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    For Cecilia Tan, who successfully argued for a new life for an old story.

      

    


Once upon a time there was a call for submissions for an anthology of speculative fiction stories with Gothic romance flavor.

I love Gothic romances. Give me Bluebeard and Beauty and the Beast vibes. Give me innocent young heroines trapped in ancient castles full of locked doors, secrets and monsters with hints of sexual perversion. The genre has come to be defined by female protagonists battling to be with their true loves, who are always brooding men with dark backstories.

Sometimes tropes are more fun when you subvert them. Why should heroines have all the fun? What if Beauty is a man? What if his true love is a man, too? Why is he innocent? What does innocent even mean? How did he end up in the castle? What's keeping him there? What makes someone a beast? What would a happy ending look like him?

The novella was rejected with a very nice note. I re-wrote it with the sex and kink that I'd left out to match the tone of the original call and submitted it to a small gay romance press, which accepted it. It was published in 2009, then went out of print.

Sitting down to re-write something one first wrote 16 years ago is...challenging. But I'm a better writer now. I understand pacing (at least a bit) and how the original novella fell short. Reviewers on Goodreads mentioned being confused in some places. I agreed with them and did my best to address what was less than clear. There were some subtext that needed to be brought forward into the text. 

And, inevitably, there were typos.

As I've continued to write more books, I've returned to The Memorial Garden. No matter how good I get at pacing and other mechanics, I will have a tough time matching the raw emotional intensity of the main characters' relationship, the enemies-to-lovers vibe, the exploration of consent and how two imperfect people can fit together perfectly.

Welcome back to the garden. You may never leave.
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Chapter One: An Island That Is a World
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The Lord Prime of Mazinara received his eldest son in the library. Though it was spring, a fire blazed in the vast marble fireplace, sketching restless shadows among the columns and frescoes. In his earlier memories, when his mother was still alive, the library had been warmer—and so had his father.

Sofian made a careful obeisance, keeping his face composed. His heart thudded in his chest like a blacksmith’s hammer.

That morning, he had ridden out with one of his step-brothers. Together they had startled a buck, harrying it halfway to the coast before losing it in a tangle of brambles. Their reckless chase had cut a swath of destruction through several corn fields. Most of the tenant farmers were too wary to bring complaints about the damage to the Lord Prime, but being summoned so soon after the incident worried Sofian. If this was about the ruined fields, then where was his step-brother, Ashafon? They might face a flogging, or if his father’s old wounds were acting up, he might order a braid or two cut off as well.

The Lord Prime lounged in his great chair and gestured his son to a low stool. His many graying braids spread over his shoulders like a cloak, and his eyebrows were thick enough to cast their own shadows. He raised one at Sofian. 

“My son, the Celestial Temple has called you to attend the Empress in Firdoos.”

Sofian forgot about the wild ride. “My lord,” he said, careful as always to call his father by his title. “There must be some confusion.”

A Temple missionary had come to the house a month before for the Testing. The missionary had pricked Sofian’s thumb with a tiny lancet and collected the blood in a vial, apologizing all the time for the pain that Sofian barely noticed.

“In my experience, the Temple never errs.”

“But I am the heir to this House, my lord. The Temple takes peasants, retainers, or lesser sons, but never an heir.”

“You are mistaken,” his father replied. “Forty years ago they called the heir of Yursra House.”

“I do not recall a house by that name, my lord,” said Sofian.

“That is because the Lord of Yursra loved his son more than duty and would not yield him. The Empress withdrew her favor from his house and, indeed, from their entire island. Within two years it had fallen to pirates. Now it forms a portion of Jubair’s holdings. The Empress is generous, but not to those who withhold what is lawfully hers.”

Sofian stood and paced. “I will need time to pack.”

“No, you will not. Hold still and look at me.”

Sofian halted, but he couldn’t raise his eyes higher than the edge of his father’s brocade robe.

“You are considering fleeing, perhaps to your mother’s house.”

Sofian said nothing.

“My son, I remind you that the honor of Mazinara—indeed, that of all Bakiari—rests upon your unworthy shoulders. For my part, I count myself glad to see your back. There is far too much of your mother’s blood in your veins to make you a good ruler.”

Sofian swallowed his feelings.

“As for packing, the Temple ordered that you bring nothing but what you wear. A company of guards awaits outside the door. They will take you to say your farewells to Ashafon, then to the temple conveyance in the forecourt.”

“Why only Ashafon? Why not my sisters?”

The Lord Prime rose from his chair, pausing to straighten his back against an old injury wrought by a pirate’s sword. “A tenant farmer lodged a complaint against the two of you this afternoon. I was required by simple justice to pay compensation for his ruined crop. As I will not send a son of mine to the Celestial Temple with welts on his back, I had Ashafon flogged twice. Look upon his pain, receive his curses, and learn.”

✺

The padded velvet seats of the coach showed no wear. More than anything else, this small touch displayed the wealth of the Celestial Temple. The leaf springs made for an easy ride. Sofian recalled that the springs were the least of the Celestial Temple’s gifts to Bakiari. The Empress’ missionaries trained doctors and midwives, gave magically accurate timepieces to sailors, and aided the defense against pirate attacks. New seeds and farming lore eased the lot of the peasants. Nobles in good standing with the Temple could expect beautiful musical instruments, works of art and books of poetry, science, and philosophy to enrich their libraries. The Empress was generous.

Medicines saved the lives of many, but not all—and not Sofian’s mother. Still, the sacrifice of a few young men every year had seemed a small price to pay, at least until Sofian became part of the tithe.

Sofian looked out the window at the coastal road passing and tried to pack away his memories of home. He wouldn’t be needing them.

After he received his first sharpened blade in his fourth year, his mother, Rahimah, had kissed him on the cheek and called him her own warrior. Sofian remembered that her veil was pinned up so he could see her smile. She had kissed him again and hugged him after he had slaughtered the lamp and the servants had to clean it up. Sofian could still see that smile. Then the swift, violent winter plague that could not be fought with swords had taken her away, before the Celestial temple could intervene with a cure.

The next summer, his Father brought home another wife, a widow, with three strapping sons to add to the house alongside Sofian and his two quiet sisters. Despite their mother’s prodding, her sons—close to Sofian’s age on either side—did not challenge him for the Lordship of Mazinara. They could see that rulers were carved out of ordinary men with savage discipline. They wanted no part of it.

The coach rolled to a stop before the temple gate. Sofian waited for a footman to open the door. When none arrived, he fumbled with the latch and stepped down the coach rocking on its springs beneath him.

The coachman flicked the reins, wordlessly guiding the horses around a corner.

The Temple’s symmetrical facade, supported by four squat columns, was built of pale sandstone that caught the last of the day, casting a warm glow into the courtyard. Several people moved across the far side, disappearing into the doors of outbuildings. A bell chimed the hour. 

A lone figure strode around the corner, spied Sofian, and hurried forward. He was pale, exceptionally tall, and wore the belted, sand-colored robe of a Temple missionary. His hair was an unusual red salted with gray, like a roan horse, and framed a time-marked face. A small, pearly lump marred the back of his right hand. But his most striking feature was a nose hooked like that of a massive bird of prey. Perhaps in his youth it had lent him a stern nobility, but age had pulled his face unevenly until the nose dominated his other features like the cliffs overshadowed the west side of Mazin harbor. His receding hairline and the slight hunch of his back, as if the world was too heavy for him, made him seem older than he probably was.

“You must be Sofian,” he said with an accent that Sofian could not place. “I am Zahid, the master of oblates. Welcome to the Celestial Temple in Mazinara.” He extended a hand.

Sofian looked at the hand, then dropped his own to the pommel of his broadsword.

Zahid blinked, then seemed to take in Sofian’s appearance for the first time, from the intricately braided black hair, past the salt-white silk blouse, embroidered overcoat and deep green trousers, all the way down to the fitted, calfskin riding boots.

“Ah. My apologies for the confusion,” he said, drawing back his hand before he lost it. “Sofian, you have become an oblate of the Temple. Here we make no distinctions of rank between peasants and lords. You will receive no title from our lips, and we will not bow to you. Instead, we are now your family. I hope that you will become accustomed to this in time. For now, I must ask for your weapon. You will not need it here.”

Sofian looked down so that Zahid could not see his face. He unhooked the scabbard and offered up his broadsword, pleased at least that his hands did not shake. He would not let his shoulders sag under the weight that his father had laid upon him, the honor of a house and a realm no longer his own. Sofian served the Empress now. He would not disgrace himself before her servants.

“Thank you,” said Zahid. He tucked Sofian’s broadsword under his arm and rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get you settled. You’ve missed dinner, but we can fetch some food after we get you properly clothed. Follow along, please.”

An hour later Sofian had exchanged his clothes for a sand-colored shift, a belt, a darker over-robe, and sandals. The clothing was comfortable, yet intolerably drab.

Zahid the Nose brought him past the nearly empty refectory to the kitchen and got him some food. Every man they passed was dressed similarly. Even the small conclave of older women—widows, judging by their lack of veils—wore comparable garments. One of the men in the hall had the same glassy lump as Zahid on his right hand. Like Zahid, he was remarkably tall. Unlike Zahid, he had black hair, though his skin was also paler than Sofian was used to. It made his blue eyes seem striking, and Sofian had to be careful not to stare.

Sofian carried a heel of bread in one hand, a mug of small beer in the other—peasant food—and strove to leave no crumbs as he chewed, following Zahid on a hasty tour of the Temple’s main building.

“We’ll be sending you on to the Court at Firdoos on the next ship,” said Zahid the Nose. “You must still learn your way around.”

Sofian couldn’t help but wonder why he had never heard of the Empress’ ship landing at Mazin harbor. Surely a vessel so grand could not slip in without notice.

They visited the library, where acolytes studied the Empress’ beneficent arts, and shadowy workshops that would fill in the morning with light and craftsmen. Zahid introduced him to the marvels of indoor plumbing. The Temple’s white marble halls, arches and groined roofs were spotless due to the smokeless lanterns, and decorated at intervals with abstract mosaics of startling intricacy.

“It’s late, and you’ll be attending classes tomorrow. But we’ve one more task before I can send you to bed. Your hair must be shorn.”

The last of the small beer came out of Sofian’s nose as he choked. “You can’t!”

Zahid checked his stride. “Pardon?”

“I’ve done everything asked of me,” said Sofian, desperately. “The Empress commands, and I obey. How have I offended her that I should be chastised in this way?”

“Oh.” Zahid rocked back and forth on his heels. “This is not a punishment. All Temple oblates are groomed the same. Come now. You’re a brave and dutiful young man, and it’s just your hair. I’ll be quick about it.”

With that and similar words, Zahid chivvied Sofian into one of the bath antechambers. He lit an extra lamp, sat Sofian on a stool, and wrapped an old sheet around Sofian’s shoulders. The steel shears snipped, and braids like ebony snakes cascaded to the floor. Zahid plied a comb through the remaining hair, then used smaller scissors to even up the patches where Sofian’s father had hacked away a braid as punishment for some infraction. 

Zahid the Nose patted
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