and
only just remembered not to reach for him. With either hand. “Are
you hurt?”

“Three years ago.
Which was when I left the cavalry and was offered this job. I’m
fine, as long as I don’t overdo things.”

“Oh.” I made a point
of lowering myself to the soft leather, tucking my hand under my
left arm. I nodded to the straight kitchen chair. “You can have
that one.”

He gave me a grin as
he sat. “Compared to pointy rocks and rotting logs, this is
perfect. Thank you.”

“I wouldn’t think one
of the King’s Voices would sit on rocks.”

“The job involves a
lot of travel. And really, we’re more like exalted messenger boys
than anything. Even in Riverrun, we often sit below the salt, when
we get to sit down at all.”

I paused and just
looked at him. Tobin, in my own home. He looked relaxed and
confident, stretching his booted feet out in front of him with a
sigh. Behind him, my simple kitchen looked smaller. He cocked his
head, but didn’t speak. Once, I’d have been the first to come out
with questions or to spill my story on the floor at his boots. But
now I could hold my tongue for hours if necessary. I said
nothing.

It was Tobin who broke
first. “So, did Meldov actually die in the fire? Or did he escape
too?”

“Burned to a crisp.” I
didn’t mention that he’d been dead well before that happened.

“I thought you liked
him.”

“Things change.”

Tobin frowned, but
didn’t pursue that. “And now you make a living doing
translations.”

“I do. Which brings me
to what the king wants from me. And why me? Surely there must be
other translators closer and better.” I’d gotten as far from
Riverrun as I could without leaving the kingdom.

“Actually, not as many
as you’d think. And not one he trusts to translate ancient
tridescant or kanshishel and not make a hash of it.
We checked and there used to be a couple, but, well, Meldov was
one, and another died of old age, and that leaves you. You
do know the languages?”

His doubt stung me. “I
do. Although ancient tridescant was never a written tongue,
so it won’t help you much. Kanshishel is as close to the
written form as it gets. I see it now and then, and I know it as
well as anyone.” Probably better than anyone else now
alive.

“The king mentioned
both, and some urgency.”

“If it’s so critical,
why didn’t he just send the document with you? I could be
translating it right now and he could have had his answer as fast
as you could ride back. Why send for me instead?”

“I’m just His
Majesty’s voice. I’m not privy to his plans. If I was to speculate,
which I did plenty of on the ride out here, I’d say either the item
is too valuable to risk on the road, even with a guard, or too
difficult or too fragile to transport.”

 It made sense of
sorts. Which wasn’t reassuring to my prospects. “I can’t go. Not
won’t. I can’t.”

“Why?” he asked
bluntly.

Because I’m crazy.
Because I’m scared and damaged and if I leave these stone walls I
think I may lose my mind altogether. I’d thought I was far more
healed than that. I’d even wondered lately if the cure to my
ill-humor might be to get away for a while, and set foot in the
world again, but all it had taken was his arrival on my doorstep to
disabuse me of that notion. He said “Riverrun” and my mind
was full of smoke and screaming.

“I can’t explain
it.”

“Is it to do with the
sorcery? A spell?”

“Yes.” I leaped on
that. In a way, it was true. It began with a spell. “So you see, if
he’ll just send the item here, or perhaps a tracing of the
inscription or the text, then he can have his answer.”

“He has his own
sorcerers. If I asked him, he would send one here to see if they
could free you.”

“No! I mean, it’s
slowly wearing off. Messing with it might make it worse.”

“I’ve never heard of a
spell that could trap a live human. Not since the days of the
mages.” He leaned forward to look more closely. “You look okay.
Other than the hand you’re hiding.” But his own hand dropped to
hover near his belt knife. “Show me.”

“Go to Na’s own
hell.”

He shook off my best
glare like he didn’t even see it. “Show me what you have, or I’ll
force you. Is it a weapon? Or some mark of damnation?”

I laughed, and the
sound hurt my own ears. He winced, but didn’t take his fingers from
the hilt.

“Oh, I’ve done
damnation,” I said gaily. “And believe me, this isn’t it.” But I
could tell he’d follow through with his threat, so I pulled my hand
out from under my elbow and waved it at him. “Lovely, right?”

It actually wasn’t
that bad. The fingers were untouched, although a little thin from
disuse. It was the way they curled in to my palm, and the hand in
turn curled toward my wrist, that looked horrible. Like a claw,
frozen in a coil of unnatural tension. Living hands were not made
to look like that. But since the moment I’d set a flame to the
tendons of my wrist, to wrest myself free of the wraith, I hadn’t
had a living hand.

He grunted like he’d
taken a blow, and dropped his fingers away from his knife. “The
fire.”

“Yes.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Nothing to do with
you.” I couldn’t drop the light, happy voice, although he winced
again when I used it. “It’s been a long time. I hardly even notice
now.”

“Stop!” He went to his
knees in front of me, reaching for my hand, but when I drew back
out of reach he didn’t pursue me. “Don’t pretend.”

“I’m not pretending.”
I smiled to show him I meant it. “I’ve learned to do everything
left-handed. My penmanship is better than it ever was. I’m
fine.”

“Lyon.” It came out a
groan.

I kicked at him, one
foot catching his hip and spilling him on the floor. “And you
wondered why I never wrote you.” Here was a lie that would serve
me, twisted up in truth. “I can’t stand that look. Don’t you
dare pity me. I’d like to see you have the guts to burn…” I
bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood.

He rolled to his feet
and asked slowly, “Burn what?”

“Nothing. Go away and
leave me alone. Tell your king you couldn’t find me. Tell him I
died. Or tell him to have some scribe trace the document and bring
it and I’ll translate it. For free, even, since he’s a friend of
yours. Just go.”

“I can’t. He’s my
liege and has my oath. And he’s your king too.”

“I really don’t
care.”

“But I care for you. I
don’t want to see you get in trouble or hurt. More hurt. There is
no spell holding you here, is there?”

I glared at him.

“Be reasonable,
lion-boy. He commands you.”

“Don’t call me that!”
I surged to my feet, facing him, furious. He was ripping open all
the old wounds today. “Just get the hells out of here!” I set my
hand on the back of the chair, swaying and hearing the rush of
blood in my ears.

“All right.” I must
have looked bad, because he backed away from me, hands held out at
his sides. “Listen, I’ll go away for a bit. But you know he
is king. If he wants you in court, sooner or later you’ll
have to go.”

“The hells I
will.”

He backed toward the
door. “I’ll come back later. You should maybe eat something. Think
about it a bit. How bad would it be, really, to come with me? It
would be like the old days, but with horses. You and me on an
adventure. Five days ride, a little job for your king, and I
promise I’d escort you all the way back. You’d not be gone more
than three weeks, maybe less. And well paid for it. And we could
catch each other up on old times. How bad could it be?”

“Worse than the fire,”
I said, and meant it.

When he was gone, I
had barely enough strength to shut and bolt the door before
dropping back into my chair. I pulled my feet up on the seat,
heedless of my shoes on the fine leather, and wrapped my arms
around my knees. How bad could it be?

Part of me wanted to
go. Oh Mother Bian, the picture he painted. Tobin and me riding
side by side, comrades again. And not just friends, but two fay
men. We were no longer boys, and neither of us virgins, even if…
not going there.

I closed my eyes. I
could almost picture it. I could also picture his face the first
time I woke screaming and puking in the night. The first time I put
a fist in his face, in unknowing panic, as I’d done to one of the
nurses at the hostel so long ago. He’d watch me trying to cut my
meat left-handed as it slid about my plate, or buttoning buttons,
or any of another thousand simple tasks that I did slowly and not
well. He’d get that look in his eyes again and I could not
bear it.

I had a life here, and
however circumscribed it was, it suited me well.

I looked up at the
shelf that held my books. I had dozens now. Faithful friends who
took me on journeys without judgment and without pity. Over there
on the counter, Mother Fiona’s bread was fresh and good, and I
could haggle off a thick slice in here with no one to watch. I was
my own man, and I would choose, and my choice was to stay here.

****

In an odd way, the
thought of leaving had made my home lovelier in my eyes. Although I
didn’t sleep, that also meant no bad dreams. I spent a quiet night
in my chair, resting, and each time I opened my eyes I took in the
thick stone walls and the glow of lamplight with satisfaction. I
read a little, off and on, from a book in teshmidoran. I’d
gotten it cheap, because there was no one else around who could now
read it.

It was a travelogue,
which had almost made me set it aside tonight. But in fact, I
thought it was probably mostly fiction. Surely no real trip went
half that smoothly, and although I’d never been to the far
Southlands across the seas, some of the adventures he described had
to be apocryphal. I’d heard of elephants, although no one I knew
had ever seen one. But riding on the back of an elephant in a
little house filled with soft cushions was taking it a bit far. I
read along with pleasure at the author’s imagination.

By morning I’d
convinced myself that Tobin would take my “No” this time and
go back to his king with it. I’m not sure where that delusion came
from, because I surely knew better.

He showed up
mid-morning, as I was pulling weeds in the garden. I heard him
whistling before I saw him striding up the lane.

“In seventeen years
you never learned another song?” I teased him. But I said it
lightly. The sun was warm and the lettuces were growing well, and
in a little while he would be gone.

“I like that one.”

“I know.”

“Show me your garden,”
he said.

“I imagine one is
pretty much like another.”

“No doubt. But I was a
horse-boy and then a squire and then a knight and company
commander, and now I do my king’s errands. I’ve never owned a
garden.”

“You poor man. There’s
nothing more worth having. Well, other than books. Look here.” I
showed him the early greens, leafing out well enough already to
harvest from around the edges. I pointed to the lacy fronds of
carrots, and the beans galloping skyward on the climbing frames I’d
made for them.

“What’s that? It’s
doing well.” He pointed, and then made a sound as I tugged the
plant up, leaf and root.

“Coldwort. It’s a
weed. It likes the cool weather so it outgrows the rest in this
season, if you let it.” I tossed it on the compost pile.

He bent to touch a
smaller furry leaf. “Is this the same?”

“Yes. You can slay it
for me.”

He glanced up through
his eyelashes at me, but yanked on it. The leaves came free,
leaving the root in the soil. He peered at his trophy. “Mine’s
falling apart.”

“You only wounded it.
Oh well. I’ll get the root next time.”

“I never leave a
wounded enemy behind me.” He knelt to dig around the root with his
fingers. I passed him the trowel, and he quickly worked the taproot
free and tossed it with the rest.

“Victorious over
weeds. Congratulations, Tobin.”

He laughed. It was the
same laugh he’d shared with me a hundred times. I’d missed that
laugh. I moved quickly on down the row. “Here we have the squash.
Nothing much yet, but by fall there will be more than I can eat.
Luckily it keeps well.”

He looked around.
“This is nice and big. No chickens though? No cow? What do you do
for meat and milk?”

“I’ve a woman in the
village who supplies me. Chickens are noisy and a cow needs too
much tending. I have some money coming in, and she can use a little
coin, with three young ones to clothe and shoe.”

“You always were good
with children.”

I looked over,
startled. “That was you. The little ones followed you all over. I
barely put up with them.” I’d been jealous, truth be told, of the
easy way he’d smile and kiss small cheeks and hold them on his hip.
“I thought you’d have a brood of your own by now.” It was one of
the things that had made it easier not to go to him, thinking that
he’d have a wife and a family, and not need a strange man— a very
strange man— coming near them.

“I wouldn’t have
minded children,” he said. “But no amount of prayers to Bian can
make the union of two men fertile. Plus I’ve never found a man I’d
actually want to raise a child with.”

“I hope you do
someday,” I said, and meant it, even if it took him one step
further from me. He was leaving soon, no matter what, and if ever a
man was meant to be a father it was Tobin. “There are plenty of
orphan children who need a good home.”

“Maybe. What about
you? You’re settled here with a house and an income. If you never
found a girl to please you, why not take in a child?”

I shuddered. In the
orderly routines and quiet I needed to survive, a child would be a
disaster. As for the rest… “What makes you think I was looking for
a girl?”

He gave me another
sidelong look. “Weren’t you?”

“I’m as fay as you
are,” I said tartly. “Now who’s blind?”

“I’d guessed it,” he
admitted. “But it’s not something I like to assume, unless the man
tells me so himself.”

“Well, now you know
for certain.” My good mood was fading. I wrapped my hand around a
fast-growing strand of threadbind, and pulled hard, heedless of the
way
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