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Chapter 1 The Auctioned Boy (I)
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“Hurry and take a look! The waiter from Old Earl ' s Inn has been locked in a cage!”

A clear, ringing shout shattered the calm of midsummer in the town of Faroe. A young errand runner cried at the top of his lungs, “Go to the Stone Wall Bar and see for yourself!”

He sprinted all the way to the town’s largest bakery, plastering a sycophantic grin on his face as he shouted to the stout Pig-faced Man, “Boss, boss! Gold Tooth is auctioning off Fernando at the Stone Wall Bar this afternoon!”

“What？!” A whole basin of cream crashed to the floor. The Pig-faced Man’s face could not hide his excitement. “That damn brat! Gold Tooth finally managed to tame that wild pup？ Well, I’ll be damned—that’s a surprise! I have to buy him! No matter what!”

The news spread through the town of Faroe like wildfire. People rushed to tell one another, and every wealthy man who had ever harbored indecent thoughts about Fernando’s body squeezed into the Stone Wall Bar. Adding to them were the idle onlookers, craning their necks in expectation of some scandalous spectacle at the auction.

In no time, the ground floor of the Stone Wall Bar was packed to bursting, the air inside hotter with excitement than the blazing sun outside. And in the very center of the bar lay exactly the spectacle they had all hoped to see—a handsome young face, a collar of iron shackles linked to the top of a cage.

However dire his circumstances seemed, he looked no less beautiful for it.

The cage was mottled with rust, streaked here and there with dried blood, no different from those displayed at the town’s execution post. The coarse steel only served to set off the softness and fair glow of his skin. He stood within, bound hands gripping the bars, his large eyes blinking incessantly. The chain was so short he had to stand on tiptoe just to keep from choking. Beneath knee-length shorts, his taut calves traced an elegant line, a sight of undeniable allure.

Yet he didn’t seem frightened at all; instead, with a roguish grin, he called to his guard, “Hey—how about another wager？”

Eight burly men with vicious faces glared at him with palpable menace. The leader bore three jagged scars across his face, a souvenir from a beast’s claws. He had once spun a tale of battling a bear to win those marks, but one drunken night the truth slipped out—it was a badger that had scratched him during a hunt.

Folks in town called him “Big Eye,” a name earned from the eye that, after an injury, could never fully open again. Once a local hunter, Big Eye had since become the lapdog of Gold Tooth—the most powerful underworld boss in the region—and grew increasingly overbearing.

He spat viciously onto the floor, more like spewing malice than saliva. “Don’t try any tricks with me, Fernando!”

Fernando pursed his lips carelessly, his gaze sweeping over the eight bruised and battered guards. As the instigator of all this, his conscience was positively gleeful.

Two hours earlier, Gold Tooth’s men had dragged Fernando out of a gambling den.

Seizing the moment while Fernando was cursing his bad luck, Gold Tooth’s henchmen suddenly grabbed him by the back of the neck—like a kitten lifted off its feet—and hauled him straight before Gold Tooth.

“Have you made up your mind？” Gold Tooth was a Goblin, with a pair of oversized green feet far beyond human proportion. He took great pride in them, now displayed crossed atop the table. When he spoke, the golden teeth in his mouth seemed sharp enough to blind.

Fernando stuck out his tongue and pulled a face. “What？ Oh, of course, I’ve decided.”

Reclining comfortably, Gold Tooth listened to the answer with lazy satisfaction—until Fernando’s assured tone made him lunge forward, feet dropping from the table as he sat up. But the next minute, the smug smile drained from his face.

“Thank you, Gold Tooth, thank you, Lady Luck—today’s my lucky day, isn’t it？” Fernando teased, a deliberate glint in his eyes, enunciating each word with stubborn resolve: “I—will—not—join—any—gang!”

Curling his legs under him, he suddenly stomped hard on the thigh of the man behind him, driving up past the man’s chest to his shoulders, snapping his legs around the poor fool’s neck and spinning with startling skill. Though his slender calves seemed fragile, their explosive force was a shock.

Twining his legs around the burly man who was a full head taller, Fernando dropped him to the ground with effortless force, kicking up a cloud of dust.

The other seven thugs in Gold Tooth’s crew rushed at Fernando, turning the reception room of the Stone Wall Bar into a scene more chaotic than any underground fight pit. Even with his quick reflexes and feline agility, Fernando could find no real advantage in such a one-against-eight brawl.

Gold Tooth was so furious he jumped three feet high, his massive nostrils flaring like an enraged bull. “Catch that little bastard! Make him sell himself to pay off a Goldnar gambling debt!”

After over thirty minutes of a “street-style negotiation,” Fernando had managed to batter every thug black and blue before he was finally subdued. Four burly men pinned him down, forcing his head hard against the floor.

“I gave you a chance!” Gold Tooth roared. “Lock him in a cage, then send someone to town to spread the word—tell them the Stone Wall Bar will start auctioning off a little fledgling this afternoon!”

The thugs under Gold Tooth quickly fetched a cage, looping a rope around Fernando’s neck to hoist him halfway into the air—not on Gold Tooth’s orders, but purely out of satisfaction at making the man who’d just thrashed them suffer a bit.

Fernando lifted his eyelids to glance upward. In the “best viewing” seats on the second floor of the Stone Wall Bar sat those eager to bid—every last one of them the sort who had once tried to lay hands on him for their own gain.

“This is a bad idea, I’m sure of it,” Fernando rested his delicate face against the bars and shouted up at Big Eye. “None of those guys can afford a single Goldnar. Why not wait until settlement day—Friday—and let me pay the interest to Gold Tooth first？”

“Today is Friday, you fool!” Big Eye sneered, savoring Fernando’s helpless look with wicked delight. “This is just the auction for your first night. Soon your price will be so low even a pig farmer could afford you. Don’t think about running before you’ve paid it all back!”

“Then you’re making a mistake! I’ve been with twenty... no, fifty women!” Fernando blurted out in his panic. “Just last night I was with four prostitutes! My first night’s long gone!”

“Bullshit!” Big Eye grabbed a club and slammed it hard against the bars, jolting Fernando’s hands until they went numb. “You were gambling all night at the Stone Wall Bar yesterday. Where the hell would you get the money for whores？”

Fernando’s eyes darted slyly. “I have a girlfriend!”

Big Eye cruelly punctured the lie. “Wake up—you don’t have a girlfriend!”

“Then... then I have a boyfriend!” Fernando pulled a face. “Casey—yes! Casey is my boyfriend! Let me go and I’ll borrow from him—he’ll lend me money to settle the debt!”

“Bullshit!” Another fierce strike made Fernando’s hands go numb again, forcing him to let go of the bars. “Everyone knows Casey’s crazy about women. Besides, he lost every last coin just two days ago. Where’s he gonna find money to lend you？”

“I’ll go back to Old Earl and get an advance on my wages,” Fernando blurted, seizing on a new idea. “I’ll repay the debt—interest first.” At this, he bared his teeth in frustration. Altogether, the loans he’d taken from Gold Tooth added up to less than a third of a single Goldnar, but even with sporadic interest payments, the debt had snowballed out of control.

Impatient patrons upstairs shouted, “Why hasn’t the auction started yet？ What are you all waiting for？!”

“Alright then, let’s start bidding on this sweet little backside!” Big Eye maliciously yanked down Fernando’s trousers, revealing half of a round, perky cheek. At once, sharp gasps and the sound of swallowed saliva filled the Stone Wall Bar.

Big Eye laughed triumphantly, prodding the two springy mounds of flesh with his stick. “Oh, look at that! The fledgling’s so shy his rear’s gone red!”

The auction instantly roared to life. Watching the adorable little mound dimple under the stick’s poke before springing back to its perfect curve was too much for any man to resist. Even those who had come just to watch began calculating whether they ought to buy him.

“No more waiting!” barked a wiry man from the second floor. “Let the bidding begin!”

Big Eye hoisted the stick onto his shoulder and called out proudly, “Same as always—starting at one copper. Whoever bids the highest, he and his darling little behind belong to you tonight!”

“You’re kidding—starting at one copper will take all night! Don’t be stingy!” bellowed Pig-faced Man, the baker, as he patted his round belly. “I’ll start at five hundred times the base price—Twenty Silver Pieces!”

“Two Twenty Silver Pieces!” screeched a two-foot-tall gnome elder.

Someone downstairs yelled back, “Even if you bought him, what could you do with him, old man？”

The gnome shot back indignantly, “Shut your mouth! I’ve got treasures aplenty—guarantee that once he’s tried me, he’ll never want to leave!”

With his hands bound, Fernando couldn’t pull up his trousers, so he twisted his hips against the railing, trying to shimmy them back into place. But that writhing motion only gave the bidders an unobstructed view—turning him into an irresistible temptation.

“Oh, oh, oh! Look at that—the little tease can’t wait!” Big Eye rattled the cage bars excitedly, fanning the flames. “Hear that he’s about to be taken by a man, and he’s already wriggling that sweet little rump!”

His words were like a pot of oil poured onto a roaring fire—lust boiled over in the Stone Wall Bar as bids flew from every corner.

“You bastards!” Fernando shouted at the crowd. “Whoever buys me, you’d better not sleep—I’ll tear your throat out while you’re dreaming!”

The men, eyes blazing with lust, dismissed his feeble threat outright: “Then we’ll just gag you with a bridle before we have our fun!”

Not long ago, none of them would have dared to even dream—this scrappy mutt, a street-fighting rogue as dangerous as they come, would one day be lying meekly beneath a man, docile and yielding.

Fernando was sinking into despair; never had he felt so utterly alone and helpless. His fate now rested in another’s hands, a thought more bitter than anything he had known. Bids still rang out, fevered and loud, while the crowd packed into the Stone Wall Bar radiated a humid haze of sweat—yet Fernando shivered.

How he wished, in this moment, that someone would come to his aid!

“Half a Goldnar, once!”

“Half a Goldnar, twice!”

“Half a Goldnar, thrice!”

Big Eye’s voice pulled Fernando’s drifting thoughts back to the present. The auction was reaching its end. Pig-faced Man, now the victor, slapped his fleshy belly in smug delight, sending the fat into a quivering jig.

“You’ve fetched a fine price,” Big Eye bared his teeth at the mutt in the cage, his wicked grin making his face all the more repulsive. “Far better than expected.” He looked up toward the balcony and shouted, “This sweet little rump now belongs to the baker...”

“One Goldnar.”

※※※※※※※※※※※※※※※※※※※※

Measurement guide for this story:

One Hundred Silver Pieces equals one hundredth of a Goldnar.

Twenty Silver Pieces equals one twentieth of a Goldnar.

Eight Silver Pieces equals one-eighth of a Goldnar.

Half Silver Pieces means half a Goldnar. 

Copper coin is the smallest unit in the currency system—it has no halves or eighths, only copper coins.

One hundred copper coins equal one Hundred Silver Pieces.
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Chapter 2 The Auctioned Boy (II)
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All heads turned toward the source of the sound—a stranger stood at the doorway of the Stone Wall Bar. Black butterflies fluttered around him.

There was something peculiar about this stranger.

On such a sweltering afternoon, Fernando’s back was soaked with sweat in nothing but a short-sleeved shirt, yet this man was dressed entirely differently.

Backed by light, his figure appeared tall and lean. From beneath his cheekbones down to his chin and even his neck, grimy strips of cloth were wound tight. He had pulled his hood low to shadow his eyes, and the glare made it hard for Fernando to see him clearly. He wore long sleeves, long trousers, and even his arms and fingers were wrapped in cloth.

In the heat of a Southern Border summer, no ordinary person would swaddle themselves head to toe in such weather. He looked as though he had escaped from some leper island, his diseased fingers withered like those of a leper.

Big Eye cast the stranger a hostile glance, clearly unimpressed by the worn clothing beneath that tattered cloak. “We only take cash,” he said.

With a flourish, a gleaming gold coin appeared as if by magic, rolling effortlessly between his knuckles.

There was no doubt—Fernando was facing the greatest crisis of his life. And the gold that could save him wasn’t in his own hands. Fernando stared at that shining coin; the glare seared his eyes, nearly blinding him.

Fernando had never seen anything so beautiful—the color so rich, the shape so perfect, and worth a fortune besides.

An honest-to-goodness miracle was unfolding before his eyes in broad daylight.

Even with bandaged fingers, the leper’s hands moved with agility. He spun the coin lightly, letting it roll again and again in his grasp, as though each finger were adorned with a golden ring.

The glitter of gold drew every gaze; people craned their necks like ducks being gripped at the throat, mouths agape, eyes fixed on that flashing coin.

Fernando was among the hungry-eyed crowd, longing for the gold that could spare him—yet knowing it could never be his.

“Care to gamble？” Fernando nearly sprang from the cage, earning himself a blow. Wincing in pain, he bared his teeth and shouted at Big Eye, “Let Lady Luck decide, Big Eye! If it lands Winter Jasmine side up, we’ll call the debt square. If the seashell side comes up, I’ll pay you double.”

Big Eye laughed as if he’d heard the most absurd joke in the world, his manic chuckles punctuated by a harsh bang of his stick on the iron cage. “No tricks, boy! Around here, I make the rules!”

“Alright, alright, I get it,” Fernando replied with resignation. “You make the rules, you make the rules.” Inwardly, he rolled his eyes hard, thinking, Big Eye, you bastard—never get caught alone, or I’ll make you pay.

The mysterious man toyed with the coin, his voice so cold it could curdle fresh milk. “No deal？” With idle grace, he tossed the coin into the air, caught it, and tucked it back into his pocket.

“Give me the gold,” Big Eye said urgently, his greedy hand outstretched toward him. “He’s yours!”

The bandaged thumb flicked the coin into the air; a golden gleam traced a graceful arc before landing precisely in Big Eye’s hand. Big Eye bit hard on the gold, then held it under the lamplight, scrutinizing the teeth marks with his one good eye. “Mate,” he said, “he’s yours!”

The crowd parted, opening a path for the man who might be carrying an infectious disease.

Fernando was yanked roughly out of the cage. Off balance, he stumbled forward and crashed into the arms of the mysterious man. Despite his lean frame, the man’s body felt as solid as granite. Instinctively, Fernando tried to slip away, but before he could take more than two steps, someone seized his collar and dragged him backward. He lost his footing again and fell once more into that same unyielding embrace.

The diseased man possessed astonishing strength. He caught the struggling Fernando with ease, slung the boy over his shoulder, and tugged up his trousers in one motion.

“Got a room？” he asked coldly.

“This fellow can’t wait any longer!” Big Eye’s lackey whistled lewdly, drawing a roar of laughter from the onlookers. To them, it wasn’t the sight of an innocent boy fighting against his impending fate, but rather a bawdy farce. “What a tasty little thing! They’ve not even hit the bed yet, and he’s already smitten!”

His remark sent the patrons of the Stone Wall Bar into an uproar. Amid the rowdy din, the neglected Pig-faced Man bellowed furiously, “I bought him first! That’s not fair!”

Big Eye spread his hands. “Don’t worry, mate. After tonight, he’ll be worth no more than pocket change! Why fight over the first go？ There’ll be plenty more chances later.”

And if Fernando were unlucky enough to contract leprosy, that day would come all the sooner.

When Big Eye finally managed to stop laughing, he turned to Fernando and his new owner. “You should head to the Old Earl’s Inn. They’ll have a room there. He works at that place—you’ll be able to find him there anytime. Oh, and better get him a muzzle. The little stray tends to bite.”

The mysterious man nodded, then strode out of the Stone Wall Bar.

No sooner had they stepped outside than Fernando was set back on the ground.

“To the inn,” the man said.

A few minutes later, Fernando led his new master into the Old Earl’s Inn.

“Fernando, you lazy scoundrel!” Old Earl bustled out from the kitchen, his shining bald head brightening the entire hall in an instant. With that gleaming dome, he probably saved quite a bit on lighting costs. “Where on earth have you been fooling around？ Why are your hands tied up again？ What trouble have you stirred this time？ I’ve got no money left to bail you out of jail or pay off your gambling debts!”

“Th—This guest wants a room.” Fernando, who could fight the thugs from Gold Tooth’s gang, dared not talk back to Old Earl. He blinked uneasily and pointed cautiously at the man beside him. “I can explain... later, all right？”

“I bought him,” the man said coldly. “Get us a room.”

Old Earl stared at Fernando in confusion. “What’s that supposed to mean？”

Fernando forced an awkward grin. “Uh... just what it sounds like, I guess？”

“Then you, take him upstairs,” Old Earl ordered.

Fernando found a vacant room on the second floor—there were plenty in the old inn—and told the guest he could make himself at home. “If you need anything, please call for me.” Shrinking his neck, he lifted his bound wrists a little. “I’ll just go take care of this.”

He pushed the door open with his shoulder, ready to leave, when a strong hand grabbed him by the back of the neck and yanked him back.

“Hey, stop that—!” Fernando’s hands were still tied, and resisting such a powerful man was no easy task.

The man tossed Fernando to the floor as if dumping a sack of grain. The poor young attendant cried out, clutching the elbow he’d landed on and rolling about as though in agony.

The man turned away coldly, bolting the door behind him. Ignoring Fernando’s groans on the floor, he walked straight to the bedside table, lifted a clay jug of water, and poured out a cup. Fernando watched wide-eyed as he drew from his pouch a small bottle, no thicker than a pinky, and dripped a few drops of some unknown liquid into the water.

While Fernando was still wondering what had been added to the drink, the rim of the cup pressed against his lips. “Drink it.” The mysterious man’s voice was clearer now than when he had first spoken to Fernando. As he spoke, the bandages across his face parted a little more, revealing a trace of pale-colored lips.

Most leprosy sufferers were dreadful to look upon; and since the lips were among the most delicate flesh on the face, they were usually the first to deform and fester. Fernando had expected to see ghastly, bone-white teeth—but judging from this man’s appearance, perhaps his illness was not quite as advanced as he let on.

“I understand...” Fernando blinked hard, took the cup in both hands, and downed it in one gulp. The man made no effort to hide the fact he had added something to the water, demanding that Fernando drink it willingly. It couldn’t be poison—he had no desire to end Fernando’s life.

“Good boy...” the mysterious man murmured, his rough voice echoing inside Fernando’s head under the influence of the drug.

Fernando assumed it was nothing more than some aphrodisiac meant to stir a bit of illicit excitement—but he had underestimated its power. No sooner had he swallowed than it felt as though a giant hand had seized his stomach, twisting it violently, stoking a fierce blaze that seemed ready to torch its way up his throat.

“What is this？” Fernando’s voice turned hoarse and rasping, the convulsions in his gut making it impossible for him to hold steady even for an instant.

The man offered no reply. Beneath his hood, his eyes burned bright as stars in the night sky. He watched Fernando silently, like a cold statue beneath a frozen heaven.

“Damn...” This drug hit harder than the strongest liquor Bisero had ever drunk; Fernando’s head began to swim, darkness pressing in as if he might faint at any moment. If he could, he wanted to remain conscious—uncertain of what treatment awaited him, he still hoped to muster some final resistance.

Helpless, Fernando crawled across the floor toward the bolted door. His fingertips had just brushed the wood when a hand clamped around his ankle, dragging him back. Every effort at resistance was futile—the stranger had paid a steep price to claim him for the night. Dizzy and disoriented, Fernando was flipped over, then slammed heavily onto the bed.

It seemed that if this buyer didn’t leave him broken by dawn, it would be counted as mercy.

“Spare me...” Before the fog closed in completely, Fernando whimpered like a kitten, “Please...”

The stranger’s gaze dimmed slightly as he took Fernando’s baby-soft black hair between his fingers, rolling the silken strands gently. His bandaged jawline was strikingly handsome; were it not ruined by illness, he might once have been an exceptionally good-looking man. His lips moved in the shadow, but Fernando could no longer make out a single word.

Just before losing consciousness, Fernando’s last thought was—what a pity.

When Fernando came to again, the room was empty. He forced open his heavy, aching eyelids and looked around. It didn’t take long for him to realize he was still inside the Old Earl’s Inn. A fist-sized hole gaped in the ceiling—old Earl had never had enough money to fix it, so every time it rained, water would drip unceasingly from above.

The night was deep and silent; the stars were dull and lifeless, and the moon had long since slipped below the horizon. Fernando had no idea how long he had slept. In the stillness, even the distant clamor carried clearly to his ears.

It sounded like the Sheriff and his patrol shouting about catching a thief. Fernando’s head throbbed as if he were suffering the worst hangover. He struggled to sit on the edge of the bed, slapped his face a couple of times, trying to force himself awake.

The Sheriff’s voice drew closer, and the stray dogs in the alley erupted into frantic barking. Fernando looked down at himself—his clothes were a bit disheveled but otherwise intact, each piece still on his body.

What’s more, the rope that had bound his wrists had been undone at some point. The skin, rubbed raw and reddened, had been carefully wrapped with a clean white bandage.

He swung his legs off the bed and noticed that even his shoes were still on. Rubbing his buzzing head, Fernando felt utterly miserable. He decided he might as well lie back down for a proper sleep—this time without his clothes. As he unbuttoned his shirt and staggered toward the window, curiosity drew him to see what all the commotion was about.

The barking grew louder. From this guestroom, he could clearly see the narrow alley behind the inn. Blurred figures darted through the shadows like venomous snakes striking their prey. At the corner of the alley, the figures split up—one of them was heading straight toward the Old Earl’s Inn, toward where Fernando stood!

The town’s patrolmen scattered to pursue the fleeing shapes, while the Sheriff himself chased the one running in Fernando’s direction. The lantern in his hand swung wildly, its light lurching about; the figure they pursued pressed itself against the wall, its dark form merging seamlessly with the Sheriff’s own shadow.

The sight defied all reason. Fernando bit down on his lip in alarm, watching the writhing darkness climb and slither across the wall like a living serpent.

It’s coming here!

In a flustered panic, Fernando stripped off his clothes and kicked away his shoes. He couldn’t have said why, but he instinctively knew it was the right thing to do. Leaping back onto the bed, he dove beneath the blankets and pulled them over his head. The quilt, wrapped tight around him like a fortress, gave him a fleeting, fragile sense of safety.

He quietly pulled down a corner of the blanket and stole a glance outside—the sight was something that would be etched into his memory for a lifetime.
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A black shadow oozed through the gap in the window like sticky cream, spreading along the wall into a vast, unfathomable darkness. Then, from within that shadow, a man stepped swiftly into view. Leaning against the wall, he cast a sidelong glance at the commotion below where the Sheriff shouted, and with deliberate leisure pulled back his hood.

It was only then that Fernando finally saw his face.

He possessed a striking head of silver hair, his bright eyes catching firelight even in the gloom. Swiftly shedding his suspicious attire, he stuffed every piece into the cabinet beside the bed. Then he pulled away the leather mask that concealed his features, revealing a face of arresting beauty.

Fernando had worked at the Old Earl’s Inn long enough to have encountered many beautiful women—women from every race and every hue imaginable. He prided himself on being somewhat worldly, yet at this moment he could not help but marvel at the craftsmanship of the Creator.

All the beauties Fernando had ever seen combined could not equal half the allure of the man before him. Even a blurred profile would be enough to intoxicate the senses.

Deprived of his clothing, his physique appeared even stronger. Muscles lay in balanced proportion beneath the elegant lines of his frame, the smooth taut skin sheathing them. At his lower back Fernando glimpsed a fleeting design—likely a tattoo—that resembled a black serpent biting its own tail.

Perhaps hearing the Sheriff’s men climbing the stairs, the man moved swiftly, slipping under the blanket only to face Fernando’s unblinking gaze directly.

Footsteps rose from below, drawing ever closer...

Years of working in the inn had taught Fernando how to read the room, how to survive among thugs, bullies, and drunken customers who preferred harassment to civility. He also knew that, in moments like these, the surest way to stay alive was to shut his eyes and feign sleep.

Yet now, his body refused to obey, his stare locked on the man’s slightly vexed expression, unable to look away.

Accompanied by the Sheriff’s rowdy calls and the old Earl’s tearful pleading, they climbed the worn stairs of the inn. The creak and groan of the boards gave way to the heavy tread upon the second-floor corridor, and the hurried footfalls were already outside the door.

Before Fernando could utter a sound, the man’s hand was already pressed firmly over his mouth. His slow, steady breathing and the furrow in his brow were clear warnings for Fernando to stay silent. Fernando, understanding the signal, nodded and pointed toward the door.

Seizing the brief instant when the man relaxed his grip, Fernando swiftly turned over and straddled him. As he came down, a sharp pain lanced through his hip. He trembled involuntarily, biting his lip but unable to suppress a muffled cry. Glancing down, he realized the cause—a dagger hung at the stranger’s waist.

In the darkness earlier, Fernando had been too absorbed in studying the man’s face to notice the weapon. Now, the sudden sting of pierced skin brought tears to his eyes, his vision shimmering as pain spread through him.

The sound of that pained whimper was louder than he intended. The man beneath him jerked upright. Off balance from the pain, Fernando lurched forward, their foreheads colliding hard. As he clutched his head and shifted to free the dagger, a dull thud came from behind—the door was kicked open.

Thinking fast, Fernando ducked his head into the hollow of the man’s neck, even biting down lightly on the firm curve of his shoulder. The man’s low grunt mingled with angry voices at the doorway.

“What are you two doing？” Sheriff demanded, holding a storm lantern high, his wary gaze fixed on the pair entangled upon the bed.

Only then did Fernando realize the compromising tableau they made—he was astride a stranger, the quilt barely covering their lower halves, his bare back fully exposed to the light. His face burned crimson; flustered, he grabbed the blanket to cover himself and climbed down from the bed on unsteady, shaking legs.

“At a time like this...” Fernando murmured, his bare feet on the cold floor. The chill, the pain, and the dread of exposure made him tremble all over. He knew he shouldn’t lie, yet with no other choice he forced himself to keep up the act. “What else do you think we’d be doing, sir？”

Sheriff’s hard, angular face curved into a mocking smile. Raising the lantern, he studied Fernando closely—from the glimmer in his eyes and tear tracks down his cheeks, to the blush of embarrassment across his face, the lip he bit to stifle sound... all the way down to his trembling legs and the faint streak of red tracing the curve of his thigh.

He looked, unmistakably, like someone who had just been thoroughly and fiercely claimed.

“So...” Sheriff wore a smile tinged with both suggestiveness and disdain, baring his teeth as his brows arched high. “Looks like you’ve had quite the pleasant night, and you’ve come around—ready to make a little money on the side... Good. That’s good!”

His fingers traced Fernando’s cheek with deliberate intimacy, until Fernando turned his head away in embarrassment.

Sheriff bore a nickname—“Vicious Dog.” It could not be more fitting, Fernando was certain. In the entire kingdom of Scandy, none could suit that name better than him.

First of all, his features were entirely worthy of it. The downward turn of his mouth dragged the skin of his face into heavy under-eye bags and deep, groove-like nasolabial folds. Two scars slashed across his visage—one running over his cheekbone, the other neatly splitting the brow above his right eye in two.

Moreover, his sense for danger—both present and imminent—in the town of Faroe was uncannily sharp. He always knew where trouble was brewing and arrived first on the scene. Anyone committing a crime in Faroe would have to deal with Vicious Dog before anything else. And even if he hadn’t stopped it in time, the culprit would inevitably end up in his custody.

That gruesome case last year—not headless, to be precise, but reduced to nothing more than a rotting head—he solved that too.

“Vicious Dog” was unfriendly, and his ruthless methods inspired fear.

At the same time, Vicious Dog was one of the regular patrons of the Old Earl's Inn bar. Whenever he had the chance, he would stop by for a drink, and incidentally watch how Fernando handled the drunks looking to take advantage. Fernando dared not make trouble under Vicious Dog’s gaze—he had no wish for him to find a reason to throw him back in jail. In prison, Fernando had learned to fight and to put on a vicious front to protect himself.

Yet within, his heart remained tender and kind.

The old Earl quickly stepped in to explain, “Respected sir, Fernando is in debt from gambling. Gold Tooth auctioned him off—this is the buyer.”

“Oh.” Sheriff replied listlessly, striding toward the bed with the storm lantern in hand. He lifted it to illuminate the mysterious man’s face. “You’re an outsider—I’ve never seen you before.”

The mysterious man raised his bandaged hand to shield himself from the harsh light. In the warm glow of the fire, his silver hair shimmered like splintered moonlight caught in the strands. Fernando spotted the man’s belt on the floor and quietly scooted over to tap it back under the bed with his foot.

“I’m talking to you!” Sheriff gripped the hilt of his sword, barking with the fury of a hound. “Answer me, or you’ll pay a price for your arrogance—one you cannot afford!”

“Sir, he only arrived this afternoon!” Fernando hurriedly stepped between them, blinking his large, innocent eyes as he interjected, “I’ve never seen him before, but he doesn’t seem like a bad person. Who are you looking for？”

“That’s none of your concern!” the Sheriff snapped impatiently, shoving Fernando aside as he threatened the man sitting on the bed. “Stranger, you’d better tell me right now, or else...”

The mysterious man spoke in a calm, detached tone, still shielding his face with one hand. “I’m nothing more than a refugee from Northland.”

“He’s not a bad person,” Fernando said plaintively from the floor, clinging to the bedside. “We’ve been together all night. Whoever you’re chasing, he couldn’t have slipped out of here. Look—the window’s still shut.”

Vicious Dog gave a look to his men, and they immediately began inspecting the room. “Sir, the window’s closed. There’s a thick layer of dust on it—it hasn’t been opened in ages.”

“I know what I saw—you all saw him run this way,” Vicious Dog said suspiciously, sweeping his gaze across the room. “Search every corner of this place!”

While they were tearing the room apart, Fernando seized the chance to sidle over to the nightstand and plopped himself down on it. But he forgot about the wound on his backside—no sooner had he sat than the pain shot up his spine, and he bounced back up with a grimace. He glanced anxiously at the smear of blood on the nightstand’s edge, a sight that drew a scornful smirk from the Sheriff.

Clenching his teeth against the pain, Fernando forced himself to sit back down.

“Sir, nothing in the closet.”

“Sir, nothing under the bed.”

“Sir, nothing behind the curtains.”

............

Of course, there was nothing for them to find—the man they were after was sitting right there on the bed, composed and at ease, leaning against the headboard. From where Fernando sat, he could see the man’s hand underneath the blanket, gripping a dagger tightly.

All Fernando could do now was pray—to any god that might be listening—that nothing else would go wrong. The last thing he wanted was to get on the Sheriff’s bad side in Faroe.

Vicious Dog fixed his suspicious gaze on Fernando, staring until the hairs on the young man’s neck stood up. Fernando forced himself to act ignorant, pitifully clutching the thin blanket that barely covered his backside.

“Get up,” Vicious Dog ordered, pressing down on Fernando’s shoulder. Suspicion gleamed in his upturned eyes. “I’m going to search this spot myself.”

The words made Fernando’s stomach tighten instantly—inside that space were the assassin’s clothes the mysterious man had been wearing minutes ago! The pursuers must have seen that outfit. If those clothes were discovered, they were finished.

“Have mercy on me, my good sir.” Fernando spread his hands helplessly, pleading with pitiful sincerity. “Let me catch my breath—I’m dead tired and can hardly stand.” His eyes blinked rapidly; his nose twitched as if he might burst into tears at any moment. “Please, please, I’m begging you... Besides, how could anyone possibly hide in there？ It’s just a tiny drawer!”

Vicious Dog narrowed his eyes suspiciously and gave Fernando a sudden shove. Off balance, Fernando stumbled forward—and before he could crash into the man on the bed, strong arms pulled him into a warm embrace.

The storm lantern cast light into the dark corner. A strip of black leather poked out from the crack of the drawer. “Well, what do we have here？” Vicious Dog said with a skeptical glance at Fernando. “This doesn’t look like yours, little Fernando.”
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Chapter 4 The Auctioned Boy (IV)
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“Don’t touch it!” Fernando sprang up from the bed, pressing both hands firmly on the drawer to keep Vicious Dog from opening it. “That thing carries leprosy!”

“Leprosy？” Vicious Dog repeated, eyeing the black belt with disgust. “Where would leprosy come from？”

“You see, my good sir, I don’t care what happens to me—but you mustn’t touch such a thing.” Fernando tilted his head, his mind working faster than ever. “You saw it yourself—this gentleman’s hands are wrapped in bandages.” He pointed at the man on the bed. “In weather this hot, and yet he came in wearing long sleeves!”

“Is that so？” Vicious Dog turned toward the honest old Earl.

The old man nodded frantically, stammering, “Y-yes, sir. This guest checked into the inn this afternoon. Everyone here saw him wearing long sleeves.”

Vicious Dog narrowed his eyes and pointed at the man on the bed. “Lower your hands. Let me have a look.”

“Better not!” Fernando blurted out. “He’s hideous! His face looks like melted wax—there’s no skin left around his mouth! Just like that head you dug up in the cellar last year—the one that had been soaking in beer for months.” He even mimed a few convincing dry heaves, and when he caught his breath, he added, “If you get too close, you might catch leprosy yourself!”

Fernando’s words clearly unsettled Vicious Dog and the other deputies. The gruesome murder case that had rocked Faroe last year had been handled by Vicious Dog himself. Though the killer had been caught two weeks later, the memory of it still lingered, refusing to fade.

Two of the sheriffs gagged along with Fernando, and everyone—including old Earl—covered their mouths. Vicious Dog’s face went pale as he coughed a few times; back then, that severed head had been displayed near the town’s notice board, and nearly everyone in town had seen it.

“There are plenty of rooms on the second floor, Your Honour!” Fernando, seeing a flicker of hesitation in his opponent’s eyes, pressed his advantage at once. “You may have spotted that man heading this way, but he could just as well have gone into one of the other rooms. I haven’t seen anyone enter this one during that time.”

“Your Honour, if we linger here too long and let that vile bastard slip away, won’t that be a shame!” Words poured from Fernando like water from a burst dam, his lashes fluttering like a butterfly’s wings. “I trust you’ll teach that scoundrel a lesson he won’t forget! If you can catch him, you’ll make him pay dearly! Of course you can suspect and question me—I don’t mind at all—but letting that wretched cur get away would hardly be worth it.”

Vicious Dog fixed Fernando with those sly, fox-like eyes until the boy dropped his gaze in discomfort. “We’re leaving,” he said at last, releasing the poor little attendant, and signaled his men to move out.

As he left, Vicious Dog couldn’t resist jeering at Fernando: “You’d bite even a leper, you little stray. Aren’t you afraid of catching it？ Oh no, no—fools never get sick!”

Fernando replied with an exaggerated, self-mocking laugh: “That’s right, I’m a fool! I can’t catch anything!”

The brutish Vicious Dog seized old Earl by the collar and dragged him along. The Sheriff of Faroe was unlike those elsewhere—he had fought both in the attack and the defense of Goodes City. Compared to Vicious Dog, who buried himself in paperwork, the Sheriff was a hardened man forged in blood and fire, a warrior who had once bled on the battlefield. Only someone with his combination of forceful methods and unyielding attitude could keep Faroe’s gangs and drifters in check.

Once they were gone, Fernando hurried to bolt the door. Pressing his ear against it, he listened for a long while. The guests staying on the inn’s second floor had all been roused from sleep without exception. After a flurry of chaos, Vicious Dog and his sheriffs left Old Earl’s Inn cursing, having found nothing in their search.

By the time they departed, the sky was already bright with morning. Fernando finally let out a long breath of relief and sank to the cold floor, his thoughts a tangled mess.

His thoughts were abruptly shattered as his feet left the ground. A mysterious man had seized him by the neck with effortless strength, hoisting him high. Fernando felt his breath choke off; his long legs flailed helplessly, his delicate face flushing crimson from the strain.

The man was now fully dressed, his back to the light, his strikingly handsome features set in a severity worthy of the God of Death. In his hand gleamed a piece of steel—cold, sharp—pressed against Fernando’s throat.

The previous night had been too dark for Fernando to see clearly. Only now, with the chilled steel biting into the skin of his neck, did he realize it was hardly a proper weapon at all. A blade little more than three inches long, with a stubby hilt—more suited to trimming nails than to killing.

And yet, with such a keen edge poised at his throat, a single slip could open his windpipe, and Fernando doubted any hope of survival. Moreover, this man’s skill in combat and sheer strength surpassed his own by a daunting margin.

“Hah... I... won’t... hah...” His face flushed crimson as he struggled desperately, his powerless hands scratching at the iron-hard upper arms of the mysterious man. The faintly pink heels flailed against the door panel in a frantic, uncoordinated rhythm. “Hah... tattling...”

Suddenly, a violent pounding came from outside, the impact against the door sending a shiver down Fernando’s spine. A coarse, raspy voice bellowed from beyond: “You two made a racket half the night, and now you’re at it again first thing in the morning!”

Fernando awkwardly clutched the mysterious man’s arm, striving to brace his feet against the door to steady himself, to ease the suffocating pressure that threatened to overwhelm him.

“Don’t move...” The man’s oppressive presence was overwhelming. His voice, edged with warning, made Fernando’s muscles lock tight. The pounding and shaking from behind the door only deepened Fernando’s embarrassment and confusion.

Old Earl’s apologetic pleas to a guest drifted in from outside. Once he had ushered the guest downstairs, the wheezing, hacking cough—distinct to age—echoed through. When he cleared his throat, the pounding and shouting immediately resumed: “Fernando! You damned layabout! How long are you going to sleep？ Get down here and serve breakfast! I didn’t hire you to laze the day away!”

“Quiet...” murmured the mysterious man.

Fernando shut his mouth, feeling the grip around his neck loosen. Supported by the door, he slowly slid down to the floor as that hand finally released him. He remained kneeling, eyes wide, gasping for breath. The cold steel still pressed against his throat—he dared not move, dared not speak. Aside from the ragged sound of his breathing, he could do nothing else.

“Fernando! What are you dawdling for？”

The old inn was almost as ancient as the town of Faroe itself; Fernando never doubted its age, especially when dust from the top of the door sprinkled into his hair. Old Earl’s frenzied pounding made the weathered door groan under the strain—a few more blows, and it would surely splinter and collapse.

The mysterious man lifted Fernando’s chin with the tip of his small knife. “Answer him.”

Fernando sucked in air through his teeth, staring fixedly at the blade. “Y-yes—! I... I’m fine... ha... I’ll... I’ll come... right away...”

When old Earl’s footsteps faded, the icy steel at Fernando’s neck slid back into the mysterious man’s leather sheath. That tiny knife looked insignificant at his belt—ordinary, almost invisible. In fact, when Fernando had first met him, he hadn’t even noticed the man was armed.

Yet he kept it with him constantly, even when he slept.

After a moment’s thought, Fernando became more certain of it—last night, this man hadn’t sheathed his knife. The realization only deepened Fernando’s unease—and curiosity.

What were these outsiders doing here in Faroe？ Buying him—was it a cover, or something else entirely？

The mysterious man pulled on his mask. His voice, muffled through the leather, came out low and heavy. “Don’t even think about snitching.”

A simple, straightforward remark—but one carrying a deadly warning. Fernando wasn’t foolish enough to admit that for the briefest instant, he truly had considered going to Vicious Dog, if only to ensure his own safety. It had lasted only a heartbeat—no more.

“N-no... I... didn’t...” Fernando fumbled for the blanket on the floor, clutching it around himself and curling up as small as he could. Staring at his feet, he gulped in air. “If I... wanted to... to snitch... I... wouldn’t have... h-ha... lied to save you...”

In the pale light of dawn, the man’s silver hair caught a faint gleam as he swept it back smoothly and tucked it into his hood, leaving not a single strand visible. Soon, that impossibly perfect face was once again hidden beneath shadow.

“Move,” he murmured, tilting his head slightly toward Fernando.

Fernando hurriedly scrambled to his feet, gathering the clothes he had tossed haphazardly across the floor, and quickly put them on piece by piece. As he dressed, the mysterious man stood silently in the shadows where the sunlight could not reach, watching him intently. Had Fernando not known in advance, he would never have noticed another presence in the room.

Under that unwavering gaze, Fernando felt a twinge of embarrassment, though he tried not to show too much. But when he reached for the door latch, a nagging sense of absence gripped him.

He pressed his hand to his chest.

There it was—flat, empty, utterly bare.

Panic flared instantly. He began muttering under his breath, spinning around the room in a frantic search. The man seated in the corner remained utterly still, eyes following him with quiet composure, as though he were nothing more than a fragment of the shadows themselves.

At last Fernando found his treasure beneath the bed. Carefully, he pulled up the leather cord with its small pouch, brushing away the dust and gently blowing on it. “Oh dear, oh dear...” he murmured to himself over and over, “My darling, don’t you ever scare me like that again. Without my lucky goddess, whatever would I do？”

He opened the pouch and tipped a single coin into his palm, gazing at it with unabashed affection. “Still here, still here...” he whispered, kissing the coin several times before tucking it back into its place, hanging the cord around his neck and slipping the pouch into his apron. Patting his chest, feeling its reassuring weight against his palm, Fernando sighed softly, utterly at ease.

“Thank goodness.” It was his treasure—being parted from it for even a moment set his nerves on edge.

To look at that coin, one would see instantly it was worth nothing. Not a true coin, not even made of metal. It was just a simple, roughly shaped circle, molded from clay to mimic an authentic coin: Winter Jasmine engraved on one side, a seashell on the other. A child’s trinket—one copper could buy a whole handful.

Anyone else, seeing Fernando cherish such a trifle, would surely be curious. But the mysterious man was not. Perhaps in his own life, the small oddities of Bisero were matters even more out of the ordinary.

Fully dressed, Fernando nodded to the man seated in the corner as he prepared to leave.
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Chapter 5 The Auctioned Boy (V)
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Fernando had thought that, after sharing in last night’s misdeed, the man might at least show him some measure of thanks. But his companion remained utterly unmoved, as impassive as carved stone.

Brushed off without so much as a word, Fernando pulled the door shut behind him, tamping down the faint flutter in his chest. Beautiful people always had dreadful tempers—never fails. Not that he was any exception himself. Storming out, he nearly collided head-on with old Earl, who was struggling under the weight of two enormous trays.

“Are you blind？!” Earl grumbled as he sidestepped, fighting to keep the broth from sloshing over the rims. “Instead of hanging around making eyes at people, you’d do better to get into the kitchen and lend a hand! We’re swamped in here! Go fetch the dishes and take them up to the guest rooms!”

“Yes, boss!” Fernando put two fingers smartly to his temple with a cheeky salute. “I’m on it—got any other orders for me？”

Earl had taken two steps before doubling back, lowering his voice. “Is he awake？ Has he given you any trouble？ Does he really have leprosy？”

Fernando hesitated only half a second, then went with the answer that felt right. “Still asleep, boss.” He pouted, jerking his thumb toward the tightly shut door. “Hasn’t really bothered me—and look at you, worrying about your staff! I’m touched, almost in tears. Now if you gave me a day off, I’d be even more grateful.”

“Get to work!” Earl gave him a light kick, moved forward with the trays, then came back yet again. “But is he... you know... that face... that hideous？ Does he have leprosy or not？”

“Oh, absolutely—ugly as sin, the lot of him. But probably not a leper.” Fernando shrugged nonchalantly. “I’ve never met a leper built like an ox.”

“You really are something...” Earl shook his head and pushed open the neighboring guest room door. “Good morning, sir! Here’s our signature deluxe breakfast—fresh Milk, crisp cabbage, a big slab of oven-baked bread, and a fine pat of butter for spreading...”

“Well, money’s never ugly!” Fernando called out deliberately, raising his voice. “Gold coins are the best-looking thing in the world, aren’t they？”

Humming a snatch of tune, Fernando walked off. Earl emerged from delivering breakfast, glanced at Fernando’s retreating back, and let out a long, heavy sigh.

Without a doubt, the man inside had heard those last remarks—and the thought filled Fernando with a sly sense of triumph. But as he hummed his way down the worn stairs, a burst of raucous laughter from the inn’s lobby knocked the smile right off his face.

“Well, look who’s here!”

Idle loafers eager to watch the spectacle had gathered at the Old Earl's Inn from early morning. Fernando even suspected that quite a few hadn’t budged from their seats since the previous afternoon; the regulars occupied their favorite spots as always. They whistled at Fernando, clapped, stomped their feet to rile him up, tossing sneers and mocking remarks one after another.

“Isn’t that the little backside that got auctioned off？”

“Little backside,” jeered a thug with wax-yellow teeth in filthy amusement, “how did it feel last night, eh？”

“Looked pretty good to me,” grumbled the Pig-faced Man, who had failed to buy him, spitting angrily. His chest was full of resentment, and there was no chance he came here to see Fernando bask in any sort of triumph. “Didn’t you see him humming in happiness？”

Yet again, laughter roared through the room, making the whole inn buzz with mirth. Some people in this world are just like that—taking pathetic pleasure from the misfortunes of others. Sad to say, such people are hardly rare. Fernando despised them from the bottom of his heart, yet pitied them as well. They simply had no idea that joy could come from nobler, brighter things than crude schadenfreude.

The coarse, filthy jibes made Fernando's face flush scarlet, but he dared not start a brawl in the inn. It was the only place in Faroe where he could find shelter. He turned and dashed into the kitchen, grabbing breakfast from the service window piled high with dishes, doing his best to ignore the vile taunts of those low-grade scoundrels.

Luckily, old Earl came down from the second floor in time. He didn’t send Fernando out to serve breakfast in the hall but took it upon himself instead. Though the old man’s mouth was forever grumbling—calling Fernando slow, clumsy, and lazy, never short of complaints—he kept him in the kitchen to pass along dishes.

Out of sight, Fernando soon left the hooligans and vagrants with nothing to feed on, and those not planning to eat breakfast there gradually drifted away.

In recent days, Faroe had seen a surge of outsiders, and the inn had kept Fernando busy all morning. He hauled chamber pots from the guest rooms to wash out back, scrubbing at them with all his strength.

“Ah! Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! I’m such an idiot!” Just minutes earlier, Fernando had gone to that guest room, only to find the mysterious man already gone. He hadn’t even noticed the moment he slipped away! “That bastard hasn’t paid for the room!” Fernando attacked the wooden bucket with the brush, its rasping scrape against the staves harsh to the ears. “I really should have... shouldn’t I...？”

“Should what？” The sudden voice startled Fernando so much that he nearly fell onto the muddy, filthy ground—before he hit the ground, the speaker reached out and caught him by the arm.

The man who had vanished so mysteriously had now returned just as mysteriously. At some point—no one knew when or where—he had changed out of that suspicious black assassin’s garb, and was now wearing the same old outfit he’d had on when he first appeared at the Old Earl’s Inn yesterday afternoon. The thought that beneath those ragged vagabond clothes lay a finely sculpted, muscular body made Fernando flush in embarrassment.

“Should... uh... ask your name!” Fernando quickly grasped for a reasonable excuse. It was only part of the truth, but hardly a lie. “You see, you haven’t paid for your room yet! The boss keeps a record—something like: ‘A certain gentleman checked in on such-and-such date...’ That’s how it goes.” His head bobbed like a sparrow, words tumbling out in a chirping rush. “And if you left without paying, Old Earl would make sure to mark it down in red!”

The mysterious man stared at him wordlessly, making no move to interrupt.

“See, our inn may be small, but it’s been here as long as Faroe itself.” Fernando pointed toward the shabby old building. “Don’t underestimate the old man—he’s the head of the innkeepers’ guild here in Faroe! If he writes down that ‘this gentleman skipped out without paying,’ the entire town would turn you away—and likely hunt you down for the debt! So this really matters.”

“I’m just an ugly bastard,” the stranger said evenly, arms folded across his chest. “A name means nothing.”

So he had heard everything after all! Fernando pressed his lips together. For a man who kept his ears hidden beneath a hood all day, his hearing was surprisingly sharp.

With a helpless shrug, Fernando gave a sheepish grin. “You didn’t come back just for that, did you？” The memory of last night flashed through his mind; he waved both hands to stop the assassin from coming any closer. “No, no, that’s not what I meant! I mean—surely no one knows his own face better than himself, right？”

The assassin’s gaze was so cold it seemed to pierce right through him. Even in midsummer, Fernando shivered. “H-hey, wait, sir—please, just wait a moment! I won’t ask your name again. I mean... we’ll let Old Earl handle that.” He waved his hands helplessly, stepping backward. “I swear, I won’t say a word.”

The mysterious man’s only reply was silence.

"I didn’t mean to say you’re ugly—in fact, I don’t think you are," Fernando murmured, shrinking his neck as his words quickened. "You saw what happened yesterday. I mean... you can’t treat me like this—I saved you! Even if I said something unkind, wasn’t it for your sake？" His back pressed against the wall, nowhere left to retreat. "I was trying to help you, sir—you can’t do this to me!"

"Aside from insects..." The man’s arm hovered by Fernando’s ear, then slammed a fist against the wall with such force that chips of plaster rained down. "...nothing else dares to bite me."

His deep, velvety voice sent a shiver through Fernando’s nerves; the boy’s silky black hair stood in a small tuft atop his head. "You... y-y-you..." His teeth chattered wildly, words stumbling over themselves, and he tried to make himself as small as possible, trembling from head to toe. "What... are... you going to do？"

The stranger cast a glance at Fernando’s startled, bristled hair, and his curled-up figure hugging himself as if to vanish entirely. He let out a sound that was half a snort, half a cold laugh.

June in Faroe Town was sweltering, and Fernando wore the short-sleeved linen shirt so common in the Southern Border, its wide collar revealing the faint pink fingerprints on his neck—marks too fresh to have faded in half a day.

Against his snow-pale skin, those pink traces shimmered with an unspoken, ambiguous allure.

The man’s gaze dimmed slightly; he hooked a finger under Fernando’s collar, exposing part of his narrow, fragile shoulder. Fernando turned his head away in embarrassment, the delicate line stretching from lockbone to chin catching the light. Slowly, the man unwound the filthy bandage from his face and lowered it into the curve of Fernando’s gleaming neck.

Then he sank his teeth in—hard.

"Yow—!" The sudden bite made Fernando spring up. Ignoring everything, he flailed wildly, only to find himself swiftly pinned, his wrists trapped against the wall by the man’s practiced grip. His eyes blinked in wounded outrage. "W-what are you doing？!"

The man released him, rewrapping his captivating features in the soiled bandage
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