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Sword for hire.

Burned out and lonely, a grim mercenary finds redemption in the arms of a

young lover on the site of a long forgotten massacre where the dead are restless

and human predators remain the most relentless killers.

Second Chances Are Worth Killing For.


Half an hour before Erick was forced to kill and driven on the run, things were

going better than they had in a long time. He’d made it out of the mountains in

one piece and into the brothel where Camen, one of the sweet young working

boys, took a decided shine to him.

Camen glided forward, the same wicked smile on his face. Stepping right up to

Erick, he stopped with the tankard of ale in his hand. Erick swallowed. A man

came to a brothel for a certain reason, but the service here was surprisingly

enthusiastic.

“Here’s your ale, honey,” Camen said. His voice was a throaty little groan. His

lips full and soft looking.

Erick swallowed, his throat so dry his Adam’s Apple made a clicking sound. Not

knowing what to do, he took the offered ale. The weight of the pewter tankard in

his grip was comfortably familiar.

“Thank you,” he managed to get out.

To cover his confusion, and the discomfort over the fact that Camen made no

effort whatsoever to back out of his personal space, he took a drink“Good,” Camen said. “Drink up.”

Erick paused. “Uh, huh?” What was wrong with him? He was a sell-sword and a

killer of men. He didn’t usually get tongue-tied.

“I said,” Camen repeated, leaning in close until his perfume filled Erick’s nose.

“Do you know what goes good with a nice, cold, beer?”

“Uh...no?”

“My mouth,” Camen said. “On your cock.”

Erick stared at him. A little overwhelmed by the prostitute, he tried easing out

from between him and the wall. Camen put out a hand and pushed it against his

chest, stopping him cold.

“Oh,” he began.

The boy-whore reached out and took hold of the lump in his pants, then

squeezed. It felt good. Erick pressed his head back against the wall. Camen

crowded in close, pressing his body up against him. His hand rubbed up and

down against the length of Erick’s hard-on through his leather pants.

He froze. Realized he was suddenly, overwhelmingly, thirsty, and took a long

drink of the ale. The amber liquid tasted wonderful as he swallowed it.

“There you go,” Camen said. “You just keep doing that.”

Erick watched as slowly, Camen sank to his knees on the hallway floor, ending

up with his face even with Erick’s crotch. The mercenary started chugging the


ale as Camen’s hands quickly opened his pants and pulled them down past his

thighs.

His dick jumped out and he almost sighed with relief at the feel of it being

unrestrained. Camen wasn’t coy, or teasing, he just went right to work. His hand

came up and wrapped around the shaft, jacked up and down a couple of times,

and then he put it in his mouth.

“Gods strike me blind!” Erick hissed as the other’s hot mouth wrapped around

the smooth helmet of his glans.

Camen’s tongue moved as he sucked gently on the head while continuing to

stroke his hand up and down along the rigid shaft. After a moment, when he

built up sufficient spit in his mouth, he began bobbing his head in time to his

hand strokes.

Erick looked down at him in amazement. This was nothing like the clumsy

attempts of his fellow soldiers in the barracks. This was an artistic level of

cocksucking.

“Gee, Camen,” he said, voice wry. “You’re really good at that.”

Camen’s tongue roamed around his cockhead, the tip flickering across his

peehole and massaging him there. He groaned and felt his butt cheeks clench

hard in response to the technique.

His balls drew up tight against his belly and he felt the first stirrings of the

intense tingling of a powerful orgasm begin building. On his knees, Camen sped


up, taking more of the prick into his mouth as he bobbed his head. He made

slurping sounds and sucked overflowing saliva back into his mouth.

That little bit of extra stimulation was enough. Erick grunted, then began

bucking his hips forward into Camden’s mouth. The prostitute didn’t slow down,

even as he started to gag as he went deeper.

Erick’s toes curled up violently in his riding boots and his knees locked up.

“Argh!” he grated out, his mind was overtaken with the intensity of his orgasm.

Lava hot, semen rolled up his urethra and spurted into Camen’s mouth. Instantly,

hand still wrapped around his shaft, Camen pulled his head back and lifted his

chin. Erick watched as he continued cumming, Camen jerking his load across the

smooth skin of his throat.

“Cum on my face,” Camen urged, stroking him in slow, loose motions, “Cum on

me.”

“Ahhh!” Erick shouted.

The last loops of his cum arced out of him and landed in lazy curly cues across

Camen’s skin, where they immediately began drying in a glaze. Erick reached

down and ran his fingers through the smaller man’s tousled hair.

“I don’t want to leave,” he moaned.

Camen grinned. “Then don’t”

Erick put his cock away. “But if I’m going to buy you nice things, I need to


gamble.”

Camen laughed, “then by all means, gamble!”

The brothel fell deathly still.

Erick looked at the man across the pile of coins and the winning dice he’d just

thrown.

“What?”

Around them, the other players backed away.

Erick’s face remained flat. He’d been steadily losing all night. On his last

toss he let the last of his mustering-out pay ride on a single throw.

He won.

Three times the amount Erick started with now lay heaped between the

two gamblers.

“You heard me,” the other man answered.

He gave his name as Cutter Lem and Camen whispered that he was a wanted

man for killing some lord across the border.

Now he was refusing to pay and Erick needed that money. Erick raised his

tankard up to his mouth and drank, sizing the man up. Cutter coiled, waiting for

Erick's reaction.

The bully-boy’s hand rested on the hilt of a short, heavy cutlass, more

meat cleaver than sword. He wasn't the kind to make a play without backup,


Erick decided, growing too angry to care.

The ex-skirmisher lowered his tankard and spat a stream of cheap ale straight

into the cutthroat’s face.

Both men surged up, Cutter yanking at his sword with one hand while trying

to wipe ale from his eyes.

Erick’s hands were huge, over-sized for a young man of medium build,

big as shovel blades, and strong from hauling a plow as soon as he’d been old

enough to walk. One of those big meat hooks closed around Cutter's wrist,

stopping his sword cold, half-drawn.

With his other hand Erick came upside the man’s face with his tankard.

Cutter’s temple shattered like an eggshell. The wanted man’s knees buckled and

he dropped.

Erick caught the dead man and spun him around.

A second bullyboy in stained clothes leapt up from one of the tables. Erick

shoved Cutter's limp body into his compatriot, jerking the dead man’s sword free

in the same movement.

The corpse caught up in the rushing man’s feet and he stumbled, going down.

Erick caught the falling man with a sword point.

The bullyboy’s throat snagged open and blood spilled out, sticky and hot,

across Erick’s fist, splashing the coins at his feet.

Erick scanned the room.

Some of the brothel’s patrons stood in silent shock at the sudden violence,


others scurried for the door. He turned his bloody sword toward the other two

men in the dice game.

They backed away.

Camen hurried forward.

One of the youngest futanari working the brothel, he’d taken a liking to

the melancholy Erick though the man was over a decade older.

“You have to go!”

“Why?” Erick demanded. “You heard him. Hell, everyone heard him, he

refused to pay.”

“It doesn’t matter! He’s City Militia. They'll kill you on principle. It’s why

Cutter thought he could cheat you in the first place.”

Erick swore.

He threw Cutter's sword down and began scooping bloody coins into a belt

pouch. He stood, looked the beautiful boy in the eye. He could find no words.

Camen saw something in his eyes and spoke for them both.

“Go. I’ll see you again in better times.”

Erick ran.

Two days ride north, Erick crested a small valley in what he'd assumed was

unbroken forest. He avoided the main roads toward the capitol and, cutting


through farmlands, he'd seen no sign of pursuit.

Mustering out of the garrison at South Pass, he'd been told they were paying

good wages for mercenaries in the east. He thought it as good a place as any.

The field below him had obviously been cultivated at one time. He'd ploughed

enough fields in his day to recognize the scar of hoe and ox, even on land let

fallow. Now the field ran yellow with wildflowers, making his nose itch. A

dilapidated barn stood in the middle of field, next to the road.

He settled back in his saddle and, adjusting his bow across the cantle,

eased his horse forward.

Minutes later, drawing near, he caught a sudden flash of movement from

between the barn's rotten boards.

His eyes were sharp from years spent as a skirmisher on the pass. The

duty was a constant, slow burn of low-intensity warfare among the mountain

passes, interspersed with periods of major combat, and Erick had spent most of

his time riding patrols deep in southern lands, among the Bone Tribes.

Brigands were a real possibility this far off the main coach road, he knew,

tempting him to turn his horse around and cut back to a less used trail.

The man’s scream rang shrill on the air and Erick jerked in surprise.

Then he went cold with sudden, irrational anger. Icy squirts of adrenaline


splashed his stomach and his mouth thinned to a white line under a short,

bristled beard. His dark eyes narrowed.

Below him he saw the figure of a skinny youth burst out of a hole in the

old barn’s wall and race into the road.

He clutched a bundle of rags tightly against his chest. Behind his came

half-a-dozen shouting men in white hoods. Naked steel stood visible in more

than one fist and all of them carried long drover’s whips.

No man was an empty vessel, and Erick was little different.

Emotions tumbled through him, snippets of memories, flashes of though,

jumbled all together in a collage; A sergeant back on the pass asking him Where

did you learn to suck cock like that, boy? Someone get you started young? The

feel of his fist smashing into the stunned man's face by way of reply. The feel of

his old man’s fist smashing into him over the years, the way it had his mother

until he’d run. Memories of her singing to him, then her gone and it was just the

plough and the Old Man and all that meant until one day he too had enough and

ran as well.

He watched the youth run, heard the baby squalling as the men unlimbered

their whips. He blinked in surprise. Where the hell had a baby come from?

The swish and snap came before the screams as bull hide cut into the

youth, bringing him down. Would his own mother have clung so tenaciously to

him?

Such thoughts, such questions, provided opportunity for introspections.


This was not Erick’s way. When the specter of memory came haunting he

exorcised it from him with a vengeance. Through hard drinking, through whores,

or the all-consuming throw of the dice.

But most of all, best of all, through violence.

Erick's heels bit into the flanks of his horse and he charged. He shouted no

battle cry to give warning of the approaching whirlwind. He rode down on the

hooded group the way he had been trained to raid an enemy village.

Guiding the fast little sorrel with his knees, he freed the short bow from

his saddle. He drew and notched an arrow. A tall figure with a sword in one hand

called orders to the others as they fell upon the slender youth. Whips rose and

snapped as the young man screamed, throwing himself across the shrieking

baby.

Erick’s arrow took the leader in his neck, dropping him where he stood.

Scarlet blossomed across the white hood.

Then the drumming of his sorrel’s hooves alerted the others over their

own raucous laughter and they whirled. Erick’s second arrow dropped another,

piercing his thigh while the veteran charged straight into the teeth of the enemy.

It was skirmisher’s tactics; speed, surprise, and unflinching aggression

inflicting shock on a stunned enemy, turning numerical superior forces into

hapless, milling mobs.


Instinctively the men scattered and Erick threw his bow back across his

saddle cantle and yanked hard his reigns. The horse reared over the huddled

youth.

“Damn your eyes, boy!” Erick snarled. “To me, if you’d live.”

The youth looked up at him through eyes huge in the tear-streaked features of

his face. He was young, Erick saw and, in that moment, he missed Camen.

The whips had caught at the youth’s tunic, leaving his chest exposed. The

tantalizing sight was jarring in the context of Erick’s fever-pitched anger.

Reaching down Erick hauled the youth up one-handed as he clung to the

crying baby. He heard someone shouting orders from behind him and recognized

the curt, clipped tones of military command.

He felt a flash of apprehension--these weren’t common brigands out for rape.

These were soldiers.

He felt the sting as whips cut into his back and arms through his leather

garments. He kicked the sorrel forward and, leaning low over the trembling

young man, drove his leaping horse on, stealing as many moments as he could.

Behind him the men scrambled back toward the lee of the barn for their

own mounts. In moments they streamed out in a white-hooded line onto the

road, giving chase behind his precarious lead.

He rode fast, one arm clutched tightly around the youth and baby. He had to

get off the road.

Once the group came close to his double mounted horse they could take


turns racing forward and pressing his mount hard, one after another, until it

fatigued and he was forced to make a stand.

Two miles up the road, deeper into the forest, he seized his chance. He

plunged off the road and down a short embankment into a shallow stream.

Turning his horse west towards the coast, he put more settled areas to his back

and guided the sorrel up the streambed.

The youth dared his first words. “To the east there is the main coach road,

more likely for there to be help.”

“That would work, if they were simply harriers, looking for easy pickings,”

Erick answered. The sun was beginning to cast long shadows on the horizon.

“They’re not harriers,” the youth admitted.

Erick looked down. His words were statement, not question, confirming his

own suspicions. “Who are they? What do they want?”

“They want to kill my baby,” he answered.

After a short while Erick slowed his horse to spare it and avoid turning an

ankle on the loose rocks of the stream. The slender young man huddled against

him as they rode and calmed the baby with soft words.

"My name is Gaius."


"What?" Erick still concentrated on the possibility of pursuit and the words

surprised him.

"Gaius," he repeated. "My name is Gaius, in case you were wondering, and

this is Aden."

"Who are those men?"

"It's a complicated story," he hesitated.

"It's a long ride, I'm thinking, boy."

Sitting the saddle in front of him, Gaius soothed the baby for a moment before

resting his tired head against Erick's chest, sending a tremor of surprise through

the soldier.

Gaius spoke, murmuring into Erick’s chest and, after he talked for a while,

Erick felt the hot wet of his tears--but he was strong and his voice never

wavered.

“My sister was a maid for a big House ,” he began. “After only the first day

the Lord came to her and, and she couldn’t refuse.”

Erick grunted softly. He was hardly surprised, the tale was not a rare one of

men in power and the servants they lorded over.

“It was fine for a long time. Even when she began to show with Aden, and she

knew he could only be the Lord’s, she was not cast out. He must have known,

because he allowed her to birth in his own guest rooms with the best midwife

available. It was not until the Lady saw Aden and there could be no mistaking

the father, that things changed.


“The Lady drove her from the House and the Lord did nothing to stop it. She

went back to our parents’ small farm where I still worked. That night, men in

white hoods attacked and burned our home. A crossbow bolt took my sister in

the leg as we fled. She gave Aden to me and I hid in the fields.”

His voice was sure and Erick found a respect growing in him for this youth.

“I secured passage with a small merchant caravan headed for the coast. But a

week later, the same hooded men attacked the caravan. They slaughtered the

merchants while I hid with Aden under a bridge.”

“You are lucky,” Erick muttered.

“Lucky I found you,” he said. “I’ve been traveling small back roads for two

weeks. Feeding the baby with stolen milk from a bone bottle with rag nipple. I

thought I’d escaped until they found me, nursing Aden in the barn.” He lifted his

head and looked at Erick. “Then you came.”

Erick said nothing.

The story troubled him.

That Ladies of Houses could be hard on their husband’s doxies was hardly

unique. But those men had not been simple sell-swords. They were soldiers, and

if so, sworn by oath to fulfill their charge. Erick doubted they would abandon

those oaths. Despite his action, this youth and the baby were still not safe.

He had little time to dwell upon these problems before they discovered the

ruins.


The hamlet stood silent, so overgrown that it was near to indistinguishable

from the encroaching forest.

On the bank of the stream stood a cluster of houses, small and austere

after the manner of peasants, weathered but mostly intact. Beyond these were

what looked to be trade buildings on either side of a weed-choked thoroughfare.

Past these, to the point where the wood rose up like a dark fortress wall, was a

larger, spire-topped building.

In the twilight, the town looked grim and lifeless, with yawning doorways

and windows like the eye sockets of skulls. Erick felt an uneasy sense of

irrational dread.

The air was leaden, as if the age and decay suffocated sound. The sorrel

was spooked under Erick’s hand, but he could hardly drive his horse all night

over rough ground, toting a frightened youth and baby.

Here was an opportunity to put his back to a wall, and it bore

investigating, no matter how eerie he felt. Gaius said nothing but stayed close by

his side as he moved toward one of the buildings.

He left his bow, little good in such quarters, and drew his sword.

Shadows pooled black from twisted corners of rain-warped wood and he led

Gaius into what he thought had been a tavern. Like the rest of the village, it was

old, smelling of the rot that fed like a cancer in its foundations.


Neither the ex-skirmisher nor the youth were eager to invade the privacy

of the little hovels that had once been homes of families. Above the entrance a

sign hung at an angle, wiped clean by time. The tavern door opened with an

unsettling creak.

They stepped inside and the smell of mold and rot hung vaporous as swamp

fumes, nearly overpowering them. The child whimpered and Gaius shushed him

gently. The rancorous stench called to mind spilled graves and gave off the

musty stink of catacombs.

Once his stomach quelled, Erick surveyed the room. He took in the sight

with amazement.

“It was never touched,” Gaius muttered.

Tables and chairs stood like ghostly sentries. Warped by the changing seasons

and covered in dust, they stood in mute testimony to whatever had happened

here. A small mirror hung beside a length of bar, a luxury item unbroken and

untouched by looters. Tankards sat beside earthenware plates and eating utensils.

Rodents had long since claimed whatever food they might have borne and

left their droppings in payment.

“I don’t like this,” Gaius whispered.

Erick didn’t answer.

They left the inn and walked down the street. They passed a hostelry with

leather goods rotting on rusty nails. A smithy. A chandler’s and then a warehouse

stacked to the roof with lumbered planks of oak and pine, all now ruined.


The only sound as they explored was an occasional knicker from the

sorrel. Twice they broke their own, unspoken, taboo and entered two of the

houses as they drew closer to the village common and the building there. Each

was filled with furniture and made up for the day. Everything lay clothed in dust,

tied by cobwebs.

On the commons before the village temple they found answers.

Bits of bone, bleached by years of sun and washed by rain, crumpled

under their feet. Sightless eyes stared up at them in accusation. Fleshless hands

lay spread in supplication.

Erick saw the bite of axe and sword on bones. Skulls rested loose from

spines. A slaughter had happened here. He said as much.

“This is Red Home,” Gaius whispered in horror.

Startled, Erick recognized the name.

A massacre had happened here.

Emboldened by their faith, the residents dared raise their voice in protest

to insane tyranny. In response, the Mad Lord sent his personal guard.

They gathered the hymn singing, peaceful but disobedient, villagers in

front of the temple that gave them such courage. Then they put every man,

woman and child to the blade and left them rotting in the open air and the town

standing empty as warning.

That he’d been a soldier only a little while before, suddenly set uneasy with

Erick. Would he have followed orders that day?


He pushed the thought aside and approached the temple-building. Had

priests raised their arms in supplication to the heavens that day?

If so, Erick mused grimly, it had not helped.

The building stood empty, bleak and uninviting. One door lay across the steps

and the others leaned drunkenly on a single hinge. Any sanctity that the place of

worship might have had was gone.

He felt forcibly that it had all been stolen on that Red Day.

He reached up and pulled the door off its hinge. Fetid air so filled with

putrefy that it was tangible, rushed out like a gasp and gagged Erick so that he

turned his head to the side for a fresher breath.

“Gods,” he muttered.

The veteran was lean and built for endurance, except for arms and shoulders,

which were muscled as a stevedore’s. Gaius put a single, little hand on one

corded forearm now.

“Don’t,” he warned. “It’s angry, I can feel it.”

But something compelled Erick, driving him onward, so he made an excuse

Gaius didn’t believe or make argument with.

“If they’ve tracked us then the road will lead them onto this common. I’ll

command the entire town with my bow from here.”

Saying nothing else, Erick stepped into a long, windowless vestibule

marked by old oil-lamps set in niches. He pushed on farther into the temple-

house, into a nearly overpowering miasma.


Pulpits stretched out in ordered rows to an altar. On a raised step stood a

pulpit under the domed narthex. A brass urn sat upon the altar, next to a scroll of

parchment which Erick ignored.

Other than to write his name or cipher the symbols on a map, he couldn’t

read. He picked-up a small sigil he found there. It was a bird with spread wings

imposed over a disk clearly meant to represent the sun. Sign of the villager faith,

he hazarded.

Erick had little truck with clergy, and he didn't know to which patron the

emblem belonged. He made to throw it aside but Gaius stopped him.

“Let me have it,” he asked. “For Aden. He needs all the protection I can give

him.”

Erick shrugged. “Take it. But it did these people little good.”

He handed the emblem to his and for a second as they stood before the altar in

the old temple, their hands touched, as if sealing them together, one to the other.

Gaius tucked the sigil among the robes of the chubby-fisted little boy where

he promptly began drooling on it. He avoided what Erick had said when he

answered, his voice bone weary with fatigue.

“I just want to make it to the capitol,” he said. “Away from the Lady and her

men, to be safe.”

Erick said nothing, but made camp instead.


“Why did you stop being a soldier?” Gaius asked as they ate.

Making their camp after Erick tended to the little sorrel, they sat all together,

sharing food. Chewing slowly, Erick watched out through the door at the silent

village.

“Orders. Everyone, all the time, with orders,” he replied.

He didn't add; It got so every officer or sergeant shouting orders had the face

of the Old Man, and the urge to strikeout became overwhelming.

He felt Gaius watching him as he stood guard.

He was not overly tall and rather plain, with short beard and hair cut close, to

seat a helm. The only thing of true note about him were his hands. Powerful,

outsized hands with scarred knuckles and a strangler’s mien.

Distracted, Gaius was patient but indifferent with the baby when the boy

woke and played before falling asleep again. Erick made little talk, but he shared

his rations with the youth, and his strong, red wine.

Perhaps it was gratitude that made Gaius come to him, he reflected later.

Or the strange feel of that single moment standing before the altar. More likely,

he thought, was that he was first, a provider for the child and perhaps, he sought

merely to bind the only safety for the baby he had found as closely to him as he

could.

By whatever means available.

He had not taken the slender youth by force when he could have easily done


so, and many would have claimed he had the right, under the Old Laws of rescue

and reward. Had Gaius found himself in the barracks he could have been assured

it would have happened.

Perhaps it was out of some feeling of safety and confidence Erick exuded

as he kept watch. Perhaps Gaius had simply been too long on cold roads alone,

without comfort or release from his strain.

Erick would never know but, for whatever reason, Gaius came to him. For

reasons of his own, Erick accepted this. Some claimed peril dampened sexual

appetite, but the biology that fathered rage came from the same wellspring as

lust, so that one often complimented or inflamed the other.

So it was with Erick. He didn't question providence or waste time on

introspection, he was a man of the moment. He held Gaius in big hands and took

what was offered, short bow lying in easy reach, and kept watch with one eye.

Unknown to the young men, drawn by passion and by heat, hungry,

ghostly, eyes watched the straining, intertwined figures from behind a veil

intangible to human sight.

It was a veil impenetrable to those who dwelled beyond its border. Unless

a bridge could be built.

A bridge forged by blood.

Gaius broke the kiss, turning away, blushing. “I, I—“ he said.

“Ssshhh,” Erick said.


He reached out with one his big hands and took over jacking Gaius’s dick.

It drove electric currents shooting through the youth, and he went up on his toes

at the sudden sensation.

Without waiting for a by-your-leave, Erick pulled Gaius toward him, by his

dick. The slender boy wasn’t in a position to fight, and didn’t want to. Gaius had

an image of Erick taking him in his arms and kissing him deeply.

That’s not what happened.

Instead Erick pressed his cock right up next to his and began jacking them

both off. Before he could help himself, Gaius slung his arms around the bigger

man’s neck, though he had to stand on his toes to do it. Heart beating fast, Gaius

shamelessly draped himself against him.

“Ahhh, ahh,” he panted, driving Erick on.

“Look at how much bigger mine is than yours,” the warrior chuckled. “It’s

like you have a clit. A little, really hard clit.” He kept stroking them both, hands

rough on Gaius’s meat. Gaius hugged him, moaning. Erick’s breath blew hot on

his forehead.

“Of course,” Erick continued, “if you have a clit, you must have a pussy,

too.” He spoke to Gaius the way the veterans had spoken to him in the barracks

after lights out. He slid his hand under Gaius’s balls to the crease of his ass. His

big, blunt finger began rubbing at the puckered asshole and Gaius squeezed his

eyes shut. “Is that right,” Erick asked, rubbing harder while Gaius hung off his

neck. “You have a boy-pussy down there?”


Gaius couldn’t answer, he just trembled, clinging to him. Erick pushed his

finger into the tight opening and Gaius hugged him tighter. He reached up and

grabbed the back of his head. With a force Gaius couldn’t have resisted if he’d

wanted to, Erick pushed him down on his knees.

He was horny, aggressively horny. Gone was the reassuring brother from

just a moment ago. He wanted to get off and he wanted Gaius to do it. His need

was raw.

“Lay down,” he ordered. “Lay down and spread your legs, show me what I

want.”

Gaius went willing with his push, dropping easily to his knees on the floor.

Gaius went to his back with a smooth dexterity and lay there, legs spread to offer

his ass, jacking his own dick furiously as he looked up at the rugged warrior

standing over him, cock hard.

“Look me in the eye,” Erick instructed. Gaius tore his gaze off his beautiful

cock and met his look. He looked sheepish, embarrassed, but Erick’s stare was

intense. “That’s it, that’s it,” he told Gaius.

Keeping his eyes locked with his Erick slowly bent down on his knees

between Gaius’s legs. He kept talking the entire time as he worked his cock. “Oh

yeah, that’s sweet. Tell me what you want.” He leaned forward and the umbrella

head of his fat dick brushed the tight bunch of the other man’s balls. “Tell me!”

he whispered sharply.

“I want you to fuck me,” Gaius choked out, eager to please. “I want you to


fuck my tight little ass.”

“Sure, I’ll fuck you,” Erick purred.

Gaius moaned as he smeared spit around Gaius’s asshole. The slender

youth closed his eyes, luxuriating in the feel of that masculine hand on his

opening. Suddenly the gentle massage disappeared and two vice grips grabbed

him behind his up stretched knees. A fist-like pressure appeared at his asshole.

Gaius’s eyes flew open in surprise at the sudden shift. Erick’s face was set

in stern concentration, almost a deadly intensity. He jacked Gaius’s knees back

up toward his ears and scooted his hips forward. His cock pushed into his ass.

Gaius gasped, not expecting such rough treatment either. “Easy, easy,” he

pleaded. “You can fuck me, but take it ea—“

“Shut up and take me,” Erick whispered.

Gaius moaned out loud as his sphincter dilated enough to admit the round

head. Trembling, eager, Erick didn’t wait, once in he slammed it home.

“Ahhh,” Gaius shouted out loud. “Oh, gods, yes.”

The ramrod shaft slid in, going balls deep on the first push. Gaius felt the

big cock up in his guts. There was pain as his rectum dilated, but there was just

enough spit that Erick was able to make the deep assault deep up inside him.

“Take it,” he whispered harshly. “Look in my eyes and take it.”

“Yes, Erick,” Gaius said. “I think I love you.”

Erick didn’t reply. His cock moved in Gaius with all the force of a tide and

his balls slapped his ass. Gaius half winced, half whined, loving it. It hurt just


enough to make it interesting. Erick pinned him with those eyes, made him feel

like he was drinking him up with them. Gaius’s cock was so hard it hurt.

“What am I doing to you?” Erick demanded.

Gaius moaned. Erick continued fucking him hard, the wet, organic sound

of slapping flesh echoing in the empty building. The youth felt the big cock

hammering home, pulling clear, and plunging in again. His prostate throbbed

with pleasure and he thought he might experience a hands free orgasm if Erick

could hold out long enough to keep fucking him.

“What am I doing to you?” Erick repeated.

“You’re fucking me, your fucking me!”

“How am I fucking you?” he demanded.

“You’re fucking me good!” Gaius shouted back.

“Yes I am,” Erick agreed. “And you love it.”

He slid in to the base and stopped. Slowly he began wiggling it around

inside Gaius’s tight canal without pulling out. Gaius almost sobbed as the wedge

of man-root moved inside him and tried to pick his hips off the floor and fuck

Erick back, pushing himself up into the warrior.

Panting, Erick leaned forward and propped himself on the floor. His big

arms were muscular columns on either side of the other boy’s head. He eased

down, his abdomen a wall of muscle, and slowly began pulling his cock out and

then pushing it back in.

Eager to please, Gaius reached up and started sucking a nipple. Erick


moaned and in response Gaius reached up with both his arms in a double under

hook grip behind the horseshoe mountains of the warrior’s triceps. Gaius’s blue

veined hard on rubbed against the washboard sheet of Erick’s abdominal wall.

Erick fucked him, dick going in, pulling slowly out, slamming in, pulling

out, and slamming in. The cockhead, glans impossibly rigid for such a spongy

structure, lead the way, rubbing at Gaius’s insides, backed by eight inches of fat,

fat, ramrod hard shaft.

Gaius lifted his ass up, meeting Erick’s thrusts and rubbing his cock against

him. Gods, Erick thought, it felt so good. He missed Camen so much. In that

rough warrior voice, he kept muttering, “Good, good.”

Gaius squawked, awkward sounding and loud as he came with Erick’s cock

in his ass. His cum flowed in a watery-white sludge along the length of his shaft

and spurted out. It struck both of them in their bellies and their grinding smeared

it together, all nasty and sticky.

Unexpectedly, Erick’s rough, masculine lips came down against Gaius in a

hard kiss. Man tongue invaded Gaius’s mouth, pushing and licking, tongue

fucking him with passion. Gaius sucked on it hard and felt an electric current

shoot through his body.

In the next instant Erick rammed him with the hardest thrust yet and spunk

blasted out of his cock and up the youth’s ass. The warrior shook like a man in

the middle of an epileptic seizure. Hot semen filled the slender boy’s rectum.

For a minute Erick collapsed on top of him. Gaius hugged him tight,


relishing the feel of their bodies mashing together and of his cock going slowly

soft inside of him. He lay there panting and Gaius buried his nose in Erick’s

chest, inhaling his male scent.

After a moment Erick leaned back and sat on his ankles, pulling his

dripping cock form Gaius’s ass. He wiped a thick wrist across his lips.

“Whew,” Erick breathed. “That was better than I thought it would be.” He

wasn’t thinking of Camen anymore.

Gaius looked up at him with shinning eyes.

The killers came before dawn.

Six hard men hunting, six hungry pack-hounds running prey to ground.

They rode with blood scent in their nostrils and body count naked in their eyes.

Before they broke cover of the woods, they paused to replace their hoods.

“Ride through once,” the new leader, Pollian ordered. “Then we’ll come back

through and check each building.”

They rode up the quiet, overgrown road, taking in the empty structures of the

dark buildings. Each man kept a crossbow cocked and at the ready. They walked

their mounts past the last building into the village commons and fanned out.

Hooves rang against bone sacrilegiously. In the middle of the common


they paused, taking in the silent edifice of the temple-building.

"You two flank to that side, we'll ride to the other," Pollian ordered.

"No need," a crossbowman said.

"What?"

"There's a string of horse apples running right up the middle---"

The speaker spun in his saddle. His eyes crossed as he tried to see the arrow

lodged in his forehead. He finished a half turn and slid out of his saddle like a

shapeless sack of goods.

In the span of a breath, two more arrows flew from the dark mouth of the

church. Both took Pollion's horse in the chest, causing it to rear up screaming.

Pollion leapt from his mount and sprinted for the cover of a building as

the beast fell.

His men wheeled their horses for cover to either side of the temple-

building. Out on the field, blood poured from dying man and horse.

In the dark and confusion, no one saw that it didn't pool around them.

Instead the ground greedily sucked it up.

Erick watched the men fan out.

He sent an arrow chasing the ones headed for the wood line, missing in

the gloom.


"Gaius, get the baby and hide in the priest's alcove, in the back.”

Gaius's scream rang out, piercing in the echo chamber of the temple-structure.

Erick whirled, bringing his bow up. His breath suddenly plumed in a

white mist before his face and the worship chamber grew impossibly darker.

A multitude of shadows pooled around the altar.

Erick’s hair rose like the hackles of a dog along the back of his neck. The

black shadows began writhing. The swirling, amorphous mass began to pulse

and break into disparate shapes.

Supernatural dread flooded the ex-skirmisher’s guts with unreasoning

terror.

“Gods,” he whispered.

Gaius backed towards him, his cold breath a halo around his head. The baby

lay strangely still, and Erick heard the infant boy whimper.

The forms flowed out from each other like waves across a shore. He saw a

multitude of red, hungry eyes opening and then a cacophony of disjointed

wailing lifted up.

The shapeless black pool transformed into an assemblage of shadows.

“To me,” Erick whispered hoarsely.

Gaius darted behind him and he let an arrow loose into the shapes. It passed

through them and he heard the iron head bite rotted wood at the back of the

sanctum.

The shadows flowed forward, becoming more figure-like as they


advanced. Erick saw mouths gaping, limbs reaching out in dreadful lust, cold

rolling before them.

Erick threw his bow to the side and scooped Gaius up into one arm as he ran

for the door, his fear of this supernatural manifestation far greater than of the

earthly assassins outside.

Head against his shoulder as he ran, Gaius sobbed and the baby wailed,

sandwiched between them.

Erick drew his sword, doubting it would help.

He bounded down the vestibule steps and landed ready to run, his plan

formulating. He tried to turn the corner and reach the spot where his horse was

tied. He came up, eyes wide in fear, mouth open in stupefaction and a senseless

terror.

The restless dead of Red Home had risen.

He saw the last of the attackers being forced out into the common. The very

blood soaked ground where the Mad Lord slaughtered a village, so many years

ago.

One of Gaius’s enemies pulled another assassin off his horse and mounted

in his place.

Shapes coagulated from the densely packed shadows within the silent

buildings.

They rose from the very earth in a wide circle of midnight shapes. Each

with stretching mouths and eyes like burning coals. Each with a pair of reaching


arms, and all joined from a common pool of dark matter that ran unbroken to

encircle and ensnare the living.

Erick backed away as the shades of the dead now risen, drew closer. They

spilled out the temple-building door like water from a pitcher and tightened in a

hangman's noose around them.

Gaius was crying, clinging weakly to Erick even as he set his down, aware

that he would never be able to break through this demonic ring of hungry dead.

He stuttered in terror.

Half formed prayers stumbled from his lips even as men who had been

desperate to kill them moments before now cursed in communal fear before this

new threat. Human predator and prey were trapped together, encircled like herd

animals by wolves.

On the circle’s edge, horses screamed and reared, eyes rolling. Striking out,

their hooves passed through shapes like smoke or fog.

Then, the hungry revenants took the horses.

Shadows swarmed, pulling them down. Blood sprayed into the air and fell

in warm rain on the huddled living. Pollion and one other hooded rider struggled

to control their panicked horses.

The copper-tang stench of animal blood proved too much for the second

rider’s horse.

The animal reared with the man clinging desperately, and bolted forward.

It turned first this way, then that, as the man hauled futilely on its reins. At


last, seeing no escape from the terror, the horse shot forward and attempted to

jump the closing ring.

The pulsing, convulsing mass surged up like a stream of rats climbing a

ship’s rigging, snatching the leaping animal and screaming rider. The horse was

pulled down among figures morphed into the tentacles of a single, starving

monster.

Veteran that he was, Erick still averted his eyes from the savage carnage.

He felt the presence of the final three men drawing closer in as the living

were forced together. He gripped his useless sword in white knuckled fear, but

he suppressed the urge to strike out--it was pointless, their death was all around

them.

“The baby, the baby!” Gaius cried.

Suddenly, he broke free from Erick’s protective grasp and rushed toward the

line of open-mouthed revenants.

Erick started to shout out, to reach for him, to pull him back instinctively,

but he was too quick, and a cynical, detached voice said, unbidden, it‘s useless.

Death was inevitable.

Gaius fumbled in the baby's swaddling linens as he ran. His hand came up and

Erick saw the strange sigil he had taken from the temple altar.

He watched without hope. He held little faith in gods.

“Back in the name of your god! Back in the name of your god!” Gaius

shouted.


Erick couldn’t tear his eyes away from the horror he knew was coming. But

the demonic mass parted.

Like surf rushing around a protrusion, the horde split in seamless, liquid

movements. Stunned, Erick realized Gaius was going to make it, but he was too

shocked to try and join him.

He saw the ghosts of the violently slain adhering to the command of the

faith they followed as the living. Using the icon, Gaius was escaping from the

vengeance of the murdered with his baby.

“Stop him, get that symbol!” Pollion snarled.

Both men to either side of Erick obeyed instantly.

The hunters raised their crossbows to shoulders and sighted the fleeing

youth.

Without thought Erick pivoted and stabbed his sword into the gut of the

closest crossbowmen.

There was a sound like the fabric of a wet gunnysack ripping open and the

man crumpled. His bolt discharged into the ground and his crossbow slipped

from fingers working now to hold in the slimy loops of his entrails.

Erick ripped his blade free and spun to strike the other man.

He heard a sound like a misplucked harp string and knew he was too late.

He swung his sword in a vicious backhand and caught the second crossbowmen

across his face.

Tempered steel bit deep, lodged in skull bone, and the crossbowman went


down. Erick heard another bowstring twang and knew the horseman had fired.

He heard Gaius cry out.

Two quarrels jutted out from the curved line of his back as he was thrown

forward by their impact. The sigil tore loose and went flying. He crumpled

forward, trying to protect the baby, wrapping around him in a fortress of flesh.

Erick spun to attack the last assassin, but he was already bearing down on

him as Pollion urged his horse towards the sigil. The front shoulder of the

charging mount struck Erick a glancing blow and sent him spinning off to one

side.

Tossed to the ground, Erick landed in a puddle of the hunter’s intermingling

blood.

Pollion leaned down, trying scoop up the sigil on the run.

Erick rose, drawing a knife from his harness even as the hooded man

came back up in his saddle. He leapt forward and heard the eviscerated man

behind him scream as the revenants fell upon him and the still warm corpse of

his companion.

Erick threw his blade with a skill gained in a hundred garrison wager-matches.

His knife struck the frantic horse, taking it in the hamstring. The animal

reared at the sudden pain and then collapsed backward under its own weight,

spilling Pollion onto the ground.

The horse, wounded and crazed, struggled up and surged forward. For a close

moment Erick seemed sure that its flailing hooves would crush Gaius and the


child, but then the beast was past them.

It tried to turn away from the revenant’s circle only to have its wounded

leg collapse again. This time there was no reprise. Erick was already moving,

sprinting towards the unlikely triangle formed by hunter, Gaius with child, and

the sigil.

Pollion scrambled, reaching for it and Erick landed full on his back,

driving him face first into the ground. The man’s fingers grasped the device and

Erick clotted him hard in the side of the ear with one big fist, stunning him.

Snatching the sigil, Erick twisted back toward Gaius.

The thick black pool of the host was upon him.

He met Erick’s eyes as he tried crawling away, tried reaching him. They

widened as cruel, undead fingers latched onto his kicking legs. He opened his

mouth to say something and blood emerged in a bubble.

Holding the sigil, Erick lunged for him but the distance was too far.

He saw the bubble break and a stream of scarlet rush out his mouth.

Behind him he saw twisted, distorted faces ripping into his flesh, feeding

mercilessly.

Eyes locked with his, Gaius shoved the shrieking baby into his

outstretched hand.

Erick heard himself screaming as if from outside of his own body as the

swirling black mass sucked the youth into its collective maw.

He snuggled the squirming, terrified baby close in against his chest and


lifted his arm to hold the sigil before him. He sensed movement from the corner

of his eye at the last moment.

He turned as Pollion dove for him.

On his knees, Erick dropped the child and the sigil to the ground. He tried

blocking the man’s thrusting dagger but only managed to turn it aside. The sharp

blade sliced through his leather tunic and cut a painful groove across his ribs.

In the next instant he caught Pollion up by the throat with one big hand,

crushing his larynx like a craftsman’s vice.

With his other hand, Erick plucked the sigil from where it lay among

splintered bones on the village commons. Pollion tried striking again, but Erick

drove the edge of the metal device into the man’s forearm, knocking the blade

away.

Desperately, Erick lifted the device as the revenant host came within an

arm’s reach of him.

Pollion ceased his struggles, terrorized as a ring of savage, ghostly faces

looked down on him in evil yearning hunger, hovering like inky mist. The

henchman scratched at Erick’s hold, straining to reach the holy relic, striking out

futilely with departing strength at the ex-skirmisher.

The baby Aden cried out for succor, Erick throttled his would be killer.

The deadly shades of the slaughtered villagers looked on in frustrated appetite

as Pollion’s struggles weakened. The man’s face mottled, then turned purple and

finally, ashen and slack in death.


Pollion’s tongue lolled from his mouth, swollen from strangulation and

when Erick released the dead man his neck showed livid with bruises.

Erick stood, picking up the screaming child.

Sigil held high out before him, Erick stepped over the mauled and nearly

fleshless corpse of Gaius. He didn’t look down. He did not want to dream of

what the specter’s had done to the youth. He knew that he would.

As they had for Gaius, the ring of shades opened before him.

Closing in behind him, they fell on the hot flesh of the strangled man with

an unearthly ferocity.

The sound of their feeding was grotesque.

Erick found the sorrel down the stream a little ways.

Once beyond the reach of supernatural dread the tired animal stopped to

graze and drink. The baby’s cries stilled after a while and he fell into an

exhausted, fitful sleep after Erick wrapped him in his travel cloak and nestled

him close.

The man looked down at the child, his face fighting its way through

unfamiliar emotions. It was helpless, a babe without its family.

He had to find a wet nurse soon, but he was not overly worried. There

were plenty of peasant fields within an hour’s ride of the woods. The child might


go hungry for a bit, but he would not starve before Erick was able to find a

nursing mother among the notoriously fecund serfs working the land.

Blood stained gold from a dice game ended badly would pay for the child’s

keep. Anonymity was possible among the poor, whose allegiance to their lords

was more one of brutal necessity, than heartfelt loyalty.

A strange thought arched through his consciousness like a fire-tailed

comet.

It would be easy enough for an ex-soldier to purchase a plot of land with

that same gold, with that same anonymity.

The shock of the nights events began bleeding away, and the image of Gaius

thrusting the child to safety even as he was torn apart, haunted the veteran. Over

and over, his mind slipped down the path towards the same unanswerable

question.

Would she have done the same?

How would his own mother have acted? Would she have done the same?

Could he leave this strange gift, the way his mother left behind the promise of

the man he would become when she fled?

Erick thought of the laborious drudgery of pushing a plough behind

stubborn oxen, his face soured. He thought of it again, only without his father’s

violent, subjugating, presence.

He looked down at the sleeping baby.

His mouth, questioningly, formed a strange new word.


The word son.
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