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Makes Three

   by Domashita Romero (地下ロメロ)

   illustrated by serenity_winner







I heard from someone once it was good etiquette to have someone announce your presence before going in to meet with a lady, so that's why I made sure to bounce one of Aveshi Karaen's guards off her door real hard before going in to make introductions. Trevor wasn't so much hung up on etiquette, though, so his guy just got a punch in the nose and went down in a big puddle of swishy purple fabric. Fuckin' purple on these guys. 




I picked up my guy again with one hand and gave him another good bowl right into Aveshi's door. His helmet made a real nice 'thok' sound against it and he groaned. He'd be real purple himself tomorrow. So I was doing him a favor. Trevor got their dumb purple guns off them and I swiped the keycard I'd nabbed earlier through the lock. We were pretty well announced, I figured.




Aveshi was just sitting in her fluffy chair with her hands folded on her lap when we came in. She picked up a long thin pipe off the table next to her and brought it up to her mouth, resting the tip between the split in her lower lip as she took a draw. She leaned her head back and let the smoke curl out of her nostrils. She was supposed to be the real scandalous type with how she wore her veil to show her mouth and nose, but I wasn't impressed. You see one salaari under their veils and you seen them all, and I'd seen more than one. I'd seen three.




"I realize I should have had a drink ready for you," she said, and crossed and uncrossed her legs somewhere underneath all that fabric. "I knew eventually someone would send someone after me." She pointed her pipe at Trevor. "You're going to tell me you're here to negotiate, you're going to give me your employer's offer, I'm going to say no." She gestured to me, then, tracing up and down with the pipe. "And then your big baqq friend here is going to start smashing and crashing through things until I decide I'm ready to discuss terms of payment."




"Not a bad plan," I said, and I saw those saucy nostrils of hers flare when I spoke. Never got old. "But I'm the one here to talk negotiations. I'm the one that's got the offer. He's the one you're going to have to deal with if you feel like making this a fun day."




She pursed her lips together and was probably glaring at Trevor through her veil. "Him? The scrawny little human?"




"Yeah," I said, and smiled. I did it nice and slow and let her see all of my teeth. "He's the muscle." Trevor came up to the middle of my chest and weighed about as much as one of my more substantial shits. And I didn't even need to look at him to know he was staring at Aveshi, right into her, and down under all those veils and robes it was making her squirm.




She just snorted, though, very ostentatious about all that nose business, and waved her pipe dismissively. "Well, that's ridiculous," she said. "And you're ridiculous. I don't want to hear your offer because I'm not paying you anything because I don't believe comedians should be paid for their work. Goodbye, now." She pressed a button on the console on the table beside her and panels in the wall behind her came open. Oh, more guards. In purple. Cute. 




I shook my head. "You're missing out," I said, as Trevor pulled the little oblong object he had strapped to his thigh out of its holster. He put his fingers where it wanted his fingers to be and gave it a little shake with his wrist, and it unfolded. "I'm a real good negotiator." I took a step back. Not for my safety. I just really liked watching him work. 




Back in the ship, while I was transferring the sum that Aveshi had so generously eventually decided to give to us to our employer, Trevor kept himself occupied fiddling with her pipe, which she had generously not been paying attention when he took it off the floor where she dropped it. He was quiet and tucked up into his chair, knees practically bumping him in the face.




"What?" I said. "What's eating you?" I hadn't been paying the closest attention, but it didn't seem like he'd gotten any lethal shots off with his boltbow. He never liked any unnecessary body count.




He looked up at me. He had his dumb scraggly hair hanging half in his face. "Am I really scrawny?" he said. 




I laughed and reached over to him, working my hand under him to get all three of my fingers right on his bony little ass. "Of course you are," I said. "It's why I married you." He frowned at me, pouting his tiny lower lip out. "Fine, fine, it's one reason." I hauled him over by his belt to get him in my lap. "Scrawny little psycho."




He had his face up in my neck but I knew when he was smiling. "Big dumb dick," he said.




I gave his whole ass a squeeze. "I'll buy you a steak," I said, and he leaned up to kiss the corner of my mouth. Nothing satisfying like a job well done. 






I woke up to the sound of Trevor bumping and crashing around in the ship's kitchen. For a guy who could get the drop on a damn malabran night messenger, he didn't know how to keep it the fuck down when a guy was trying to sleep. But, hell, I was up anyway, so I went to see what he was knocking over.




"You making me breakfast?" I said. He had on just the shorts he slept in. Made it easy for me to put my arm around him and spread my hand out over that soft pink belly of his.




"No," he said. "I'm making me breakfast." He was unwrapping one of those packets of vacuum molded sausage things made out of who the fuck knows what. Engine intake filter dust and thunaean scale filings and dog dicks, probably. Absolutely delicious. "Maybe if you're nice to me I'll make you breakfast, too."




I bent down a little to rest my face against the top of his head. His hair smelled weird, but all of him smelled weird. I was into it. "I was nice to you last night," I said. 




I could feel his stomach move when he laughed. "No, you were good to me last night," he reached up to brush his hand along my neck, rubbing at the ridge just under my ear. "If you were nice to me you wouldn't put the bottle of eggs up on that shelf I can't reach."




"Sorry," I said into his hair. "I forget how little you are." I could put his whole head in my mouth if I wanted to. He hated it when I did that. 




"You're a bullshit liar," he said, and gave me a light swat on my neck. "Get me my eggs." I let go of him to open the cabinet and get the eggs. It wasn't too clear what kind of eggs they thought they were, but whatever. They cooked up decent and tasted good with hot sauce. I handed them to Trevor and went back to looming on him. "And I'm not little. You're just a big freak."




"Uh huh," I said. "A nice one, too."




Trevor reached back to try to pinch my flank, but he never could get a good grip on my skin with those soft fingers of his. "I'll make you breakfast, you dick." He was a real sweet talker. "Go find us some money."




"Sure thing, boss," I said, low and slow and dumb. I didn't do the big dumb baqq stereotype much anymore. At least not professionally. Always made Trevor laugh, though. I left him to hit the info console and find a fresh job.




I flipped through the offers with the back of my knuckle. Lots of junk stuff, scams, jobs I knew by now wouldn't pan out to anything. Couple of requests for hits, which we tried to avoid if at possible. Well, I avoided them entirely. I'd completely botched my last hit job, after all. 




Couple of shakedown jobs like our last one. Decent prices, those could be a maybe. A few good straight-up bounties. One was a guy who'd run out deadbeat on his kids and stolen his wife's shit, so I put that in the maybe. Trevor always had a good time with those.




Courier job. Shit, those went really hot and cold. Either nothing happened and you were bored as stale piss, or you had assholes on your tail the whole way. This one, though, it had one hell of a nice price tag on it. A hell of a nice price tag. Kind of thing you might be able to get some property with, the kind that was attached to some ground that orbited around something.




The recycled ship air was starting to smell good. I transferred the job info from the console to handheld and went back to the kitchen. He was stirring at something in the pan. Made his ass jiggle a little. I liked that. I put my arm around him again, hand back on his stomach, and put the handheld where he could see it. "How about this?"




Trevor narrowed his eyes a little and leaned his head back. He had shit vision close up but wouldn't admit it. Didn't matter. He was a long-range man. "Courier?"




"Don't say it like that," I said. "Look at the pay."




Trevor sucked in a little breath. I felt his stomach go in. "Shit," he said, and then shook his head. "Shit, that's something else. Must be something good."




I laughed a little and reached over him to get some of that sausage crap out of the pan and into my mouth. "Must be. Bet we'll never know."




Trevor smacked my hand when I went for another bite, so I grabbed his ass. "I can live with that."




"Yeah, I hope so," I said. "How about on the other side?" I went for a pinch of the other cheek.




"Ah, shut up," he said, but he wiggled right back in to me. Made me almost want to skip breakfast. "I can live without knowing the cargo. Take the job."




I rested the handheld on the top of his head and tapped on the screen. "We're employed," I said. "Feed me."




"You ask politely and I will," he said, and looked up at me over his shoulder. He had his eyes all squinted and flinty, like he would do on the job, but his lips were all curled up like he had to sneeze. Not intimidating. "Who taught you manners, anyway?"




"I think it was one of my broodmates," I said, and grinned wide. "Before I ate him."




Trevor shook his head and was laughing, but also putting food on to a plate. "Bullshit liar," he said, and turned around to offer me breakfast. "No one ever taught you manners." I reached for the plate, and he tugged it right out of reach. "Say please."




Married life, huh? Got you into real routines, games you played every day. "Please give me food so I don't eat your leg off," I said, and Trevor nodded and handed over the plate. 




"You're welcome," he said, and dished up the rest for himself. He put the bottle of hot sauce next to me and sat down at the little kitchen counter. "Mama was crazier than a bird flying through fireworks, but she always made sure that if someone was gonna feed us, we'd better be polite about it." Trevor laughed a little and ate a big sloppy mouthful of eggs. "'Cause if we didn't she'd whoop us until all we could say was 'thank you.'"




I hadn't met the in-laws yet. "You think your mother could whoop me?"




Trevor leaned back a little to give me a head to toe, acting like he hadn't seen every damn part of me before. "Well, all I'll say is," he said, his little mouth all crooked and crinkled, "she's the one who raised me into being me."




I leaned my head back to laugh. "Well, fuck," I said, and tossed the last of breakfast down my gullet. "Thank you, Mrs. Mingus."








I let Trevor handle the pickup, since the agent turned out to be a naharian, and they tended to get all their weird tentacle arms in a knot the minute a baqq showed up on the scene. You get into one interplanetary war a dozen generations back and everyone's all jumpy forever. The payout on this was too good for me to risk screwing it up. Even if I really did like seeing those wiggly little fuckers get antsy.




Trevor brought the shipment in on a grav cart, right in to the main deck. He saw me scowling and shrugged. "Part of the contract," he said. "They don't want it in cargo. Real specific that we keep it where we can keep an eye on it."




He had the cart hovering at about hip height. It had a box on it in dark blue, wider and longer than it was tall, shiny as all hell, and with no obvious latch or seam to open it. "I think we can handle that."




He gave it a good look. "Seems like it'd be a good place to set a drink up in the cockpit."




I leaned my head back and laughed and took hold of the cart with one hooked finger. "Just use a fucking coaster."




"Yes, Mama," he said, snickering. 




"'Mama,'" I said as I got into the cockpit, settling into my seat. I snorted and shook my head. "I always knew you had issues, but if you're calling me 'Mama'...." 




Trevor got tucked up into his seat and started transferring coordinates from our employers into the navigation system. Wasn't going to be too long of a haul, it looked like, and they hadn't requested any sneaky routes. "I got all kinds of issues," he said, and looked over at me. "You're a lot prettier than my mama."




Trevor'd once described me as a seven-foot tall turtle that someone had dropped in a boat engine. In our vows. I reached over and gave his hair a tug. "Fuckin' weirdo."




He kicked the ship into gear and put his feet up on the dashboard. "That's me," he said. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against my hand. Well, guess I was keeping that there for a while. 




Neither of us were the type of guy who needed to fill up a long silence. And if you weren't one of those types of guys, being with someone who was on long-haul space flight could make you want to go outside for a breath of fresh vacuum. Or if you were me, send them out for a little walk without a coat on. But Trevor, he could just sit there and not say a damn thing for hours. Days. A week once, and by then I got bored and started poking him. It was good enough to just to be breathing the same stale air together.




But even he got chatty from time to time. "Hey," he said, somewhere in some long boring hour of the extremely uneventful trip. "Rarks."




"Yeah?" I said.




"What do you think's in there?" he said.




"Uh-uh," I said. "Not a good game to play."




"Man, you know I don't really care," Trevor said. "You know I ain't gonna open it."




"Just bored, huh?" I said.




"Just bored," he said.




"Shit, if you're bored," I said, and reached over to brush the back of my finger down the side of his neck. He closed his eyes and shivered, a little smile tugging at his lips. 




"That would make me less bored, yeah," he said. "But job order said we've got to keep an eye on this thing at all times, and the last time we got up to anything up here you broke the gravity controls."




"Heh, yeah," I said. "I did. That was fun." That made Trevor laugh. I gave him another little pet and took my hand back. "But fine, yeah. That paycheck's gonna be a lot more fun."




"A lot," Trevor said. "So, what do you think is in there?"




"Eggs?" I said. "Shit like this, it always ends up being some big stash of eggs of some rare endangered thing." 




"Okay, I could see eggs," Trevor said. "You think for eating or hatching?"




"Eating," I said, and Trevor laughed.




"That's always your answer," he said.




"You asked," I said. "What do you think is in it?"




"It's a real fancy box," he said. "Probably some kind of gift for some important asshole."




"Full of dildos, then," I said, and Trevor let out a loud, sharp laugh. "You said asshole..."




"Pervert," he said. He tapped the info screen at his seat with the bottom of his shoe. "The recipient is someone named 'Coco Roos.'" He let his head flop sideways on his headrest to look over at me. "That name sound like anything familiar?"




I snorted. "Yeah. Half of the rocliar I ever met or heard of are named Roos."




"Huh," Trevor said, and squinted at the job order. "Delivery's not going anywhere in their space."




"Who knows about them," I said. "Half of them are churched up ridiculous and the other half of them got kicked out of the church and are even more ridiculous."




Trevor got a dumb grin on his face. "Maybe it's some kinda holy thing. Sacred piece of junk." He snapped his fingers. "Artifact!"




"Blessed dildos," I said, and that got Trevor laughing good. When he'd got his giggles out he looked at the box for a while, and reached out to put his hand on it.




"It's humming," he said. "Feel it."




"Probably just the cart," I said, but touched it anyway. "Huh, yeah. Humming."




"Warm, too," he said. I'd trust him on that. He was thin skinned and too damn sensitive to temperatures. Felt just like anything else to me. Trevor looked up at me with a kind of wicked smile. "Hey, you remember that rocliar bounty we brought in last year?"




"Shit, how could I forget?" The guy was bigger than me and all Trevor had to do was just point the boltbow at him and he was on his big fat knees shaking and praying for mercy. 




"Always heard those guys got weird, all berserk and shit. I was ready for a real time." He put his hand on the center of the box and raised his eyebrows. "You remember that shit he kept saying? Those fuckers church up weird."




I put my hand on top of Trevor's. The humming felt stronger there, even through his hand. "KTISTA, LEAPING FROM ETERNITY INTO TIME," I said, in a pretty offensive rocliar impression, but one that got Trevor giggling, "IN THE WOMB OF EERI, HAVE MERCY ON US."




The humming underneath our hands suddenly went from hum to buzz and I yanked Trevor's hand off of the box before the damn thing blew up. A seam formed just beneath the top of the box and a hiss of steam and a yellow light came out before the vibration got bad enough to make the grav cart rattle against our seats. And then the lid blew off.




"Son of a bitch," Trevor said, and he had his face right over the thing before the steam even cleared. "That is a baby."








A lot of yelling after that. A lot of "don't touch it" and "fuck" and "what the fuck" and "what the fuck?" and "fuck you." That last one from Trevor, more than once, after I told him to not touch the thing in the box. He said it was a baby. Looked like a little pink mole to me. 




"That is a baby," he said, pointing at the box. "That is a human goddamn baby, in a box." He put his hands into his hair and tugged at it a little. "Shit, is it even alive? Why would someone send a dead baby box?" He looked up at me. "Why would someone send an alive baby box?"




I shrugged. "Fucked if I know," I said. I just wanted to get the lid back on and finish the job so I could get paid and buy Trevor a damn house. "Something for their weird church, probably."




Trevor started shaking his head. "Oh no, oh hell no," he said. "We are not taking a baby to get done up in some weird church thing." He reached his hands towards the box and I just shook my head. I wasn't winning this one. He picked up the baby under its weird fat little arms and held it up. It wiggled. 




"Guess it's not dead, then." I said, and Trevor glared at me. 




He shifted the baby so he was cradling it in his arms. I'd only ever seen him do that with high explosives before. "Not dead," he said. The baby's eyes were closed but all ten of its gross stumpy little worm fingers were wiggling, right up to try to grab on to Trevor. He seemed hypnotized for a bit, and then gave me another dirty look. "And not an it, either."




I snorted. "Sorry," I said. "He's not dead? She?"




Trevor's mouth hung open for a moment. "You know I'd figured you might know what a boy human looks like!" He tilted the baby towards me a little. "He! A boy! With a pecker!"




I covered my face with my hand before gesturing to the wiggling thing in his arms. "It all looks the same to me when it's that small!" Trevor rolled his eyes at me and got back into his seat, still clutching the baby to his chest.




"I do not give a shit about the money," he said, and he was tapping things on the console. "I am not letting weird shit aliens do anything to a baby."




I sighed. I sat down. "You don't know they were gonna do something bad," I said. "That's just racist."




He gave me a look. "Baby," he said. Now that he had an actual baby in his arms, I realized how weird it was he called me that. "Can you think of a good thing that would be a reason to put a baby in some crazy box and pay two people like us to take it across the galaxy?"




"No," I said. "But it's so weird I can't think of what bad thing you'd do either!"




Trevor thumped his thumb on the console, and that was it. Coordinates changed. We'd gone fucking rogue on this job. Goodbye, house. It was going to be on a lake, damn it. "Well, I don't care. I'm not letting it happen."




I watched him for a while. He had the baby curled up on his chest and it'd grabbed on to a bit of his shirt with its freaky little fingers. It made a little sound, like a sigh or a sneeze or something, and that had Trevor brushing his fingers of its bald pink head and going 'shhh.' It stopped making the noise, and Trevor smiled.




"We can't keep it, you know," I said. 




He looked up at me quick, but long enough that I knew I was right. He'd been thinking it. "No," he said. "I know." He brushed his hand over the baby's head again and it just snuggled right up in to him. Trevor nodded to the console. "I know a guy. Takes in kids in bad situations. That's where we're going."




This was going to be a huge fucking mess. "If you say so." I watched him for a while, watching the baby. Never seen anything like it. Fucking weird. "Can I hold it?" Trevor looked up at me with sharp eyes. "Uh. Him?"




It took him a while to answer. Tallying up all the times I'd managed delicate work, many of which had literally saved his stupid ass, probably. "Okay," he said. "Be careful."




"Yeah," I said, and he handed the baby over to me. He was weird and warm and I could hold him almost just with one hand. How the hell did any humans ever live to adulthood if they started out so soft and helpless like this? I glanced sidelong at Trevor. "I could probably fit this whole thing in my mouth."




"You dumb shit, you give me that back right this instant," he said, and I did. He looked mad, sure, but I also saw him laugh.








The only thing in the box other than the baby was a little book, and that just had a couple of drawings of a baby and a shitload of words I couldn't read. None of the drawings were of the baby on a plate. That was a good sign, at least. 




The baby didn't cry. That was good, too, in my opinion. He made soft sounds and sighed and hiccuped while Trevor held him, but never started in on wailing. "When do your babies open their eyes?"




"Hm?" Trevor said. He was fucking fixated on that thing. Hadn't put it down once, even when he went to piss. "Oh, ours our open when we're born. Dunno why this little guy hasn't taken a look around yet. Being in some church box might've made him a little weird, though."




"Weirder than he already is." Trevor rolled his eyes. "Listen. When I was born I had a full mouth of teeth and my skin was an inch thicker than it is now. This kid will die if you put him down and he crapped in one of your shirts."




"He won't die if I put him down," Trevor said. "He'll die if I drop him."




"Whatever," I said. "I just don't get it."




"Yeah, I know. It doesn't make sense," Trevor said. The baby was sucking reconstituted fruit paste off of the end of Trevor's finger. We didn't have much in the way of milk or whatever it was that babies ate, and Trevor'd been pretty pissed when I asked if he lactated. You ask me, it was a lot of attitude for someone with apparently vestigial nipples to take. "We're born really, really helpless. And we stay that way a long time. That's why we need each other." He gave the baby more fruit goop. Seemed to like it, at least. "Like, the only reason we have a society is basically so you can get someone else to hold the baby for a while."




"You know, if baby me had met baby you?" I said, and Trevor raised his eyebrows at me. "I'd've eaten you. Whole."




He grinned, laughing silently. "Yeah, I know," he said. "You're sweet like that."




I'd barely gotten half a laugh out when I felt the ship jostle. Our ship was small and pretty shitty, but the inertial dampeners had just been replaced a while back. Fuck, someone was on us. I hit my seat in the cockpit right as the comm system started screeching.




"YOU ARE IN POSSESSION OF ROOS FAMILY PROPERTY," came the syrupy rocliar voice over our comm lines. "YOU ARE IN VIOLATION OF YOUR CONTRACT. PREPARE THE PROPERTY FOR TRANSFER. YOU WILL BE BOARDED."




Trevor tucked the baby up in one arm and had his boltbow already out. "Oh, I just dare you, fuckers," he said, shouting even though the comm wasn't transferring two-way. "Let 'em on, Rarks, I'm ready for it."




"Sure, fine, like I've got a fucking choice," I said. They'd docked with us, big fat ugly rocliar ship clamping right on to our airlock. The damn box had to have some tracking device on it. The baby hadn't cried when we took it out, but the box had to have been transmitting some kind of signal. Courier jobs always went one of two ways.




We were likely fucked. Their ship was big and probably well-staffed. Me and Trevor were good, but there was only so long we could hold out when penned in in tight quarters. If they just took the baby by force and didn't kill us, our professional reputations were going to be garbage. If we gave it over now, make it look like we were just incompetent, well, that might be something. I put my hand on Trevor's shoulder and started to lean down to tell him what we should do.




He looked at me. He just fucking looked at me. Damn it. I straightened back up and bellowed at the opening airlock, "Come in and get it, assholes!"




"Him," Trevor said.




"Come in and get him!" I said. 




The thing about rocliar is that they're big. Like mountains with big thick knees and fat fists. And unless you're coming up against one in the wrong kind of gravity, they're slow. So the one coming through our door was big enough to get stuck in it for a while. Trevor was ready to pepper him with bolts, but I put my hand back on his shoulder to steady him. The rocliar had his hands up. 




"He's unarmed," I said. 




"I kinda don't give a shit, baby," Trevor said, but he didn't fire.




"I WILL NOT HARM YOU," the rocliar said. "IN EERI'S NAME I COME BEARING NO WEAPONS AND ASKING ONLY FOR PEACEFUL TALK."




Trevor looked up at me, and back to the rocliar. He kept his weapon trained. "Okay," he said. "So talk."




"I AM VANI ROOS, A MEMBER OF THE ROOS FAMILY," he said. "WE WERE ALERTED TO DISRUPTION OF THE TRANSFER OF OUR PROPERTY. WE ONLY WISH TO ASSURE THAT OUR PROPERTY MAKES IT TO ITS FINAL DESTINATION."




"Property?" Trevor said. "You keep saying 'property,' but this is a fucking baby. A human baby and I am not letting you do any weird shit to it in anyone's name."




Vani Roos looked slowly from Trevor to the baby tucked up in his armpit. "YOU WERE NOT SUPPOSED TO OPEN THE BOX," he said. "OPENING THE BOX HAS VIOLATED YOUR CONTRACT."




"Fuck my contract," Trevor said. "And fuck you for putting a baby in a box!"




"THAT IS NOT A BABY," Vani Roos said.




Trevor was gripping his weapon so hard his hand was shaking a little. Fuck, I never saw him like this. "Yeah, I guess it's not to you!" he said. "I guess it's dinner or a sacrifice or some sick shit."




Vani Roos was quiet for a long time, staring at Trevor. He shifted his big, milky green eye towards the baby and said, "RESET CODE 93-289, AUTHORIZATION VANI ROOS. RESTORE TO DEFAULT SETTINGS."




The baby started making a noise. And it wasn't any of the regular baby noises it'd been making. The baby was whirring. Then it opened its eyes. I didn't know a lot about baby humans but I was pretty fucking sure their eyes weren't supposed to look like that.




And it looked like Trevor agreed with me. He dropped his weapon. I had never seen him drop his weapon. He held the baby out at arm's length with both hands as it looked at him with its glowing metallic eyes. It opened its mouth and a deep, cheerful human male voice came out of it.




"Unit KTST is restored to factory settings!" the baby... said. "Please insert transfer cable into rear port to begin calibration!"




Trevor stared at the baby in pure horror, and then looked to Vani Roos. "What... the... FUCK?"




"MY MOTHER COCO ROOS IS DEVOUT. SHE HAS SPENT HER LIFE IN SERVICE. SHE HAS LONG BEEN AN ACOLYTE OF THE HOLY CHILD KTISTA." Trevor just kept staring at him, mouth hanging open. "THIS ROBOTIC SIMULACRA WAS TO BE A GIFT ON THE ANNIVERSARY OF HER BIRTH."




The baby's eyes were still glowing. I hadn't thought it could look weirder, but I guess that was dumb. "You got your mama a little robot baby Jesus for her birthday?"




Vani Roos was silent for a long while, his eye drifting from Trevor, to the baby, to me. "...YES," he said. "I WOULD LIKE IT BACK NOW. I MUST RECALIBRATE IT AND FIND ANOTHER COURIER. IT IS TO BE A SURPRISE GIFT."




Trevor stared at the baby. It wasn't cooing or wiggling now. Just glowing. He looked back to Vani Roos. "You need the box, too?"




"YES," Vani Roos said. "THANK YOU."








"I liked that shirt, too," Trevor said into my shoulder, for about the fifth time. 




"I'll get you a better shirt," I said. The whole mess had ended cleaner than I'd thought. I'd have to reconsider what I thought of rocliar. Vani Roos had somehow ended up apologizing for the misunderstanding and giving us one-eighth pay. Probably because Trevor had looked so damn heartbroken. I'd gotten him in bed with me to sulk it out.




"I mean, that looked like real baby shit, too," he said. "Smelled like real baby shit. I have been around babies, I know this." He lifted his head to look at me. "You don't think I'm stupid now, do you?"




I shook my head. "Nah, I don't," I said, and I wouldn't lie about that. "I mean, they make those robots pretty fucking well these days. And..." I rubbed my hand down his back. "Shit, like you said. You got it in your damn genetics. Human nature."




Trevor sighed and put his face back in my neck, wriggling up to be a little more on top of me. "Yeah, I guess so," he said, and laughed. "Bet you didn't know I could be such a mama bear."




"I don't even know what a bear is," I said, and I knew he was smiling. I hugged him around the waist. "But you're full of surprises. Figure it's not gonna be the last time, either." I nudged him to look up at me. "It's what I signed up for."




He gave me a grin, all crooked and dumb while his hair fell in his face. "When you took the hit job on me?" he asked. "Or when you married me?"




I shrugged. "Whatever. Same thing." He smiled and scooted up to kiss the corner of my mouth. We'd found a lot of ways for our anatomies to be compatible, but kissing wasn't one of them. What we'd worked out, though, was pretty damn nice. I stroked my fingers down his back, over scars I couldn't even feel. "We're gonna take some good jobs," I said. "And we're gonna make a lot of money. And then we're gonna settle down somewhere." He was smiling, and I grinned at him with all my teeth. "And if you want to be a mama whatever then, you can be."




He kissed along my chin and jaw for a while, and when he looked at me again he didn't look near as sad. "You just gotta promise not to eat the baby," he said.




I snorted. "What, we gotta have one of your little pink worm babies?"




He tried to pinch my side again, to no avail, as usual. "You spent all day telling me how baqq babies don't need any parenting."




"Don't need it," I said, and got both hands on him, easily spanning his whole back. "Probably couldn't hurt, though."




Trevor grinned and resettled himself astride my waist. "We'll figure it out later," he said. He brushed those little hands over my chest. He knew right where all my soft spots were. And I liked it. "We gotta make the money first."




"First the money, then the settling down" I said, and slipped one of my thumbs underneath his shorts. I watched his chest rise and fall as I brushed my nail over his hip. "I mean, unless one of us gets knocked up accidentally."




Trevor leaned his head back and laughed. I took the opportunity to spread my hand out on his chest, stretching from vestigial nipple to vestigial nipple. He sighed and squirmed a little when I did. Not so useless after all. "Wait," he said, and his brows were furrowed even though he was still smiling. "That's not, like... actually possible, is it?"




"Fucked if I know," I said. "I still don't know what half the shit on your weird body is even for."




"My body's not weird," Trevor said, and he was wiggling out of his shorts now. "My body's awesome."




"Sure," I said. "But still weird." I looped my finger around his cock and gave it a tug. "I mean, come on, this thing? You got it dangling out just all the time. Anyone could grab on to it." My dick only came out when I needed it.




"Oh, yeah, sure, they could," he said. He sounded damn happy now. "They could grab it. And I'd say, sorry, ma'am. Or sir. I'm taken."




I laughed and gave him a swat on the ass. "Damn right you are. Roll over." He grinned at me, gave me a kiss on the center of my chest, and rolled right the hell over.




We'd found ways to make it work. And more than that, we'd found ways to make it work good. Trevor stretched out on his back on top of my chest. His head fit right under my chin. And his thighs, his soft, warm, fuzzy thighs, could close right around my cock. Made me a huge pervert, but I didn't want it any other way anymore.




I stretched my hand across Trevor's hips. When I settled my palm right on his dick he made that sound I liked, happy and low. He just fucked right in to it while I touched him everywhere I could reach with my other hand. I knew just what a lot of his weird body was for, and it was for touching until he started yowling.











Trevor tightened his thighs around me and started to really squirm. "Hey," I said, mouth right against his hair. It smelled good. "Who said you had to do all the work?"




He laughed and leaned his head way back to actually kiss me on the lips. "You think this is work?" I laughed. He grabbed onto my hip, I kept hold of his, and we worked. The head of my cock popped out from between his thighs with each roll of hips we did together. Just soft and warm and tight going to the shock of nothing, right until his hand was there waiting for it. He had such good little hands. He could make me yowl, too.




He pressed his other hand down on top of mine and I knew. He was all sweat on top of me and his cock had made my palm slick. I just pressed it down tighter, pinning him to me at the hips. He rutted into my hand hard and stupid until he came, splattering a mess on his soft belly. 




When he was done he reached his arms up behind him, wrapping them around my neck. There was a little spot back there, a little sensitive spot just underneath a ridge of bone and scale. No one else had ever found it, even me. But he had. He brushed my gentle spot with his gentle fingers and hung the hell on while I fucked his thighs until I came growling. Nothing got me off so hard or so good. And lucky me, I got to do it for the rest of my life.




After a good long while, Trevor rolled over on top of me again. It was his nice way of making sure he wasn't the only one covered in spunk. Fair was fair. He folded his arms on my chest and rested his chin on top of them. "I figured it out," he said. "We'll get two. A you kid and a me kid."




I let my arms settle around his waist. "And you're gonna keep the me kid from eating the you kid?"




He put one finger up to my mouth, over my lips. "We are," he said. "It's called parenting, you big dumb dick."




"Whatever," I said, and closed my eyes, but I was smiling. With a good partner, the stupidest shit could sound like a fun job.
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Venadan had hoped that he could at least pull the stranger's shoulder back into alignment without waking him up, but no such luck; the stranger woke at the pressure of Venadan's foot on his chest, so that Venadan's first word to him was "Motherfucker," and the stranger's to him was a miserable yowl. The stranger didn't pass back out at this either. He bit down on his second scream and sat up halfway, sweating, pulling his arm out of Venadan's grip and getting his long hair in Venadan's eyes. Venadan reared back. "You were out when I found you," he said. "You were attacked. Do you remember?"




"Do I…?" the stranger said, and looked blearily out at the corpses littering the clearing. "Oh. I really don't know why I thought 'giant spiders' was an exaggeration. The villagers were so insistent about it. How much leg do I have left?"




"Right ankle's broken," Venadan said. "You've got a hole in your neck, too-- keep your hand off it!"




The stranger dropped his hand. His eyes were huge, tracking poorly, and he kept taking these deep, shuddering breaths that Venadan could only hope were panic and not a collapsed lung. "Who are you? Not that I want to sound ungrateful," a pause for breath, "when you've been so friendly. Did you leave out my left leg because it isn't there any more?"




"Your left leg is fine. I was just passing through." He had enough water to spill some out against his handkerchief, and he pressed it into the stranger's wound, eliciting another yell. Too much blood. "You're a wizard, aren't you? Can you close your own wounds?"




"I'm no good at physiology." The stranger laughed, tipping his head back and creasing the wound, which was angry and red at the edges. "No, I-- Let go of me," and after a moment's panting concentration he lifted two flaming fingers to the wound. 











It was a good thing the whole situation had already shut down Venadan's nose or he would have been sick. "There," the stranger said, when he was done yelling again, "they told me -- hah, they told me to -- spend less time on--"




"Arson has its uses," Venadan said. A messy cauterization was an invitation for infection, he'd learnt that the hard way at Digranaquierdi, but he didn't think the stranger could take another attempt to clean it.




"Are they dead?"




Venadan started. "Who?"




"The spiders. Are they dead? How did you--?" The stranger looked him over. "You're a mercenary," he realized, touching Venadan's armor, and then his earring. "You must be faster than I am. That's the hard part, with spiders. They move like they've been greased. Or so I've found. It's been a long couple of weeks. Thank you for saving me," the stranger said. "I take it I am saved? I'd give thanks to a god but I don't have one handy."




There was a moment where Venadan took this for a poor joke, and then, raking a glance over the man's ears and wrists, realized that there was no jewelry there, no sign of allegiance at all. He turned over one of the man's hands. No tattoo on his wrist.




The godless stranger was still talking. Venadan was no longer listening. He was going to have to purify himself after he disinfected his hands, burn the handkerchief, wash the armor. Toss the damn earring. He couldn't leave the man here, either, especially since in addition to being godless, the stranger also appeared to have left any kind of stopping mechanism behind him in his academy.




He disengaged himself, carefully, from the stranger, and laid him flat. "Good idea," the stranger said. "I didn't know mercenaries were so noted for it. I'm Arruén Chanaven Afuecoli. And you?"




They couldn't move tonight. They needed a tent. The stranger's pack would have one. He didn't seem the type to travel light.




"Your name," the stranger said. He sounded nothing worse than confused. "I'm sure you have one. At least one. I'd take a nickname."




Venadan opened the pack, fumbling past three, four notebooks, six different colors of ink. The tent was buried under the remains of a food supply. There was a hole through it, and it would have to be patched, another piece of unnecessary labor.




The stranger tried and failed to sit up again. "Those are my things, mercenary," he said. "In case you didn't notice? I'll trade you access to them for your initials. Anything. Your birthday. The town you were born in. The god you're--" and a long, slow intake of breath as he caught on. "You're kidding me!"




A fire, that was the start; once they had a fire, he could consider the other obstacles.




"Excuse me!" the stranger yelled, hoarse and furious. "You are not going to give me the silent treatment from here to Keisarya because I'm godless!"




But that was where the stranger was reasoning from a poor understanding of the facts. Venadan would take him from here to Aiha if he had to with his lips sewn shut. The goddess Adiena asked it. Adiena didn't ask much, but she only asked once.








The trouble was, he was already late for the muster. He'd taken too long in Agalil. The job had been easy, as pleasant as any bounty job got, a herd of wild bulls destroying the pasture in a town dedicated to Medu and unwilling to get on her bad side by moving them. Medu didn't hold a grudge, and the judge had paid so well.




But after two sweet weeks of high clifftops and roast beef he'd come back to town to find a frightened courier and a message from General Devuera about some two-bit war in Sairenaica, and that was that. Devuera kept good records, and wouldn't take kindly to a corps of three hundred and ninety-nine, especially if that four hundredth man was late because he'd been drying jerky. He'd left in a hurry. It was the wizard's good luck that he'd slowed for lunch just as the wizard began to yell.




And now what? Was he supposed to -- he slung his sack onto his bedroll -- was he a nurse? The wizard was, even in the spirit of charity, not going to be much help. He had peppered Venadan with abuse as he'd cleared the camp and had evidently worn himself out with it. Now he was lying down, his attention fixed on the trees. Venadan glanced at him and hoped he was not bleeding again.




"I would like my pens," Arruén said, without taking his eyes off the trees.




Venadan had put them aside when he was uniting their food stores. He tossed them to the wizard, who made no move to catch them.




"Thank you," the wizard said, as they fell around his head. "What a helpful contribution to a man with a dislocated shoulder. I am in your debt."




You have two hands, Venadan didn't say. Thanks to me you no longer have a dislocated shoulder, he didn't add, placing the bottles of ink one by one at Arruén's side. The wizard had opened the journal and was thumbing past pages of mushrooms to find one with a grotesque cluster of circles on it.




Venadan went off to split firewood.




It all depended on how bad the ankle was. Arruén looked like he'd been put together in a hurry by someone who'd forgotten to buy enough clay. It was possible he could come apart at any minute. How long had it taken Venadan to cross the forest the first time? He hadn't been paying attention. Things were so loose between wars. Maybe the wizard had tinder, and he went back over to the packs again, fishing aimlessly through them for something useful. 




You could say this for the wizard: he'd planned to eat well. Rosemary dried, a little sack of beans, a head of garlic. Easily twenty ovoli's worth of salt, in a well-warded tin. The bottle of olive oil was miraculously unbroken, and the size of Venadan's forearm, raising the question of how Arruén carried the damned pack in the first place.




"They're samples," Arruén said. It took Venadan a moment before he realized that Arruén was referring to the folded slips of linen, each sealed with a faintly humming spark of power. "I'm a botanist."




That made Arruén the first botanist Venadan had ever met who could turn a spider inside out.




Arruén said, rather stiffly, "The magic is not professional."




Venadan chose not to press this one. He picked up his bow and went to hunt before the daylight died completely.




The game was good. He took down a couple of rabbits with the slingshot, and the quail he shot leapt, fell, and died without breaking the arrow in its breast. It had been nesting, which was a stroke of luck, and perhaps it was the eggs in his pocket that kept him wary when the white deer broke from cover just as he was turning back and stopped to graze.




His bow was still strung. He had an arrow to it before he remembered that the god of this forest might have any kind of a sense of humor. He lowered the bow, and took a step forward, then another. The deer didn't bolt. It was no longer even pretending to graze.




"Well?" Venadan said under his breath. "Are you going to tell me what you want?"




The deer sidled back, then turned, apparently uninterested, towards a gap in the trees. It paused in the opening.




Well, that was an easy enough offer to turn down. "I can't leave my companion. Thank you." And, he added, internally, before he followed a strange god's avatar into a strange forest, he would rather spit on a church and spill blood in a crossroads; but he let himself enjoy the image of Arruén fending for himself as Venadan was courted by, perhaps, a half-dozen beautiful green boys, before he turned away.




It was dark when he came back. Arruén had put out some of the bread. He had evidently not been able to convince himself to eat, and Venadan dressed his wounds and ignored his half-hearted attempts at sarcasm and took himself off to sleep.








Venadan woke to the earth-shattering sound of combustion. For a moment he was back in Digranaquierdi, and then he was in his mother's house with his sister frozen guiltily in front of the oven, and then he sat upright and stared at Arruén, who was forging water.




"It takes a lot of energy," Arruén said. He cupped his hands together again over the water jug. The air above them burst into flames. "And I was bored. It's amazing how little sleep you get when your ankle is broken, mercenary. Have you ever tried it?"




Still sleep-addled, Venadan opened his mouth on the answer before he caught himself. Arruén smiled, a brief and unhappy look.




"Don't worry," he said. "I haven't spent all night laying traps for you, just the one. I can make us enough water for a day or two. Do you want it?"




Venadan hesitated with his hand out for the water.




"Oh-- damn me," Arruén said, and then, inexplicably, laughed. "Fine. You can't sully your golden tongue to speak to me. Can we at least work out a system of signs? Since I am injured and you're not leaving me here to die?"




It was better than the heavy breathing, or the sarcasm. Venadan nodded, and Arruén passed him the water. It was still warm from its creation, and it made him long for coffee -- weeks, hell, a month and a half since the last time he'd been in a town with coffee of the actual variety and not just chicory root tarted up. He inhaled the steam and braced himself for another question.




But Arruén only said, "Thank you for the civility," and put out a hand again to take it back.




The man was extremely disconcerting.








The rain began by noon, and Venadan helped Arruén into the tent, discovering as he did so that the man could put a little weight on the foot, enough that he began to wonder if it might not be only strained. He tried not to take it personally. It helped that Arruén had other talents, besides forging water and setting fire to his own neck. He said, for example, that he could cook the quail without need for the firepit. "They give you your own room up at the top of a tower," Arruén said, when Venadan raised an eyebrow at him. "They present you with the key to the kitchens, and then they tell you that they do not have the money or time to employ a full-time cook for such a ragged assortment of individuals, thank you very much, and you may enjoy the service of the house if you are invited to dine with your professors. And of course you are not invited to dine with your professors very often if you are constantly running off at the mouth when Zeravat is lecturing about physics. Not that I'm familiar with anyone so rude. No, you've got to really douse the thing, that's why I brought the whole bottle of oil. Here--" He took hold of Venadan's hand with the bottle in it and upended it firmly, sending oil sluicing into the pot. "Otherwise it doesn't keep. Pass me the pot and I'll begin to heat it."




Another of his talents appeared to be speaking without pause for breath. 




The roast quail took two hours more than Venadan had spent on any field meal in his life. It was incredible. Venadan wolfed it down, which Arruén said was defeating the purpose -- "these are rations, mercenary," Arruén said, picking at his thigh, proving that he had never met a ration -- and began skinning the rabbit immediately to make the evening meal.




Even Arruén ran out of topics eventually, once he'd canvassed his research, the surrounding towns, Venadan's lack of skill with the herbs, and the love life of two of his fellow researchers, who had been running around each other for years now and had left everyone else at their wits' end for ways to bang them together until they paid attention. The last one dried up when the pot of rabbit was still an hour from giving them their next distraction.




The rain pounded on the tent, loud as the cavalry. Venadan got an idea.




He pulled open his bag, looking through the meager supply of materials. The cadurrán box was at the very bottom, battered almost to death, and he took it out with care, unlatching the little gold hook and folding it open. It was real gold, real ebony, and real ivory inside, not that the wizard would probably believe it. Arruén looked to be having enough trouble believing in the fact that it was a cadurrán box in the first place.




"You play--?" he began, and then winced. "All right, don't look at me like that. Are you bringing it out for a reason? Are you offering me a game?"




Venadan rolled his eyes, and held out the kings to Arruén: red or white?




Arruén took white, and settled back against the tree. "I have to warn you," he said, his voice suddenly cheerful. "I am absolutely atrocious."




It wasn't a joke. The first game took half an hour, but that was only counting all the times Arruén had to ask him to mime the motion of the various pieces. He seemed particularly bad at remembering how the bull went. The second game took fifteen minutes. The third was interminable. Arruén insisted that baring the king was a coward's way to win a game, and refused to forfeit merely because Venadan had ten pieces left on the board and Arruén only the one. Each time he moved his king he took longer about it, until Venadan at last threw a soldier at his head. Arruén claimed this as a moral victory, and Venadan, of course, could not argue about it.




The fourth game, Arruén said, "It's obvious I will have to give you a handicap."




Venadan lifted an eyebrow.




Arruén grinned. "I'll ask questions," he explained, setting up the board more or less correctly. Venadan reached over him to fix the red counselor. "Thank you. Then I will guess your answer. If I guess right, you lose a piece. If I'm wrong, I do. Now you are going to roll your eyes at me."




Venadan rolled his eyes again, and Arruén crowed and pocketed the stray soldier.




The opening gambits began. Venadan was shaping something he'd learnt off Amidai back in the Amroque, and Arruén was, as usual, scattering soldiers like they were whole platoons. With his cavalry in place, Venadan saw an chance to take a bull. He was lifting his rider when Arruén spoke in a hurry. "Are you from Allauca?"




His mother's house had been two miles out, in the settlements around it, but that was quibbling. He tossed Arruén the rider instead with good grace.




"Revenge," Arruén said, satisfied. "Ha! I'm from up the road. Adlada. I recognized the accent." He moved the bull straight into the line of Venadan's chariot.




Venadan took it in a single, decisive motion, before there could be any more surprises, and ignored Arruén's groan. He'd been to Adlada's library before; there wasn't much else in Adlada, except a few olive trees and a judge who had been sweet on his mother. He couldn't remember much about the people.




He countered Arruén's other bull with a soldier, and then sat back to consider the board. Arruén frowned. "I know you can read," he says. "Don't think I didn't catch you looking over my shoulder. Do you care for it? No, that isn't a fair guess." He squinted hard at Venadan, taking his measure. "You read novels," he said, triumphantly.




This was more impressive, and Venadan swept a hand over the board, to indicate that Arruén should take his choice. He tried not to flush as well, a task made easier by the fact that Arruén, with an air of great confidence, took a soldier that Venadan had forgotten was still in play. "I won't insist on the point," Arruén added, "but I could take a whole suite of them by guessing titles. I'm sure you love the Mirror for Misers. Everyone ought to. --Do you know, this is the ideal venue for a discussion of literature, since you can't contest my claims."




Venadan took the opportunity to threaten his king.




They went several harried, literary rounds before Arruén remembered his cheat again. Venadan was in mid-move once more. "Do you," he said. For a moment Venadan was sure he was going to renege and ask about his thoughts on Hellagan. Then he brightened. "Are you married?"




Venadan knocked over his king in surprise, then, righting the king, knocked it over again laughing. Arruén folded his arms. "That means you forfeit, I understand-- you may take a breath any time you please. I'm serious. I wish you could explain the joke."




Venadan wiped the tears from his eyes, and gave him a look.




Arruén turned brick red and moved his rider backwards. "Well!" he said, when he'd composed himself. "Soldier's luck."




Was that a proposition?




"Me too," Arruén added, tucking his hair behind his ear. "Or rather, I take what I can get. But I'm partial to men. Is that why you joined up? For the pickings?"




This was an old joke, and not worth laughing at. Venadan moved a soldier, rather pointedly.




"No, really. No one's a soldier nowadays," Arruén said. "After a war it's unfashionable. You would have to have joined, oh, five years ago to...." Chagrin swept over Arruén's face. "You were a conscript."




Obviously. Venadan considered miming manacles, to lighten the tone, and discarded it. He pointed at Arruén.




Arruén shook his head. "I was already at school," he said. His face was pinched. "Not a good year for me." Venadan's silence seemed to make him confessional, as he added, "I spent the first half under house arrest and the second half drunk. But! I did pass."




When you came to it, Venadan thought, taking a chariot, that wasn't a bad description of his first year in the service.




The questions became more obvious as Arruén retreated, until Venadan had admitted that he did have a sister and liked olives and drank and Arruén, faced with a denuded board, began to win. Venadan alternated moves between a repetitive threat block and the advance of one soldier towards the end of the board. It was a silly thing to do. Arruén's king was still pinned down to the left side of the board by a couple of well-placed soldiers, but his own bull stood between the king and whatever Venadan's moving soldier would become.




Arruén pushed forward his counselor, rubbing his neck, and said, "You could always forfeit."




Venadan set his soldier down in the final rank, swapping it for his counselor, and pointed to Arruén. He made a sympathetic face, putting his hand on his neck: it still hurts?




"Unfortunately," Arruén said. He smiled. "You won't distract me that easily. I--" and then squawked like an angry chicken as Venadan removed Arruén's bull from the board as the forfeit for his guess and mated Arruén's king.




Behind them, the pot let out an ominous crackle.




From the look of total dismay on Arruén's face, he'd forgotten the rabbit as completely as Venadan, who leapt up, cursing under his breath. The pot hadn't broken, for which he was profoundly thankful, but there was only a little coating of water left in the bottom and the vegetables had burnt to the side. Venadan groaned and scooped out the remains of the rabbit, which had a texture which didn't bode well for its taste, into their bowls, and came back to the cadurrán board, hoping that Arruén could be imposed on for some of the ruinous salt.




Arruén could be. Arruén, in fact, added so much salt to his rabbit that Venadan suspected his goal was to remove all other flavors entirely, and he took only occasional poker-faced mouthfuls even then. He made a desultory attempt to make fun of them both, but he seemed to have most of his attention on assembling some strange piece of artwork with the cadurrán board, the white pieces curving across the bottom squares where the red king stood and then leaping up to meet a red bull on the far left. The light was fading. Venadan set down his bowl for a closer look.




"It's the Vessi," Arruén explained. "That's Keisarya" -- the red king -- "and Aiha, and the sea." Presumably the sea was Arruén's foot. That made the barren space in front of Arruén the Amroque. Arruén followed his gaze, and pushed a finger forward into one of the squares a little northeast. "Digranaquierdi," he said. To his credit, he did not say it with pleasure. "I assume you were there." He moved the king a quarter inch to the right. "Or you'll tell me that you were there, anyway."




Venadan knew what was coming next. He picked up a rider, looking for the mountains and Adlada, but he wasn't in time to forestall Arruén's lazy, curious voice. "Your goddess had a taste for drama in that one. Some member of the troops and the bloody head of Foloneu. Was that where you were dedicated to her?"




Where he was dedicated to her. It was the method of question that made him answer honestly. Arruén had obviously meant "your goddess" for a barb; it was like him to instead present a kind and easy way for Venadan to lie. Venadan put down the rider, and found a red soldier.




"No, stupid of me. Sorry," Arruén was saying. His brow had furrowed, and he had moved his finger away from Digranaquierdi. Venadan had no intention of touching the spot. He hefted the soldier, and then touched it to his earring. He closed his fist tight around it.




There was a moment where Arruén thought he was at the outset of an interesting story, and then it connected, his eyes going very wide. "Oh no."




It really was very close to being funny. Venadan shrugged, and put down the soldier. 




"I'm an idiot," Arruén said. "I-- We thought the story wasn't true. They are always inventing miracles. It was three years ago, I still don't know if-- We heard," he said, trying to make it sound like an impossibility, "that you-- the battle was going to be lost, and she walked through you and took the whole camp?"




Venadan nodded. He watched Arruén pretend not to be afraid to be sitting across from a man who had killed four hundred men and a general of the armies of Jallón. Arruén did it creditably. He said, "Do you remember killing him?"




The old remembered anger closed over him, but he did not know how to say it. The cadurrán board could not tell Arruén about the thirty other prisoners-of-war who had been chained to the same post as he, the ones who had not had a goddess step out of the air and offer them a door, the ones who had been found in the same welter of blood as the rest of Foloneu's camp. He couldn't mime the Jallonese soldiers who had died because they stood between his sword and the outcropping where he had become himself again.




Instead Venadan shook his head. He didn't remember any of it.




"That's good," Arruén said. He hesitated. "I'll clean the pot," he said, finally, "if you bring it here."




Venadan got up to get him the pot.








The next morning the sky was cloudless, and so was the tent, except for an aura of over-careful politeness that lingered until Arruén stood, and stayed standing, and crowed with delight. It was still a bad strain. He'd need a stick. But they could move, if they went slowly; and Arruén could help him break camp, which assuaged both of their moods.




The day stayed fine for them as Arruén learned again how to walk. Venadan went ahead of him, sometimes moving larger obstacles aside. The path was too rocky to allow for any speed, but they weren't in a great hurry, and Arruén kept up his store of anecdotes, if a little muted for the effort that it took to place his foot each time.




Around noon, they came to their first crossroads.




Venadan looked at it with deep pleasure. He'd been through here on his way to Agalil. It meant they were closer to Keisarya than he'd thought, and, glancing ahead at their way, it meant the road was going to be much better maintained, easier to drag a man along. They'd have to visit the forest's shrine first, to make sure they made it out, but that was a half an hour's walk along the east-west road.




He lay his sword down carefully across the path, and stepped into the roundabout. Someone had even laid pebbles around the center circle, a little fence to call Adiena down and a gate to let her in, to keep Evarda from having all her own way. He turned back to offer Arruén a hand, and saw that the wizard was looking at him with a troubling expression of pity.




"You don't have to do that," Arruén said. "There's no god here."




Venadan took an instinctive step backwards, towards the fence.




"I'm not joking. There's no god in the crossroads." Arruén searched for something in his face, and, not finding it, sighed. He picked up the sword and handed it to Venadan. "You're always so skeptical, mercenary. Don't you think I know my own business?" With that he stepped into the roundabout. He stepped over the pebble fence, careful not to let his dragging foot break the circle of stones, and stopped in the center. He waved his arms, then managed a sort of hop, stumbling at the end of it with a laugh. "Damn. Remind me to leave my dramatics to things that don't strain me. Should I curse her? Evarda? She's not listening. There is no god in the crossroads."




Perhaps he had some kind of protection; but he'd said he was godless, and he was godless, dammit, there was no mistaking it, not an amulet or a piece of jewelry or even a tattoo to mark him. It couldn't be a magic thing. He'd seen wizards hesitate for half an hour at the great junction in Aiha with their heads kept low, just because the rumor was that Evarda was paying attention that day.




Arruén sighed again and clapped his hands. A bolt of light washed over the crossroads, and for a moment everything shone, the forest in the pale blue of its god, a rusty glow for Adiena on his own hands, the pebbles the same color; even the road to Keisarya in the distance picked up a shimmer of gold. Except Arruén, who was the same. And the crossroads.




"She was real," Arruén said as the colors ebbed. He shrugged. "She isn't anymore."




When they turned towards the forest shrine, Venadan hesitated a long time before separating the road from the roundabout anyway. Arruén, for once, made no comment.




The path up to the shrine was well-trod. Not swept; no priests. On his way in, he'd made a small offering, and the god had not shown up to give its opinion of the matter. He wasn't sure what to offer this time. Arruén was no help, his eyes fixed on the grove, his progress still quiet. Meat would be poorly taken, and the spiders had done an number on most of Venadan's incense, but at least there was some left. And forest gods could be strange about blood. Perhaps if they simply left coins--




Venadan heard a thud behind him and then a soft curse. He turned to find Arruén in a pile on the ground. Arruén's stick was still standing a few feet behind him, tangled in roots he'd missed in his abstraction. Venadan offered an arm, and Arruén took it, heavily, using Venadan almost entirely to get himself to his feet. There was a vertiginous moment while they both waited for Arruén's ankle to hold.




It held. Arruén smiled at him, giddy and too-close, and then, his gaze shifting to the grove behind Venadan's head, lost it again.




They left the stick behind. Venadan helped Arruén past the two poles that marked the entry, and down the long, sloping path to the gully where the shrine stood. The creek that ran through it picked at their attention, first airy, then musical, then distractingly verbose, so that it took Venadan a long time to realize that it was speaking, that it was, in fact, saying, He is not welcome here.




Arruén's hand stiffened on Venadan's arm. "I bring no disrespect," he said. "I'm sorry, I'm not-- I'll--"




"He's no enemy," Venadan said to the stream. They were stopped not two feet from the footbridge, and Venadan risked a cautious step forward.




The water rose, and he backed off in a hurry. He is not welcome here, it said again, and again. He is not welcome here.




Arruén pried Venadan's fingers out of his bicep. "It's all right," he said, looking worriedly into Venadan's eyes. "You go get us safe passage."




"He can't get back up that slope without help," Venadan protested. The stream made no answer. "He can't harm you from here."




Arruén rolled his eyes and took two careful, slow steps back, till his back was resting against the trunk of a tree. "The god also can't harm me if I don't provoke it," he said, his voice equally slow, explaining it for the stupid soldier. "Just go ahead. You're nothing to the support I get from this-- this laurel," he finished, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Which shouldn't be in this wood anyway, as it's coniferous. This is an old place."




He is not welcome here, the stream said, and Venadan took a hurried step forward before he spoke to Arruén and blasphemed twice in one minute by speaking his mind on the subject of laurels.




Over the footbridge the sound of water was much louder, mingling with and changing the rustle of the trees, rising with the wind, till all Venadan could hear was one uninterrupted murmur that said, as he opened his pack, "Adiena's son chooses strange companions."




"No son of hers, just one of her armsmen," Venandan said. He pulled out the string of cash. "We ask a safe way through the woods."




"And what good will those do me?" the god said. It hung from the trees above the altar like a creeping vine. It had not been there a moment ago. "Better to leave me your baggage. For him I'd give you the freedom of the forest."




Venadan discarded a number of responses before settling on, "I don't come through here very often." He set the incense in the bowl. "It's a generous offer."




"It would be good sense to take it." The god peered down at him. "I could kill him for you, for nothing at all."




Venadan's hand fumbled on the tinderbox, and for a moment, he gaped up at the god, as mute as he'd been for days. He swallowed hard. "What has he done to you?"




"He is safer dead." The god shivered, and it bent its long neck to bring its face to the bowl. "You are shepherding a wolf, Adiena's son."




Over his shoulder, Venadan could see Arruén through the curtain of leaves, blurry and green. He'd pulled out his journal and was scribbling something with great intensity, probably about coniferous forests. He showed no sign of having heard anything at all. Venadan sighed, and turned back, striking a light. "I'll vouch for him," he said, feeling ridiculous.




The god took a great deep breath and rose, growing stronger in the smoke. "Safe passage for you on the road," it said. "Safe passage for him when he is with you."




Venadan bowed and kept his head bent against the dirt until the wind let him up again.




Arruén snapped his book shut as Venadan approached, trying not to look as though he'd been trying to eavesdrop. He scratched behind his ear with the pen, leaving a trailing line of ink. "I take it we are not totally abandoned by all help," he said, "judging by your sunny countenance. Might we leave before I'm drowned in the world's smallest and ferniest flood?"




Against his will, Venadan smiled. He offered the wizard his arm for the path back to the stick. It was strange, he thought, as they made their way up the slope, how they'd both known that the stream was talking about Arruén.








The sabbath came on the fourth day. Arruén acknowledged it only with a remark that he'd hoped it might be a day for termination of pointless vows, and then went back to a drawing of a snail which had been making its way across their camp for the last hour and a half.




They made good time in the afternoon, something of the feeling of the shrine chasing them off. Arruén seemed to be walking well. He used the stick on slopes, or to feel for roots, but otherwise was at last putting his feet properly, letting his ankle take his weight and stretch itself back into shape. The monologue hadn't quite run out but it had slowed to a trickle of tangentially relevant gossip about people Venadan did not know. He was amused to realize he recognized some of the names from Arruén's early narration, even worse to realize that he was fairly curious about the outcome of Yahari and Sousan's endless, circular courtship. It was a good thing they were nearly done or he'd end up a fishwife.




They set up camp in a broad clearing with a firepit still recognizable in the center. There were ferns all around the edges. Auspicious. Venadan made sure Arruén had enough food to be going on with, and set out into them to pray.




He paced out the circle and door in the dirt, and settled himself into it cross-legged, and knew within about half a minute that he wasn't going to have any luck.




He'd learned to pray after the war. His mother had taken him to services, of course, and he'd made offerings like everyone else in the army, but it wasn't until the army had been disbanded and he was a free man again that he found out how little he knew about it. It had been a hard time for everyone, his brother surly, his sister impatient, him fidgeting like a child, and at last she'd dragged him away from their altar, hauled him halfway through town, and put him to work at the inn cleaning up after the drunks. And when he came home, exhausted for the first time in weeks, it had been easy to fold his knees and say something. If not thank you.




His sister had never really believed him. Then again, his sister didn't believe in earthquakes, foreigners, or giant spiders, either.




But you needed to have a clear mind, even if you couldn't have a calm heart, and all he could think about was the sound of the mosquitoes, coming out from cover. He opened his eyes.




"You are very good at the letter of the law," Adiena said.




The mosquitoes had not stopped. She wasn't even fully there, just a shadow in the shape of a woman, and Venadan met her eyes without trouble. "Difficult problems take complicated solutions."




She lifted an eyebrow at that, but put out a hand for him to kiss, which he did, acutely aware of the fact that he still hadn't purified or even washed the earring. "I didn't know soldiers found it difficult to retreat."




"When we don't have anywhere to retreat to."




"That is specious," she said, severely, and he ducked his head in acknowledgement. "He is not a lost child."




You are shepherding a wolf, Adiena's son. "Should I leave him in the forest?"




"It would please me if he died," she said. Her voice was distant. "You've earned time. I will give you three days of it. Then I will tell you what exactly he has earned from me, and you will do it."




Gods' faces were different, even hers, which he knew so well. But he'd seen this expression before, the first time he saw her; when he woke in the royal camp, his hands still chained behind him. He had said yes to her then. He hadn't looked back.




"Three days," he said. He closed his eyes.




"You'd better hurry," she said. "I know you're squeamish."




It was hard to guess when she might be gone, but when at last he opened his eyes, it was on an empty copse and a scuffed symbol in the dirt. He still hadn't prayed, he thought ruefully, and got to his feet.




He took the long way back, to pick up a rabbit on the off chance he could wheedle the wizard into more of his roast. There were deer again. He was beginning to be angry about the deer, the more so for the white one that loped across his path and stared for a long moment at his ragged face before vanishing again into the woods. There were omens, and then there was bait. Still pondering over this, he rounded a corner in the path and saw the camp.




The wizard was asleep, and two feet from him was a manticore crouched to spring.








Venadan yelled something inarticulate and flung himself across the clearing. The manticore reared, its tail going up in warning, and Venadan rolled just as it loosed the stinger from its tail, into the firepit. The ash that clouded around his face made it hard to breathe, and he fought to hold still in it as the manticore tried to sniff him out. He could just make out the way it was whipping its head from side to side, the way it readjusted its tail to ready the next sting.




"The god-eater belongs to me," it said. He'd never heard a manticore speak before. It was a high voice, insistent like a child's or a cat's. "Come out, and I'll be quick with you." 











He hesitated too long. The manticore took three steps towards the pit and found him.




Its barbs were too short for close quarters, which was the only comfort as it sunk the first row of its teeth into his shoulder. He shut his eyes on the pain and stabbed up and his knife made contact, slipping between a pair of ribs, and Arruén said something that he couldn't hear, then louder, "Get away!", which was sweet, and then Venadan realized he was saying, "Get away, mercenary, you idiot," so he made the effort; he pried the jaws back, his hands slicing open, and the manticore screamed. He screamed back at it. He kicked where he'd left his knife and made it free. Just in time, too, as its hide burst into flames.




It rounded on Arruén then. Arruén was chanting something, maintaining the flames, and did not know that the manticore was still alive. The tail was rising. "A shield!" Venadan yelled. Arruén's eyes flew open and his arms crossed, instinctively, and the fire went out and the spines glanced harmlessly off the solid air.




Arruén breathed out, as the manticore yowled in pain. "Why won't it die?!"




Venadan managed, "The heart," and Arruén reached into the manticore's chest and got it.




The manticore died. Venadan, his shoulder still worryingly bleeding, sat up far enough to consider the hunk of bloody meat in Arruén's hand, and the absolute ease with which he had reached through an animal's skin and muscles and ribs. After a while he said, "I thought you said you were no good at physiology."




"I thought you said there were mostly bears in these woods," Arruén countered, dropping the heart. "Is its blood corrosive? It feels like it might be."




"Could be," Venadan says. "I've never killed a manticore."




Arruén laughed, shocked, and came and sat next to him. "I need to bandage that shoulder."




Venadan nodded. "And quickly. Unless you're hiding a talent with skin."




"More's the pity," Arruén muttered, and he took off his shirt, which was completely unhygenic and ridiculous, and pressed it to the wound. He glanced around helplessly for bindings, and lighted on the second half of the spare blanket, pulling great strips off it as though it were linen instead of wool. He saw Venadan's eyes on him and smiled. "Simple trick," he said. "You find the place where it would part, and you convince it that it doesn't need force to do so."




"Straightforward."




"Most of magic is." Arruén finished tying it, against the sudden pallor of Venadan's vision, and sat back. He was paler himself, and he looked at Venadan with a bad attempt at cheer.




"You can fight," Venadan said, and then could have impaled himself again. He tried to salvage it with, "For a botanist."




"I've fought bears before. A manticore is a step up. Aren't they demigods?" Arruén wrinkled his nose. "I'd have been a naturalist, but animals tend to take against me. I can just about manage to befriend a dog. Otherwise it's catch as catch.... I...." He met Venadan's eyes, accidentally, and the story seemed to dissipate. Most of the rest of the clearing seemed to dissipate, too, and it became briefly difficult to distinguish between blood loss and the welling-up of relief. Venadan put out a hand for him, and Arruén took it. The clearing was so quiet, Venadan could hear Arruén's breathing, ragged at first and then big gulps of delighted air.




Of course the wizard ruined it then by saying, "Where did you learn to fight?"




Venadan let go of him, surprised and annoyed, and sat up the rest of the way.




Arruén frowned. "I don't--"




Venadan looked pointedly at his bandage.




"Oh," said Arruén, and then, ugly, "Oh. Was that a moment of weakness?" Venadan reached for him, but Arruén shook him off. "No, no. Thank you for clearing that up. I'd thought for a second you might have ranked me almost as a human companion, but I see that I'd extrapolated from what was really, all things considered, appallingly little information. In the future I'll keep myself from imposing on your time!"




Venadan put his hands against the ground, in order to get to his feet, and discovered that he was not going to be able to do so for some time. Arruén didn't appear to notice. He had already leapt up, and was pacing across the clearing to reclaim their bags. He was saying something about trust. "You don't owe her anything," he said, and threw his bag at Venadan's feet like a shotput. Now he was saying something about pity. Venadan couldn't follow it. To his relief, he realized that he was in a great deal of pain. It was easy to lie back down, and to let the weight of the day pull him into darkness. It was not quite playing fair, he thought, rather vaguely, but he was of the opinion that you took the advantage you were offered.








This time he woke to a knife at his neck.




His instinct was to grab for the wrist holding it, but his shoulder made it impossible. When his sight returned, it came back dim, and Venadan had a wild moment in which he wondered if manticore venom could make you blind before he realized that the dimness was natural; it was before dawn, and his captor was blocking out the east, and also it was Arruén, his hair fallen loose around his face.




"I figured it out," Arruén said. He sounded calm, for a man who had gone mad in the night. "You were perfectly communicative yesterday when you thought we might die. So you must be allowed to make exceptions for situations of extreme danger. Like having a knife held to your throat. By your traveling companion of a week's vintage. Isn't it ingenious?"




"..." Venadan said, and then, with more of an effort, levered himself up a little on his good arm to see what would happen. Arruén was as good as his word. The knife slipped against the skin of his neck. It wasn't sharp enough to draw blood easily, but it only took a good lateral motion, really, and forearm strength. Which Arruén had, holding him down like he was, though most of the motion was in his thighs, one on either side of Venadan's hips. How had he slept through this? No, he had more pressing questions. "You can't be serious."




Arruén half-invisibly frowned. "I'm holding you up, mercenary, be polite," he said. "Which reminds me. What is your name?"




Venadan groaned, and flopped back against the ground. "Venadan dey Kurraisha."




"Ha!" Arruén said, delighted. "What army?"




"Under General Devuera. Her irregulars. Under her in the war, too. Did it keep you up at night, not knowing my commanding officer?"




It was Arruén's turn to be briefly silent. When he spoke again, he said, "I'd had this impression that you weren't so sarcastic."




"I was mute."




"Yes, that's a perfect example."




Venadan elected to be mute again. Arruén's ankle had to be all but healed, the way he was kneeling, and he had a brief flash of anger at the thought that just when he could have fairly left the madman in the woods to walk the rest of the way, there had to be all this blood loss. It was a thought that brought with it the realization that the blood loss had continued overnight. He was not just tired. He was faint.




"Not one for light conversation, are you," said Arruén. "Well, I didn't wake you for it. Have you noticed that you are bleeding to death?"




"Just now," Venadan said. He lifted a hand to his shoulder.




"Don't do that," Arruén said sharply, as Venadan's hand came away red. "I thought perhaps I would skip the conversation in which you tried to convince me that you were fine. Not that one could call it a conversation. More of an assemblage of you shaking your head." He looked briefly repentant. "I could have waited until day."




"I don't think so. I might have been harder to wake tomorrow." Venadan thought about shrugging and quickly revised the plan. "Spare me your cautery trick. We're not so far from the forest's edge, and then it's a day to Keisarya. If the hospital is close enough to the gates, and there's no quarantine--"




"--and we don't encounter any other manticores, or bears, and I don't weaken my ankle again, and you actually manage to communicate your worsening condition," Arruén interrupted. "No. We'll go back to the shrine."




"The god didn't want you there."




"The gods don't want me anywhere," Arruén said matter-of-factly. "It won't be any particular trouble to anger this one too."




The light had been rising as they spoke, and the trees behind Arruén's head had gained definition and color. Venadan could see the tension in his narrow shoulders, the awkward way he held the knife, the blue of his shirt, and finally the long planes of his unhappy face. Arruén caught him staring, and gave him a look of comical surprise.




It was suddenly the obvious thing to do, to reach out and put his hand behind Arruén's head. It was simple to lean up, against the knife, and kiss him, at first quick and gratifying and then the beginnings of long and exploratory and then dizzyingly hard to maintain. He groaned, and the knife slid. Arruén jerked back. His face was flushed. Venadan opened his mouth to say something inane, and remembered Adiena.




"I have two days," he said, instead. "My god gave me two days. Or I'm to kill you."




Arruén gaped at him, and Venadan groped for something else to say. He tried, "Obviously I would prefer not to."




"Obviously," Arruén agreed, faintly. He sat up, taking care to keep the knife where it was. "You're very gifted at disrupting a conversation."




"I was born with it."




"I imagine that you will probably die with it," Arruén said. "Or because of it."




"Your safe passage is only with me, anyway," Venadan said. "We can't go back."




"I can see there are a number of obstacles to it, but there are also a number of obstacles to you dying," Arruén said. "We're not discussing this. When we get you to the shrine, we can reconsider the facts. I'm sure there's some logical, sensible loophole at the center of all of this that we can negotiate together. As you may have noticed I am gifted at those. Were you also ordered to kiss me, in case it might turn out to be my last wish?"




Venadan resisted the deep urge to ask, Is it? "That was my own bad idea."




"I'll let you know when your ideas are bad, mercenary," Arruén said. "Venadan." He grinned, all of a sudden, wicked and small. "Since you obviously can't tell on your own."




Venadan clapped a hand to his forehead as the blood rushed from it. "You're a medical emergency," he said. "I am going to disrupt the conversation again. What did it mean yesterday?"




Arruén looked perfectly blank.




"By the-- 'God-eater'."




Significantly less blank. "You did warn me."




"The manticore called you a god-eater," Venadan said, doggedly. "The forest god wants you dead. And my god has condemned you. What did you do?"




The morning was settling on them, and they didn't have time for this, but Arruén said neither of those things. He sighed, like it was a great relief, and said, "I wasn't always a botanist."




Venadan, with a superhuman effort, did not comment.




"I was eighteen," Arruén continued. "My friends were eighteen too. Navemi and Maddai. We had been studying contracts, and we'd gotten to the part where you discussed a deal with a god. None of us were ever very strong with magic, just too smart for our own good, and we decided we were going to fix that. We were drunk, obviously. We went down to the crossroads at midnight." Venadan stiffened, and Arruén moved the knife, so as not to nick his throat when he swallowed. "This was against the rules," he added, unnecessarily. "Which is why I wasn't executed for what followed. We made deals. Stupid ones. Nothing that came true. I made a joke, I said, I'll give you a hundred years of life for the loan of your power. And Evarda came."




"Even wizards don't--" Venadan said, and then managed to stop himself from saying the rest, but Arruén had caught his drift. He smiled, mockingly.




"I thought if it was ridiculous, she wouldn't take it," he said. "But there were a hundred years of life for her to take. Theirs."




He sighed again, and got to his feet. "Then I killed her," he added. "I have to use the necessary. I'll answer your questions when I get back."




But by the time he'd got back Venadan had made up his mind to say, only, "We'd better get going."








"Couldn't you just magic me over?" Venadan asked.




Arruén said, "I could send you like a cannonball, but I believe the trees might get in your way," so they walked. Venadan put his head down and pulled to it like an ox in harness. It took most of him to manage it. Arruén recognized it, and didn't make as many jokes as he'd made on the way down. Those he made did not get any better.




They stopped for a meal two hours in. They played cadurrán. "The real rules, no blackmail imitations," Venadan warned, so Arruén resorted to cheating wildly, moving his counselor halfway across the board while Venadan was busy trying to keep down the hardtack. He still lost, of course, but he seemed much more cheerful about it. He was in the middle of telling Venadan exactly why this was the first step in an extended campaign when Venadan blacked out halfway to his feet. It took him three tries to get up again. Arruén did not finish the thought.




The second leg was more complicated. It seemed to take a very long time, and a number of different times. The sun would slip behind a tree, and he would see Akshaha ahead of him on the road. The shadows of his platoon muddied his step. He was hallucinating, of course. He'd done it before and didn't care for it. There wasn't much to hear while you were hallucinating, and it took all your attention to remember that you were not going to be let off walking for injuries in the line of duty and that you still had miles to go.




He didn't remember getting to the crossroads. He didn't remember reaching the shrine.




"Back again," the god said. It had craned its neck down to look at him from very far away. "So soon."




"Please," he said. Something was wrong. Arruén was there, and his head was in Arruén's lap, and the river was rushing around them. That was probably it, in retrospect. "I," he said, groping for the other two words. "I seek healing."




Other things happened before the god answered, punctuated by long intervals of Arruén swearing about something or other. But when it did speak all it said was, "Whatever you ask, Adiena's son." The river crept away. "This does not change our terms."




"He is not welcome here," Venadan muttered, as the god drowned him in blue.








"...just the other journeymen," Arruén was saying, in a soft voice, as if trying not to wake him. "Maybe I would have done a better job of it if I'd had a sister to tell me it was my imagination.... I don't know. It's different when you've met one."




Venadan knew he had been answering a line of questioning, but could not remember what answers he had made. When he groped for it it seemed to drift away from him like the rest of his thoughts, which were suspended in a blue fog, somewhere else. His eyes were closed. He decided that he was dreaming. "I don't understand how you could have killed her," he said. "I knew a soldier who sold his legs to make it home alive. Something took them."




"I know," Arruén says. "There's been some argument. If you're going to sell your wife at the crossroads, you shouldn't be surprised when she disappears on you, something like that. Or it could be that there are other gods moving in to take the sacrifices. Or...."




"Or she left something behind," Venadan said.




"Such as all of her strength," Arruén said. "On loan to someone who didn't know what to do with it, and didn't take it up well enough." 




Venadan pictured Kuere, kneeling, bargaining with an empty circle in the road. He slung an arm over his eyes to dispel it. There was an image of Arruén under his eyelids, and the image was also not saying much.




He said, "Allauca's all for Adiena. After the war I was paraded around town like someone's prize mare. There was this priest. I don't remember where he was from. He came through. He told me Adiena had done her will through me and I shouldn't wish to take it back." He paused, for Arruén to answer.




"I know there's a point to this story," Arruén said, rather fondly, "but I don't know what it is."




"I don't want to take it back," Venadan said to his image. "We won the war. So I don't know what it's like for you."




There was a little silence.




Finally Arruén sighed. "That's the worst part, mercenary," he said. "I wouldn't either." He laughed, without humor. "I made an offer, and I got what I wanted. Obviously I wish I had been more specific about my terms."




He wasn't dreaming. He sat up.




Arruén's head was turned in his direction, but it was too dark to see his face. His voice was still soft. "You shouldn't talk. Your god might not like it."




Venadan rolled his eyes.




"I can't see you. I'll assume you're being sarcastic." Arruén put the pen aside, and the book next to it. He turned to Venadan. "What will you do tomorrow?"




If they marched hard, if they didn't wait, they could reach the edge of the forest by sunset. If there were no more manticores. If there weren't any bears. Which there wouldn't be, if he could just keep up with Arruén. He couldn't say this. He came over to Arruén instead and sat down again.




"Well, that's an answer," Arruén said. He let out a long breath, and for once, couldn't think of anything to follow it up with. It threw him badly off balance. He swallowed and looked at Venadan.




They were never going to get to do this in daylight, Venadan realized, and was startled by how much he wanted to. He shouldered Arruén, surprising a laugh out of him, and then before the moment could tip over into comedy he leant in and kissed him. 




This time, he did not have to stop. Arruén pulled him back in when he tried, one hand in his shirt and then the other on the back of his head. They kissed until they were both breathless and Venadan was almost blind with desire, blind and mute. He bit at Arruén's lip, his ear, pressed a definite kiss to the side of his neck. Arruén gasped at that last, so Venadan readdressed the point, left a mark, and Arruén actually moaned, the first wordless thing he'd done in days; to make up for the fact that he couldn't see it, Venadan left a few more. Suddenly Arruén laughed again, and the next thing Venadan knew he was flat on his back. He swallowed a joke just in time. Instead he was grinning, idiotically, up at the man who was undoing his belt with practiced ease. This wasn't fair. He reached up to tug at Arruén's laces. Arruén leaned in, probably to make it easier, except that when Arruén was within reach, it was hard to do anything but kiss him again.




The next few moments were a confusion of buttons and quick, hungry kisses at inconvenient times. Arruén dove away then, and Venadan jerked his head up, but Arruén was going for the pack. He came up with the olive oil, and Venadan thanked all the gods whose names he could remember for men with a sense of preparation. Halfway through the next kiss Arruén's hand came down, slick and cold, and wrapped around Venadan's cock. Venadan almost swallowed his tongue.




They were going to ruin his bedroll if they didn't move, and he thought he cared about that, and then as quickly decided that he didn't. As soon as he was able to think again he'd reposition-- Arruén's hand came off him, and he reached up instead, worked Arruén open one finger at a time, dragging each time a new sound out of him. "Is this--" Arruén gasped finally, and when Venadan nodded, lowered himself, bit by bit, onto Venadan. There was the inevitable moment of uncertainty. Then Arruén started to move.




There was Arruén's pale chest, the trail of hair from his navel, the moon in his dark eyes-- was Venadan fifteen again to be caught up in melodrama?-- Venadan swallowed Arruén's name. Arruén laughed again and rocked his hips. This time Venadan groaned. 




A room with a covered candle before they knocked it over. A camp with a firepit. A fucking full moon, anything to give a little more light as he took hold of Arruén's hips, pushed into him-- this time the groan was in Arruén's mouth-- somewhere he could ask him what he wanted and do all of it-- Arruén was closer even than he was, eyes shut tight and nothing to say-- he was wrong, he came first, and lost himself so completely in it that he might have broken his vow at last and never cared.




Arruén finished, and Venadan slid out of him before either of them could stop panting for breath.








It was a cold night, and the blankets did a poor job of keeping them warm. They lay back to back, by mutual agreement, unable to solve the issue of arms. The trees obscured the stars. He began to puzzle out which way was north.




If he'd wanted to sleep, Venadan admitted to himself, he should probably have spent less time unconscious for lack of blood.




"Do you ever...." Arruén began. He shifted, and said, "I've been trying to remember stories about what people did after they'd been used by a god. I don't think there are any. I don't like it."




Venadan rolled over. There was always the mistress of the labyrinth.




"Oh. There's the mistress of the labyrinth," Arruén said. "That's not a particularly encouraging precedent. Do you know--?"




Venadan knew the story of the mistress of the labyrinth; Venadan was not a complete dunce.




"Sorry. It must have been a local story," Arruén said, misinterpreting the silence. Well, he'd had half chances. "My father always told it so that she was a local girl. A miller from Adlada. Presumably she was the best miller in the whole province, you know how it goes. A poor family, though, and she'd been engaged to the butcher's son to bring in enough for her family to live on. Except he was a lout or a criminal or a drunkard or something, so that she wanted to cry off, but her family wouldn't have any of it, so she got up and walked what I suppose was about ten yards if it really was Adlada, the mill's right next to the temple...."




And asked all the gods there for the way out, a whole parade of gods, which Arruén went through as a sort of compulsive digression. Venadan closed his eyes and listened to Arruén dance around naming anyone who might be paying attention.




It wasn't a perfect metaphor. Adiena had made an offer: one day's service now, a lifetime's service in a year's time, for the miller's daughter and her family to be protected from any revenge. The miller's daughter evidently had not felt this deal was quite sufficient, since she'd taken it and then spilled a little blood in the crossroads to summon Adiena's rival and offered the same terms to Evarda for the mill to be prosperous the whole year. Evarda had taken it gladly.




And (Arruén said with a certain relish) after a year's time, both goddesses turned up at her door in their human guises, and the miller's daughter opened her eyes very wide and said that she had no idea there was a dispute over her services, but she would be happy to give herself to whichever goddess had the best claim on her mill. Whereupon she led the gods to it, and showed them what she'd built in it: a labyrinth.




It'd been a long time since Venadan had heard anyone use words like "whereupon" when sharing a pillow.




"Whether or not it was still any use as a mill with a labyrinth in it didn't make it into the story," Arruén said. "The path didn't fork, so the goddess of the crossroads couldn't touch it. It took you back to where you began, so your goddess couldn't say it was a portal. The miller stood in the center and watched as the goddesses realized they'd been tricked. That was always a bit more than I could believe. Why wouldn't you run? Anyway, the goddesses agreed that there was only one person with a claim on the mill, and that was its builder, and she was welcome to it, but of course since she'd made something entirely new, she was going to have to take care of it-- and when the miller went to the door she realized she couldn't leave. She was the mistress of the labyrinth."




Venadan thought about this. Not with any great attention. He was beginning to be comfortable at last, and with it came a realization that Arruén was breathing harder than the story warranted, aware of how they lay next to each other.




"You don't have any outstanding offers for your family's mill, do you?" Arruén said. "I'm only wondering."




Venadan's hand slid down Arruén's side.




The conversation turned course.








At least this time he was marching on full strength. He found himself hating the road, marking time on it by the trees he resented the worst. It was a toss-up between the one he'd stumbled into and the new ones past their camp, which, as Arruén said dryly, bleeding from a major wound had deprived him of. Arruén had declined to walk quietly, though he was not equipped for the long haul and was sometimes breathless for an hour at a stretch.




Venadan took a perverse comfort in the fact that their parting would be silent and brief. It offered many fewer opportunities for insult. What would he ask Arruén for, anyway-- a visit to his sister's house, and to not mind it when everyone in the house averted their eyes from him and cleaned the floor on which he trod with ostentatious disgust? Letters which his sister would open, and which Venadan couldn't return? To find himself a forgiving god? So it was better that they'd leave with a handshake, or maybe a more personal farewell, to put a cap on this absurd journey. There was nothing to solve. His discomfort profited no one.




He'd said a lot of goodbyes to people who had saved his life, and never worried it before, he thought, and stopped, in the road, to think this over. Arruén stopped too, and closed his mouth on a story about a coffeehouse. "Something wrong?"




Yes, Venadan thought, and then, yes, as the clamorous voice of his instincts finally made itself clear for what it was. He set down the packs, and began to run up the road. They were very close. Five minutes, at a jog, and he was out in the crossroads at the edge of the forest, staring at the large red gate that barred the road to Keisarya.











He was still standing there when Arruén caught him up. They surveyed it in silence for a little while, as the sun dipped lower in the distance. Finally Arruén said, flatly, "She rigged it."




"No," Venadan said. "She played fair. She told me what she was doing."




"And-- how, exactly--"




"She gave me three days of time before she would tell me what she wanted me to do, and then I would do it," Venadan said. "Then. Not if. She was clear."




Arruén opened his mouth, and then closed it again, still silent.




Venadan took a step towards the gate. A way out, if he was squeamish. He wondered if it was for Arruén, or for him. "It wasn't an accident," he said. "The spiders. All the animals who didn't like you. It was their gods. The gods want Evarda's power back."




"The manticore," Arruén said. His face had gone very pale.




"Any demigod," Venadan said. "Any avatar. Anyone with a god's hand on them. You're the expert. If they kill you, where does the power go?"




Arruén tilted his head back, gauging the sunlight. "To their god," he said. There was a relief in his voice that Venadan did not like to hear. "Of course. To your god, in about ten minutes. How are we going to get out of it?"




Venadan shook his head. There was something he was still missing, some piece of what Adiena wanted that didn't match up with what she had made. He needed time, uninterrupted time, to think, and one way or another he was not going to get it. Even now Arruén was saying, with real bitterness, "I suppose renouncing her hasn't even crossed your mind."




"No," Venadan said. He closed his eyes. They'd said something, one of the two of them, hadn't they-- 




"She made you a murderer."




"No."




"You killed four hundred men."




"I know," Venadan said. "I'm a soldier. She gave me a choice."




"Oh, and you knew what it would do?"




"No," Venadan said, for the third time, low and furious, "but neither did you," and the spark of memory flared.




Arruén was saying something. Venadan had hurt him, badly, and if he had had time to apologize, he would have done so. The anger had already left him again. He opened his eyes. "Arruén," he said. "Arruén!"




"What!"




"What you said to me in the shrine," Venadan said. No. He had to be clear. "When you told me you'd make a better bargain. Did you mean what you said?"




There was a vast silence. The sun had already fallen behind the trees, and the shadows were blanketing the crossroads, washing the color out of everything but the gate, which stayed the same red. They did not have this time to spare.




"Yes," Arruén said, finally. He wiped his hand over his eyes. "Damn you, I meant it."




"So would I," Venadan said. He drew his sword.




Arruén's face, when he saw it, was worse than the fight was going to be. He did not waste time with protestations; he stepped into the green circle in the middle of the crossroads. "I am not going to bare my throat for you."




"Good," Venadan said, and swung for his head.




Arruén had wrapped himself in shadows before the blow was halfway down. They slid around the sword until it was like cutting through molasses, and then Arruén's hands closed around the blade. With a wrench, Venadan turned it till it cut -- blood in the crossroads -- and yanked it back, sidestepping to avoid the hands that the leafmold was forming around his feet. He planted himself and feinted to the right, then made for Arruén's back. The sword connected, the shadows a little slower to move, and Arruén howled and seemed to reach for the air and draw back a handful of fire. Venadan brought the sword down on it as hard as he could.




The explosion was tremendous. It knocked Venadan halfway across the clearing, and it left his sword in white-hot pieces next to Arruén. Arruén was staring at them. In another moment he'd put it together, and Venadan didn't have time for that; he launched himself bodily at Arruén and wrapped both hands around his throat. Arruén was staring at him, Arruén was frightened, Arruén was furious, Arruén wanted to live, and Arruén reached through Venadan's throat and left a hole in it when he drew back. Blood in the crossroads. Venadan fell, unsupported, to his knees, and then to his side, where it pooled over the last of the shadows as the sun finally set.




There were two women in the clearing. Adiena said, "That was well done."




"That was the sweetest thing anyone's done for me in decades," said Evarda. She was a suggestion of a white dress, kneeling where Arruén had come to kneel, desperate, when Venadan had died. Hello, Venadan wanted to say to Arruén's shadow under her, except that he was still missing most of what he would say it with. "He's got a knack for the third option. I wonder if he'll worship me."




Arruén was making a demand. Adiena's attention was on him. "Your new self doesn't understand," she said, to Evarda. "You had better explain."




Evarda sighed. "I hate explanations," she said. Something changed about her, and there were two of her, and one was Arruén, still kneeling at Venadan's side. The other was behind him. "Foolish boy. Did you think if you asked for my power you wouldn't get it?"




"I thought if I killed you you'd stay dead,"  Arruén spat. "Venadan, you idiot, you knew I could fight-- why didn't you wait--"




"Because if he had waited until sundown he would have fought with my power on him," Adiena said. "And he would have won. You would have died, and I would have had the power of the crossroads, and the gods would have had their justice."




"Instead," Evarda said, lovingly, "they have you."




Arruén's head jerked up. He had to swallow before he could say anything, and when he managed it, it was low, mocking, at odds with the blank expression on his face. "There is no god in the crossroads."




Adiena looked down at him. "There is now."




"I'm going to kill him," Arruén said. "Except I seem to have been saved the trouble."




"About that," Evarda said. "Since I don't think we can really say I'm loaning you my power any longer, I seem to have a hundred years on hand that I can't say I have title to, either." She knelt down in Arruén's place again, and put her clean hand on Venadan's throat. "And," she added, "I like him."




There was a great pressure under her hand, a tightness, and then his chest was being kicked by an overenthusiastic horse, and he sat up, gasping, in a clearing in the twilight, Arruén bent over him, chanting something that was knitting the last patch of skin shut. Arruén noticed he was alive before he did himself, and brought the point home by yelling, "You made me a god!"




"You asked for a sensible loophole," Venadan said. He brushed Arruén's face with his fingers, and coughed up a small amount of blood, but by and large he felt fantastic, much better, certainly, than when he'd been run over by a manticore last.




"I asked you for a sensible loophole two days ago," Arruén protested. "First, I'm appalled you remember, and second, we need to have a long, extensive, two-sided conversation about your definition of the word sensible. Are you--" He stopped, tilting his cheek into Venadan's hand, and asked, in an entirely different tone, "What are you doing?"




Gods' faces were different. Arruén's had not changed, exactly. Everything was in the same place; his eyes were still dark, his nose was still long, and his smile was still surprised, and wry, and a little crooked. All of it looked as though it had been shrugged on as the most convenient alternative. Venadan was almost surprised when it didn't shift under his fingers, only slid, glass-like, away from any attempt to leave a mark.




It wasn't quite true that his smile was the same. Evarda had looked hungrier than Arruén, but not anymore.




Arruén closed his eyes, and with a visible effort, the clearing jolted into some other shape and his skin dimpled against Venadan's fingers, human and real again, not to mention disgusting with dirt. "I don't think I have to do it all the time," he said, conversationally. "What made you think I wanted to do it at all?"




"It was that or kill you," Venadan said, bluntly. "Should I be sorry?"




It took a long time for Arruén to shake his head no, but at last he did, one quick jerk. He sighed, and put his own hand up over Venadan's. It was freezing, and Venadan, being the silent type now, apparently, did not protest.




"I can be myself for a while," Arruén said. He laughed. It had real humor in it, and the beginnings of excitement. "I-- hmm. I could be any of myself for a while. Do you want to travel with Evarda's old body? When she had one? Or a crow? You might have to try all three. I don't think I can be one thing as far as you're going...." He looked a little stymied. "Where are you going?"




"Sairenaica," Venadan said. He lifted his eyebrows at Arruén. "My god didn't share?"




"Your god is abominable, and you have a terrible sense of humor," Arruén informed him. "In the morning we can see if there's an easier way to get around."




"Oh, can we?" Venadan said. He was grinning again.




Arruén snorted. "Yes, we can. Don't pretend that you have objections. You made me a god. I think I'm permitted to make the decisions for both of us for some time."




Venadan could just make out the quirk of his smile, and not much else. He said, "All right, god of the crossroads. Could we have some light?"




Arruén paused. With a growing surety in his voice, he said, "What will you trade me?"




Venadan reached up to kiss him, languorous and thorough. Arruén's cold hand closed on his. They made a slow time of it, as behind Arruén's head a white light began to fill the clearing, lapping at the road and coloring in Arruén's eyes a peculiar grey.




Over Arruén's shoulder, Venadan saw the flicker of a deer at the edge of the woods; then the forest god stamped a petulant hoof, and vanished into the underbrush.




It took him three hours to explain adequately, in detail, that he wasn't laughing at Arruén. Venadan didn't mind.
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Satchel gets his stuff back

   by Hyakunichisou 13 (百日草 十三)






It was a long, twitchy walk back to Napanee Depot. Satchel’s blade had been strapped to the fork of his bike, and though no one had seen a walker in these parts for three or four years and he’d practically stopped thinking about them at all, now that he was defenseless, every rustle in the brush and moan of the wind through the leafing-out trees sent adrenaline sparking along his nerves. He kept to the cracked yellow lines in the centre of the road. By the time he limped through the depot’s plywood-reinforced glass doors, the sun was a suggestion of orange on the underside of the clouds, blisters had formed and burst on the balls of both feet, and the thinning sock on his right foot had turned the back of his heel to fucking hamburger.




"Satch, honey!" Sharon said as he staggered into the lobby. "What are you doing back?"




"Sinkhole up on forty-one," Satchel said, scrupulously editing the adjectives out of the diatribe he had been building in his head for twenty-three kilometres. "Just past the bend. Skidded right into it."




"Are you hurt?" She got out of her chair and came around her desk to him.




"Nothing serious. I managed to climb out." It hadn’t been quick or easy, and he’d felt gravel skidding away under his soles for a long way back down the road. "Lost my bike, though."




"Oh, no." She gave him a motherly stroke on the arm. "All the letters and everything?"




"Yeah, don't worry, I'll get it back," Satchel said.




In the caf, he stopped to down two plastic tumblers of water. Dinner hadn’t been put out yet, but there were pans of cornbread--he recognized them from breakfast--out on the all-day table. The cornbread hadn’t been his favourite even before it had spent eight hours getting crusty in the open air, but whatever. He cut himself a square, and crammed it into his mouth practically without chewing; the dried apples he’d had in his pocket were hours gone.




When he got to Stores, Constantine was standing, arms folded and one eyebrow raised in bland disdain, while a heavyset middle-aged dude gave him a hard time about his credit. Satchel was pretty sure Constantine wasn’t his real name, and even given current circumstances he wasn’t one hundred percent sure about the red hair either. Every time he was in depot, Satchel fantasized about hitting that, but he’d never tried, because Constantine was legitimately pretty fucking scary.




Satchel shopped the free shelves while Constantine stonewalled the old guy without breaking a sweat. A fresh T-shirt, underwear, socks--none new, but clean. He took a pair of sweats too, so he could get out of his mud-smeared cycling tights. That was enough to hold him until he got his bags back; in depot and out of it, Satchel had learned to carry only what mattered.




Someone beside him said, "Sorry, but these are, um, it’s okay if I borrow one of these, right?"




Satchel turned around. The guy was short and skinny, and his voice sounded as though he hadn’t used it a lot recently. He hadn’t shaved in the last week, and his hair looked like he hacked off a few handfuls with a dull knife every time it got in his eyes. Backwoods farm type, Satchel thought, but not on Satchel’s route.




"Yeah," Satchel said, "anything you see is free. They keep all the good stuff locked up."




The guy nodded. He shook out a shawl-collared cardigan and poked his arms into it.




"Feel free to take anything to your room to try on," Constantine said in their direction as the old guy stormed out. "Just bring back what you don’t want. Satchel, I thought you left this morning."




"Yeah, well, I had to come back," Satchel said. "There’s a fucking sinkhole up on fucking forty-one. Right east of the bend where I didn't see it in time, because of course it fucking is. My bike and all my stuff are still at the fucking bottom."




"Do you need to see Heather?" She’d been a veterinarian in the before time.




"Nah. Scraped my hands and knees all to shit, but I’m fine."




"Have you told Carol?"




"Library’s my next stop. I know that sinkhole’s not on the map, because I checked it before I left. If it turns out it’s been there since the fall and no one told her, she’s going to be pissed."




"I, uh," the skinny guy said, "I came south on forty-one yesterday, and it was fine."




Satchel exhaled through his teeth. "Fucking pothole season."




"Not much one can do about it," Constantine said.




"Yeah, no, see, I can get my shit back," said Satchel. "So what have you got on hand for rope?"




In the library, Carol asked questions until she’d pinpointed the location of the sinkhole. On the large highway map of the area that was pinned to the main bulletin board, she marked it with a thick black circle.




Satchel’s eye went to the legend: circles for sinkholes, Xs for bridges out, slashes across the road for washouts. He couldn’t help noticing how much black ink there was on the map. More every year.




"Did you lose this year’s journal too?" she asked, with resignation.




"There was barely anything written in it," Satchel said. "I only got as far as the Baumans  and that new woman in Fred Jack’s old place. And it was just snowfall and temperature stats. And one limerick about sauerkraut. Nobody reinvented the internal combustion engine or whatever over the winter."




Carol shook her head. "Every little bit helps. Let me give you a new one."




"It’s okay, I’m going to get it back."




"Out of a sinkhole? Satchel, I know letters are important to people, but nobody expects you to risk yourself for them. People will remember the important things enough to rewrite them."




"Yeah, I'm not doing it for the letters."




Letters and the journal entries knit people together, and for anybody on a farm with their nearest neighbours kilometres away, they were a lifeline to the world, small as it was now. Yet they were words, and always replaceable. But there was something important of his own in one of his saddlebags, something that could never be made again, and after hanging onto it through twelve years of chaos and privation he was not letting some fucking random bullshit take it away from him.




But that was a problem for tomorrow. Now, was aiming for a hot water wash and some dinner, ideally followed by lying down and not moving for many hours.




Back when the building had been a high school, the boys’ shower had been one large tiled room; now, tarps had been strung up to provide some privacy. Satchel took a bucket from the stack beside the common tap and tested the water--warm, from the primitive solar heater made from plastic tubing that had been installed on the roof. He filled his bucket halfway and carried it into one of the cubicles. He’d negotiated a marble of soap from Constantine; the suds stung his gravel-grated knees, the pads of his fingers, scrapes on his shins and ribs and elbows that he didn’t remember getting. He gritted his teeth and lathered the raw patch on his heel.




He detoured through the back hallway to drop his dirty clothing in the locker he used there, and followed the smell of soup back to the cafeteria for dinner.




The size of the room swamped the few dozen people in it. Most of the staff liked to gather at the tables nearest the windows, though there were a few further in who would never get over the need for a solid wall at their backs. Satchel filled a bowl with vegetable soup, stuck a potato cake upright in one end of the bowl, and meandered over to the table where Sharon and Carol sat.




"I’ve got a job for you," Sharon said, patting the bench to her left.




Sitting down felt fucking awesome. "Okay, but I’m technically still on my route. Just as soon as I get my bike back."




"You’ll need another pair of hands for that, and someone needs cargo brought back from his place. It’ll only take you a bit further north than usual."




"Fine with me." It wasn’t like he had a deadline. "Do I meet him up there?"




"No, he’s in depot now."




Satchel twisted around in his seat and surveyed the cafeteria. "He here?"




Sharon pointed with a carrot stick.




It was the skinny guy from Stores, sitting alone. His bowl was pushed away. There was a paperback open in front of him that he didn’t seem to be reading.




"What’s his name?"




"Phillip."




Carol frowned. "I don’t know him. He’s not the Phillip who moved from the County, is he?"




"No, he’s from up past McGuire Settlement."




Carol’s face cleared. "Oh! I wonder if he’s Daniel’s Phillip. He’s never been in depot before that I remember."




"Wait, not Daniel as in Daniel the Lumberjack God?"




"Oh, yeah."




"Now he," Sharon said, "is a very fine-looking young man."




"He could make a girl change her mind," Carol said, and they both cackled.




Satchel inhaled his meal. On the way up to the serving table for seconds, he detoured by Phillip’s table. 




"Hey," he said.




Phillip looked up. "Um. Hey."




"Sharon says you need some stuff brought back from your place. I can help you if we can pry a cargo bike out of Blue for a couple days."




Phillip drew his arms in and snugged them close against his chest as if he were cold. Nail-bitten fingers peeked out of the overlong sleeves of the cardigan. "Great, that’s great. Um, what’s blue?"




"He looks after the bike pool."




"Okay." Phillip uncrossed his arms and worried at a hangnail on his thumb. "Can we, are you good with leaving tomorrow morning?"




"I’m good if you are."




"Yeah, that’s good. I’m good. Thanks."




Phillip didn’t look good. There was a rawness around his eyes, and his cheekbones and chin were a little sharper than seemed healthy even on his slight frame. Satchel recognized the signs of broken sleep and poor appetite. Maybe he’d been dumped recently. Satchel decided it might be better not to ask about the godly Daniel.




Someone clapped a hand on his shoulder.




"You," Gustav said in mock severity, as Satchel swung around. "What are you doing here? You are supposed to be on the road, on your way to my house."




"What are you doing here?" Satchel countered. "Oh, and you’re not even my favourite stop on my route. Just so you know."




"I have deliveries to make." In the cellar of his farmhouse, Gustav distilled a fine and varied range of homebrew. Post-zombie-apocalypse, his product was highly in demand. "Plum vodka. I was very pleased with this batch. Would you like a sample?"




"You know I don’t touch that shit."




Gustav shook his head. "One of your many flaws. I am in two-fifteen A, if you change your mind." He put his hand on Satchel’s shoulder again. His thumb brushed the side of Satchel’s neck.




"Maybe I will," Satchel challenged, even as his hips and back and feet reminded him No, exhausted now and other parts of his body responded with What? Fuck, yes.




"Maybe you will," Gustav repeated, with the little smirk that Satchel always found aggravatingly hot, and slid past him in the aisle--too close--to go talk to Delia Chow, who was in charge of depot maintenance. She greeted him with a wave, and they immediately fell into an intense conversation involving a measuring tape and vaguely suggestive gesturing.




Phillip’s eyes were on his book. Satchel gave a mental shrug, and went back to the serving table for another bowl of soup.




He spent the next few hours on the fringes of conversations, as depot staff and visitors relaxed into the usual evening socializing. The caf was the warmest room in the building, thanks to the wood-burning stoves the mess crew used, and as long as someone was awake it was always lit, too. But sitting with his friends and coworkers tonight felt weirdly anticlimactic. Satchel had had his send-off last night with the rest of the couriers; he should be out on the road, probably in the Wilkins’ spare room if he’d made decent time, not stuck in the same place he’d been snowbound all winter.




After a while he looked around and realized that Gustav wasn’t in the room. He ducked away from a discussion about spinning that he hadn’t been paying attention to anyway, and pulled out of his pocket the candle stub he’d brought from his locker. He lit it at the votive on the table, and made his way out of the caf and up the main stairs.




Most of the classrooms on the second floor had been partitioned into smaller bedrooms. The wide hallway was dark and quiet, candle- or lantern-light faint yellow under a few doors. Satchel reached two-fifteen A and knocked softly, the skin between his shoulderblades tightening. Dark open spaces creeped the fuck out of him.




Gustav had three candles burning, the flush bastard. Set in different corners of the room to lessen shadows, they reflected in the night-black glass of the windows as he shut the door behind Satchel and slid home the bolt.




"Cozy," Satchel said, blowing out his own candle and propping it up on the shelf by the door to solidify.




"It’s worth something to feel comfortable when I’m away from home." Gustav slid a bookmark into the book he’d been holding, and placed it on the desk against the wall. "I heard you had trouble on the road. You should have mentioned it. Are you hurt?"




"Nah. Kind of scraped up, and my feet are killing me, but it’s fine. Hey, you’re not going north tomorrow, are you?"




"West, I’m afraid."




He would have trusted Gustav to pull him and his bike out of a deep hole a lot more than he trusted this guy Phillip, but whatever. "How was your winter?"




"A little too long, as it always is." Gustav leaned forward. He hooked his fingers into the neck of Satchel’s shirt and reeled him in. He dropped a kiss on Satchel’s forehead. "There is always much to do. I sometimes think of you."




"Oh, yeah? What are you doing when you think of me?"




Gustav snorted. "Shovelling a path to the outhouse. Wringing out my wet laundry. Annoying things."




Satchel laughed. He put his arms around Gustav’s waist, slid his hands up under Gustav’s thick sweater. Gustav put his hands on Satchel’s hips and pulled him closer. Satchel tilted his head up to touch his lips to Gustav’s neck--and yawned.




Gustav tugged the back collar of Satchel’s fleece pullover, shaking him gently. "What’s this? You can’t keep up with an old man now?"




"Old, seriously? Dude, we both know you are totally tougher than I am." Gustav was forty-one, the kind of sinewy Scandinavian guy who was probably going to continue getting hotter almost indefinitely. The ten-year difference between them was not something that Satchel minded, not in the least.




"Well, that is true." Gustav brushed his lips against Satchel’s temple. "Bed?"




"Fuck, yes."




They lay down on the sagging queen-size bed. Gustav propped himself up on an elbow, and Satchel wriggled in close to him. Gustav leaned down and started kissing him with intent.




Satchel rested his hands on Gustav’s shoulders. A snag in the knit tickled his palm. One of the candles flared, strobing light onto the ceiling. Gustav slid his hand under Satchel’s thigh and pulled him against his hips. A windowpane rattled in the wind. Was there a front coming in? Was it going to rain tomorrow? There had been a little pool of tea-coloured water at the bottom of the sinkhole, not much, but the sides were unstable enough as it was; if there was any kind of storm--




"Satchel." Gustav gripped Satchel’s jaw between his warm fingers and thumb, and rocked his head from side to side.




"What?"




"Pay attention."




"Sorry, I just--I’m paying attention."




Gustav smiled. "Let us make sure." He reached back to lift Satchel’s left hand from his shoulder, encircled his wrist in his fingers, and pulled it up to rest above Satchel’s head, against the wall. Satchel was already moving his right hand up when Gustav caught it too, settled it across the left. Gustav’s fingers made a line of heat around Satchel’s wrists, a pressure more understood than felt. "You will keep them here, yes?"




Satchel swallowed. "Yeah." Gustav’s accent always got more pronounced in bed. Satchel wasn’t sure whether it was a natural occurrence or whether Gustav did it on purpose because he knew it turned Satchel’s knees to water.




Gustav’s gaze travelled down Satchel’s body. Consideringly, he stroked the front of Satchel’s sweatpants, once, and then brought his hand up to cup Satchel’s jaw as he kissed him again.




Oh, sure, now Satchel’s dick got interested, the second it didn’t have Gustav to press   against. Satchel shifted his hips involuntarily.




Gustav pulled Satchel’s t-shirt out of the waistband of his pants and ran a slow finger along that narrow strip of naked skin, across his belly, around his hipbone. Every hair on Satchel’s body seemed to stand on end. Gustav inched the elastic waistband down to the tops of Satchel’s thighs, just enough to expose him to the cool air. He ran his fingertips along Satchel’s dick, barely touching him, and Satchel thrust helplessly upward. Gustav chuckled into Satchel’s ear.




He took his hand away and brought it to the button on his own jeans. He waited until Satchel’s fractured attention followed it, and then popped the button, slowly pulled the zipper down, wriggled the pants past his own hips until he could take his cock in his hand.




Satchel loved watching Gustav do this. He knew that hand, knew the pleasurable roughness of the calluses at the base of the fingers, knew how it felt when it was tight around his dick. The sight of Gustav wincing and biting his lip in the feedback loop of his own pleasure was riveting, and the fact that Gustav was making Satchel lie there hard and ready, making him wait for it, made him hot like nothing else.




Gustav thrust lazily into his own hand for a few long minutes. Then he regarded Satchel from under heavy lids, and smiled. He reached over and wrapped his hand around Satchel’s erection, stroked him twice, and released him. 




Satchel gasped a few incoherent consonants.




"Not distracted now, I think," Gustav said. "When you are in my bed, I am what you are thinking of. Yes?"




That accent, fuck. He had to be doing it on purpose. "Yes, Gustav," he panted, and felt Gustav’s hips jerk out of rhythm.




Fun was fun, but Satchel was so turned on it was edging up on painful. Two could play this game. "I--" he said, and didn’t have to work to make his breath catch. "Please."




"You are asking for something?"




"Please, I’m getting close--"




Gustav drew in a shaking breath. His hand moved faster. "Wait."




"No, I--I can’t, Gustav, you’re going to have to hold me down harder--"




Gustav grunted in surprise and came, eyes closed, mouth open, breathing harshly as he spilled into his own palm. Satchel bucked up into frictionless air, almost, almost--




Gustav’s hand wrapped around him, slick and firm. Satchel came within seconds, release surging through him like a Great Lakes breaker, every tension and ache in his body washing away in the swell. He made a wild sound that rang in his own ears, and collapsed onto the pilling blanket.




After a short while, Gustav pushed himself up on one elbow again. "That was a dirty trick," he observed, a smile quirking one corner of his mouth. He tugged a lock of Satchel’s hair. "I may seek redress for that, next time."




Satchel waved a noncommittal hand, too replete to either flirt or argue. 




Gustav took a frayed bandana from the pocket of his jeans and cleaned himself up with it. He handed it to Satchel. "You will stay here tonight? You are welcome to. These spring nights are warmer with two."




"Yeah, I’d like to." Satchel used the bandana and dropped it onto the floor. He started pulling his sweatpants back up, changed his mind, and pushed them off entirely. He sat up and wallowed out of the rest of his clothes. Gustav stripped, golden-pale in the candlelight. Satchel burrowed under the blankets and watched him extinguish the candles, three, two, one, darkness. The bed dipped. Gustav settled in beside him and pulled Satchel into the warm curve of his body. By the morning, Satchel knew, they’d each be on their own sides of the bed, Satchel hugging his pillow and Gustav stretched out on his back like a stone king lying on his own tomb. It would be fine then, and this was fine now. He melted into sleep.








He had a sluggish start the next morning. Gustav, an obnoxiously early riser unless he’d done some serious drinking the night before, kissed his cheek and packed and left while Satchel was still drifting in a bizarre half-dream about having to climb out of an empty, leaf-strewn swimming pool and then fill it in with gravel, teaspoon by teaspoon. Breakfast was more corn bread and stewed dried apples and some hot murk labelled herbal tea. Satchel spent a few moments in bitter nostalgia over his long-lost youthful ability to party half the night and get through the day shift fueled only by sugar and caffeine (also both long lost), and met Phillip out by the rusting flagpole.




Phillip’s bike was a battered hybrid, with a homemade trailer built of metal tubing and plastic half-barrels attached to the back. Satchel initially wondered about Phillip’s stamina, but the other man, although not fast, pedalled with grim resolution, and Satchel was too sore from the day before to push it much. They reached the sinkhole half an hour after their largely silent lunch break, and parked in the adjacent field, well away from the crumbling asphalt. It had just started to drizzle.




Satchel stared down at his bike, twenty feet below him, the bent and broken-spoked back wheel and panniers half-submerged in water. He hoped the dry bags were holding out.  The sides of the sinkhole were steeply angled, banded in brown.




He dropped the coils of yellow nylon rope onto the road. "I’m going to make myself a harness and tie the rope to that tree. Then I’m going to go down and tie the other rope to the bike frame. You’re going to pull it up, and I’ll follow in case it catches on anything. Okay?"




Phillip nodded. 




Satchel got his pocket knife out of his jacket, sawed off a length of rope, and tied himself into a basic harness. He attached another section of rope to his harness with a figure eight, and the other end to a foot-thick maple at the side of the road, wishing that he had a real harness or that the rope was less garbage. At least he had his bike gloves to spare his hands.




"I’ll call up when I need you to throw the rope down," he said. He yanked on the rope one last time, turned his back on his bike, and walked over the edge.




The skittering of gravel on the shallow ledge under his shoes was an unpleasant reminder of the previous day. Then he reached the slick mud and immediately missed the gravel. The air in the hole turned cooler and damper as soon as his head dipped below road level, reminding him of night and graves and Knock it the fuck off, he told his brain, and concentrated on lowering himself without coating his leggings in a slurry of soil.




When he reached his bike, he called up to Phillip. Phillip stepped to the edge of the sinkhole, featureless against the grey sky, and threw the end of the rope down. Satchel tied it around the fork and the seat post. "Okay, pull it up," he yelled, and foot by foot, Phillip dragged the bike out of the hole, Satchel climbing his own rope and keeping parallel as it went. 




It all went a lot more smoothly than he’d been expecting. He scrambled over the lip of the hole and didn’t even bother to untie himself before he picked his bike up to carry it further away from the road. It wasn’t his old fixie, but still, they’d seen a lot of miles together. The panniers and rackpack were sodden, water streaming out between the zippers’ teeth and wetting his shins as he carried it. The back wheel was beyond help. 




He’d have to remove the front wheel to fit the bike into the cargo box, but that was a quick fix. "It won’t take me--" he said, and turned to see the last flicker of movement as Phillip went down.




He dropped his bike and ran, skidding at the edge in time to see Phillip slide face-down under the water, a hunk of freshly broken-off asphalt pitching onto the back of his legs.




Satchel wasn’t sure whether he himself fell or jumped. It was disastrous either way; he pitched forward, slid, twisted, put out his hands, landed heavily just above the water, and had a hideous moment to feel his humerus slide precisely out of joint before the pain hit him like a bar of iron.




It was the pain that propelled him upright again. That and fury, because realistically, this fucking hole in the ground, what the living fuck?




Phillip was a thrashing shape under the brown water. Buoyed by rage, Satchel put his foot on the asphalt that held him down, and heaved it off him in one straining shove. He reached down, hooked his good arm under Phillip’s, and hauled him up.




Phillip smeared his hands over his grimy mouth and sucked in air. He spat and spat, and wheezed like someone who’d been elbowed in the gut, but he wasn’t coughing up water. Which was good, because Satchel was pretty sure aspirating mud was beyond what his rough-and-ready first aid skills could cope with.




He gritted his teeth. "Phillip."




Phillip dragged his wet sleeve over his eyes and looked at Satchel. "Yeah?"




"I need some help."




Phillip ran his eyes over Satchel as if seeing him for the first time. "What do you want me to do?"




"I just dislocated my shoulder. I need you to help me put it back."




Phillip’s eyes widened. "I’ve never done that before."




"It’s okay." Satchel huffed out a pinched laugh. "Not my first rodeo."




"What do I do?"




It was hard to breathe; his shoulder felt like someone was trying to separate it from his body with a white-hot crowbar. "Stand behind me. This is all going to be gentle and easy. No yanking it around like in the fucking movies. Okay, hold my wrist in your left hand." They both flinched when Phillip made contact. Satchel heard Phillip swallow. "You’re going to move it slowly back and then--fuck--okay, now lift it up so my arm goes straight--fuck, fuck, it’s okay, keep going, nice and slow--oh fuck, no, it’s okay, this is just really no fucking fun, just--"




The humerus slid into place, and the pain receded to a deep ache as if a switch had been thrown. Satchel sagged in relief. Lightheadedness swayed through him, and he staggered on the uneven ground. Phillip lowered his arm carefully to his side before he let go. Satchel cradled his elbow and wriggled his fingers. Shit, that had been even worse than the last time. 




Cool wet trickled down his face. He looked upwards. The rain was heavier now, pocking the water in the bottom of the sinkhole. "We have to get out of here."




Phillip’s eyes flickered to Satchel’s shoulder, then down to the ground.




"You first." Satchel picked at the knots on his harness. His fingers felt huge and numb; his shoulder twinged. "Can you get this off me?"




Together they managed to take the harness off of Satchel and tie it onto Phillip. 




"Take it as slow as you need to," Satchel told him. "Dig footholds into the sides with your toes. Use your legs whenever you can."




 He couldn’t even give Phillip a boost up the slope. All he could do was watch, hands twitching in tense sympathy, as Phillip crawled his way upwards, hands white-knuckled on the rope. By halfway up, Phillip was shaking, breath rasping. He paused for a long moment a few feet below the top, and Satchel wondered whether he was going to slide right back down again. Then he gave a growl of effort, ascending into a yell as he pushed upwards and hauled himself up over the edge. 




Satchel waited.




"Phillip?"




The rain drummed into the water behind him.




"Hey, Phillip? Phillip! Phillip!"




"It’s okay, I’m here! I’m going to throw the ropes down." The short length of harness rope slithered down the slope, followed by two, not one, long ends. "I tied the other rope around the tree too. I used that knot you showed me. Is that okay?"




Satchel gulped air. "Yeah. Yeah, good idea."




"Maybe I can help pull you up with the second rope. I don’t want to get too close to the edge in case it crumbles again. Tell me when you’re ready."




It was the most profoundly fucking unpleasant twenty feet Satchel had ever climbed. Phillip may have been trying, but Satchel outweighed him, and at best Phillip took a little weight off of Satchel’s damaged shoulder. The sides of the sinkhole were getting greasy in the rain. At one point a fist-sized chunk of asphalt detached from the ragged edge above Satchel and bounced off his knee on the way down. Satchel hissed through clenched teeth and hung onto the rope until his leg stopped trembling and he could force it to move again.




Finally he kicked and rolled himself onto the surface of the road. He didn’t trust his legs to stand; he just crawled away and into the field, an ungainly three-limbed scrabble. Almost to the bikes, he let his arm give out and listed onto his back. Rainwater from the wet weeds soaked into the backs of his legs. He couldn’t seem to care. 




"Not today, motherfucker," he muttered, and put his forearm over his eyes.




"What?" a voice said above him. 




Satchel pulled his arm down. Phillip was standing over him.




"Not dead," Satchel clarified. "Not dead. Not today."




He closed his eyes and heard Phillip’s hiccough of laughter. He felt his own lips curl. Phillip laughed again and didn’t stop. He just kept chuckling, arpeggios of sound interspersed with little gasps. The weeds rustled, and the sound got closer. A spark of unease prompted Satchel to open his eyes and sit up.




Phillip was on his knees, arms curled up to his chest. His eyes were red. Tears washed through the gritty residue of muddy water on his face.




"Hey," Satchel said. He put his hand on Philip’s back. "Hey, dude. It’s okay. We made it."




Phillip drew in a breath that sounded as though it hurt. "Guess so," he said in a high, thin voice.




Phillip, Satchel recalled, had spent a good twenty seconds submerged in cold, dirty water with a slab of rock holding him down. "You’re in shock," he said. "It’s a bitch, but it’ll pass."




Another chuckle escaped Phillip. He wrapped his arms around his torso as if to keep himself together. "You think so?"




Satchel realized that his hand on Phillip’s back was wet with more than rain. Phillip was soaked from the hips up, and he was shivering.




"You need to get into dry clothes," Satchel said. He untied himself from both ropes, swearing at the clumsy fingers of his left hand, and then pushed himself up from the ground. Phillip’s cargo trailer was covered with a tarp. In the first barrel was a cardboard box. Satchel stuck his hand through the flaps and felt the neck of a bottle. Not that one, then. In the fourth was a small duffle bag. Satchel pulled things out of it one-handed until he found a hooded sweatshirt, a ragged pair of track pants, underwear, socks, a rolled-up T-shirt. He wasn’t sure if any of it was clean, and it didn’t matter. He stuffed the rest of the clothes back into the duffle bag, and the bag itself into the nearest empty barrel. Strange that the trailer was mostly empty. Most people who sold farm produce to the depot exchanged it for goods that they couldn’t make themselves--storage containers, books, metal goods. Maybe Daniel was a survivalist type, and they had everything they needed.




He carried the clothes back to Phillip. "Get out of those," he said.




Phillip looked down at his wet sweatshirt.




"Seriously, dude, this is not optional," Satchel said. "We are both wet and cold and my shoulder feels like somebody tore my arm off and stuck it back in the wrong way. Can we wrap this up and get the fuck where we’re going so I can drink something hot and lie down for a fucking week? Please?"




Phillip shuddered and seemed to come to himself. "Yeah. Sorry. Sorry." He staggered to his feet and pulled his sodden sweatshirt off. It hit the ground with a squelch.




The guy was skin and bones. Satchel didn’t look, exactly, but he couldn’t help seeing. He actually could have counted Phillip’s ribs, if he’d stared long enough.




He waited until he was sure Phillip was managing, and then went to his own bike, lying where he had dropped it, its front wheel pointing to the sky. One of the panniers held his own stuff, and he fished around in the top dry bag until he put his hand on a pair of socks. At the very bottom of the pannier, in its own bag, was the thing he had jumped down into the sinkhole for. He gave it a squeeze, reassuring himself that it was still there.




By the time he had replaced his wet socks, Phillip was pulling the dry hoodie over his head. 




"Just one more thing," Satchel said. 




Under the larger trees that lined the road was a decade’s worth of fallen branches, some with last summer’s desiccated leaves still attached. One-handed, Satchel dragged some of the larger ones out to the road as a warning, a spiked line across the asphalt ten feet on either side of the sinkhole. No one else was going down the way he had.




By the time he untied the rope from around the trees and got back to the bikes, Phillip had piled Satchel’s panniers into the front hold of Satchel’s cargo bike, and was struggling with the quick release on the front wheel. 




"Kick it." When Phillip stepped back, Satchel demonstrated. Together they heaved the bike frame into the cargo hold.




"Right. Let’s get out of here," Satchel said, "because I am so fucking done with this place."




It was late afternoon by the time they pushed themselves up the potholed gravel lane to Phillip’s home. The house was a 19th-century bungalow with a wide centre door flanked by darkened windows, a black bar of tarpaper showing here and there where a plank of aluminum siding had fallen or been blown off. They parked in the back and carried their things into the dim house.




Phillip put his cardboard box on the kitchen counter and disappeared outside again. When he came back in he was carrying two black-painted pails of water.




"We put them in the sun to warm up," he said. "Not much sun today." He shrugged.




It wouldn’t be the first time Satchel had ended a shitty day with a scrub in cold water. "Do you want to go first?" he said. "You’re muddier."




Phillip nodded and ducked into the back hall. Satchel heard a door close.




The first thing he did was to go back out to the porch and dump out his panniers and rack-pack. The dry bags had held even through a day's submersion, and he grudgingly thanked Carol's insistence on waterproof bags for all the mail; otherwise, an autumn's worth of letters would have been so much papier-maché. He stood the panniers upside-down to dry, and hauled the mail and his own bags into a corner of the living room.




That done, he poked about the small house. There wasn’t much to it. The kitchen was separated by a line of countertop from a dining and living area. The furniture was soft and shabby: a wooden table and set of ladderback chairs, two couches topped with layers of comforters and crocheted afghans. Most of one side wall was bookshelves, stacked with tin boxes, a sewing basket, candles, and a variety of other supplies as well as gardening and home repair books. 




A narrow wood-burning stove had been installed in front of the brick fireplace. On the mantelpiece was a framed photograph of a middle-aged couple, a black man, a white woman, both with matching smile lines and no-nonsense haircuts and plaid flannel shirts. There was nothing written on the back.




The wood box by the door was almost empty, but Satchel had seen a fair-sized woodpile by the side of the house. 




Leaving by the back door, he stood for a few minutes on the porch, looking over the yard. To his left was a large shed, a woodlot beyond it. At his feet was patchy lawn, still recovering from the winter. Thirty feet from him, a maple tree shed clusters of stringy green blossoms onto a small patio of unevenly set concrete pavers. Beyond that were walnut trees planted in a grid, and to the right an apple orchard, much older, gnarled branches held up here and there with Y-shaped crutches. A sizeable kitchen garden, still unplanted, held a green fuzz of weeds.




Someone’s homesteading dream, was what it looked like. A little winter-ragged, maybe, but the bones of it were strong.




Taking three trips to spare his shoulder, Satchel brought in several split logs and some kindling, and laid a fire. As his flint and steel sparked and fire crawled along the twigs, he held his cold-stiff hands close to the flame until had to snatch them away and shake them cool. When he rose to his feet and closed the stove door, Phillip stood in the kitchen, hands folded into the cuffs of an oversized sweater.




"The bathroom’s free," he said. "The water's beside the tub. You can use a towel from the shelf in there."




Satchel gave himself a vigorous and speedy wash, standing in the bathtub in the growing gloom. He wrapped himself in his damp towel and shivered back into the living room to dress himself in fresh clothing from his pannier. Phillip had gone into his bedroom.




Tingling from the friction and cold water, his dry feet finally heating up under two layers of hand-knit socks, Satchel reached to the bottom of his pannier and pulled out the one possession he’d kept with him in the more than a decade since the world had ended.




It was stretched out and hard worn. There were darns in both elbows and one shoulder, and he’d paid one of the other couriers to reknit the fraying cuffs a few years back, in black because they hadn’t been able to find yarn to match the original grey. A run was starting at a snag in the bottom hem. The neckline had always been a bit wonky, and there was a patch over his heart where Janet had knit bumpy where she should have knit smooth and not noticed until six inches down, and she’d confessed that there was more than one cable crossed the wrong way, though Satchel had never been able to find them. It was only the second sweater she’d ever knit--his sister had never taken things easy when she could have had them interesting--and she’d given it to him for his twentieth birthday, right before everything he’d cared about and everything he’d hated had been equally destroyed forever.




He pulled it over his head, and warmth settled around him.




It was only a sweater. He knew that. One day it would be nothing but runs and darns. One day it would be gone. He knew it, and he understood it, and like fucking hell was he going to let it go one day before he had to. 




Aside from the glow through the glass window of the stove, the room was blue twilight. Satchel found a candle on the mantelpiece and lit it from the fire, then took it into the kitchen and lit two more on the counter. Profligate, but he was in a completely unfamiliar environment, and he was looking for something. He hoped he'd recognize it when he saw it.




He searched through the cupboards, trying not to bang the doors but not being deliberately stealthy either. In the lower cabinets he found baskets holding onions, carrots, sweet potatoes, beets. There must be a root cellar around, for them to be still so sound after the winter. There was a large basket of walnuts, and mason jars of dried beans, and hand-lettered jam jars of herbs. A bowl of wrinkled apples was tucked into the corner of the counter, beside a crock of water with a plate placed over it as a lid.




Phillip’s cardboard box sat on the end of the counter. Satchel spared a glance for the back hallway, and unfolded the flaps.




It wasn’t even full. A paperback novel. A small glass bottle, and a small plastic bottle. 




Satchel picked up the glass bottle. A screw-top Bacardi twelve-ouncer with a new label pasted on it. He recognized Gustav’s handwriting. 




The plastic bottle was white, and about half-full. Off-brand acetaminophen. Worth far more than its weight in just about anything, these days.




Phillip must have gotten the alcohol from Gustav. He couldn’t imagine that Constantine would have bartered those two things together to Phillip and, knowing Satchel was riding out in the morning with him, not said something to Satchel about it.




Satchel quietly replaced the bottles in the box.




Half an hour later he had a carrot and sweet potato soup simmering on the stove. He stuck his head into the back hallway. "Phillip? I made dinner."




After half a minute or so, Phillip emerged. His hair was flattened on one side, as if he’d been lying down.




"I hope you don’t mind, I used the last of the carrots," Satchel said. 




"Um, no, that’s... I’m sorry, I should have..."




"No big deal, I like cooking," Satchel said. "I don’t get to do it much." He handed a bowl to Phillip, who wrapped his fingers around the spoon and stirred the soup as though trying to get used to the idea of eating it.




Satchel filled a bowl for himself and sat on one of the couches, near the warmth of the stove. Phillip came over and sat on the other end of it, bowl on his knees. Satchel watched sideways as Phillip took a tiny spoonful of soup and swallowed it doggedly.




Delivering letters was not all that couriers did. There were a lot of open spaces out here, these days. People could get lost in them. Sometimes without even leaving their own homes.




"It’s a nice place," he said. "How long have you been here?"




Phillip scraped his spoon against the bottom of his bowl, looking down at the swirling broth. "Six years."




"What are those trees out the back, the big ones?"




"Walnut."




"Oh, yeah? I didn’t know you could grow those in Ontario. Edible ones, I mean."




"We didn’t plant them. Irene and Gordon did."




Satchel pointed a knuckle towards the photograph on the mantel. "Is that them? Did you know them, before?"




Phillip shook his head. "She was a librarian. He was an electrician but he always wanted to be an artist. When she retired they moved out of the city and bought this place." He shrugged. "We found some of their stuff."




And if Phillip hadn’t met them, that meant they hadn’t made it, when things went bad. Satchel decided to turn away from that line of conversation. "So you weren’t a farmer, before?"




A derisive little puff of air. "No."




"Student?"




"Yeah."




"Let me guess. Sociology? No? History?"




"Um. Music. Cello. Actually."




"A cellist? No shit?" Pretty much everyone Satchel had ever worked with was or had been in a band at some point, but the closest anyone had ever come to classical was one guy with a plastic grade-school flute and a hard-on for early Jethro Tull.




"Yeah. Most useless survival skill ever." Phillip put his half-empty bowl down on the floor.




Self-loathing was not the direction they were going to go in, either. "I was a bike courier, believe it or not," Satchel said. 




"You like it?"




"Yeah, I like being outside. My dad wanted me to be a lawyer like him, but--" Satchel lifted and dropped a shoulder. "I never liked fighting with people as much as he did."




"My dad was a driver. Delivery trucks. Mom worked retail, mostly." Phillip folded his long sleeves down over his hands. 




Satchel fished the last chunk of sweet potato out of his bowl. "You want some more soup?"




"I’m not all that hungry. But, um, thanks for making it."




Yawning, Satchel leaned back against fuzzy crocheted squares. "I miss toast."




"Toast?"




"With soup. Soup and toast. Best cold weather lunch ever."




"I miss...electric lights. Hot water. Central heating." Phillip ducked his head and added in a low voice, "Things not being so much effort all the time."




"Yeah, no argument here." Satchel took his empty bowl over to the counter. He’d wash up later. On his way back to the couch, he detoured to his panniers. From a side pocket he took out a waterproof case, sized for an iPod, just the right dimensions for carrying a few non-electronic items that benefitted from being kept dry.




He sat down and rolled his left shoulder. It still felt like someone had had a go at it with a meat tenderizer.




"Is it okay?" asked Phillip.




Satchel grimaced. "It’s going to be sore for a few days." He popped the case open. "Is it all right if I smoke? Not tobacco," he clarified, as Phillip frowned. "I can take it outside if you want. But it helps with pain. And after this day I could do with some chilling the fuck out." 




Phillip looked at the joint in Satchel’s hand. Satchel recognized the exact instant when indecision turned into Fuck it, whatever.




"Yeah, sure."




The iPod case also held some twists of paper. Satchel lit one from the fire and held it to the end of the joint. After he got it going he passed it to Phillip, who took it awkwardly but, Satchel was gratified to see, wasn’t a complete newbie when it came to knowing what to do with it.




They smoked for a few minutes in silence. Satchel felt time begin to stretch, the edges of the day softening. The ache in his shoulder ebbed. He ran a finger along a grey woollen cable that undulated down his arm. Still here. Still here.




"The thing is, I don’t even miss it," Phillip said.




"What’s that?"




"The cello." He handed the joint back. "Not music, I have music in my head all the time, but playing it. I went from playing it for hours a day to nothing. I mean, I don’t even think about it."




Satchel, mouth full of smoke, nodded encouragement and passed the joint over.




"And it was the centre of my entire life. I started piano when I was six. A couple years later I started the cello, and I mean, I was obsessed with it. My mom took a second job so we could afford the instrument and lessons. And like, I was never going to be first cello in the TSO, but I was good. Good enough to earn a living at it. And Mom and Dad sacrificed, I mean, you hear that all the time about people but they really did, we never went on vacation, we only had one old car, everything was about me and my cello. 




"And the thing is...I could never tell them this. I would never do that. I mean, I was going to keep playing, I owed it to them. But you know, I’d been doing this thing I chose when I was six for like, almost fifteen years, and I kind of think I was about done with it."




Phillip stopped talking and looked in mild surprise at the joint he held. "I think I’m kind of high."




"Mmm. Me too." Satchel held out his hand.




Phillip folded his arms around himself and brought his feet up onto the couch, barricading himself behind his knees. "They didn’t make it."




Twelve years, and there were things that were always going to feel raw. "I’m sorry."




"I got out of the city. I worked with one of the salvage groups. We moved around a lot. I learned how to shoot. I learned how to build a fire and find clean water, and fix a roof and use a hammer and, and do fucking first aid for all the fucking good it did me--" He drew in a rattling breath. "The thing is, I’m not good with change, but I did okay, I coped, you know, and then we--I moved here, and it was going so good, and--and now I can’t, I just--"




He put his hand on the side of his face, a barrier between himself and Satchel. "I’m sorry, this is pathetic, I get it, I’m fed up with myself--" 




Satchel could tell from the hoarseness of his voice that he was crying. "Phillip," he said gently, "did something happen this winter?"




Phillip’s entire body went tight.




"Talking sometimes helps," Satchel said. "It's hard at first, but after that you might feel better."




"...Yeah. I know. Yeah." Phillip’s head was turned away. "I had. Um. I lived with my--my husband. Daniel." He swallowed. "We found this place together. Fixed it up."




He stopped.




"And what happened?"




A long pause.




"Did he leave you?"




Phillip whispered, "He got sick."




Another long pause.




"In January. He, um. He died."




Satchel looked down at the glow cupped in his hand. "I’m so, so sorry."




Phillip nodded.




"How did it happen?"




"Bronchitis? Pneumonia? I don’t even know. He went to the depot in the fall, and he came back with a cold. I caught it from him and I think he caught it back from me." Phillip's voice shook. "He got this really bad cough that wouldn't go away, and he started to get tired real easily. And he got these fevers sometimes, and one day he just stayed in bed, and his fever kept getting worse and he just lay there--" He swallowed. "And I couldn't do anything, it was just so stupid and useless." Phillip's fingers dug into the quilt under him. "And I still can't believe he's not here. I mean, I know it and I forget it at the same time, sometimes I'm like, Daniel's not here to split the firewood, have to remember to tell Daniel about that. And it's spring and we should be getting the garden in, and the idea that he's not here, knowing that there's going to be summer and fall and years and years when he's not here, it's just impossible. And it hurts, I mean, it's like I'm being punched in the stomach all the time. I can't eat. I can't sleep. I think I'm kind of going crazy." He smeared a hand across his face.




"I'm so sorry. I know you must be in terrible pain. You feel like that because you're in mourning, is all. It can make you feel crazy, sure, but you're really not."




"In mourning." Phillip scrubbed his wet hands on his jeans. "That sounds so...formal."




"Yeah, it used to be, because it helped," Satchel said. "Now we have to make all this shit up as we go along, and it’s hard. I can't imagine how hard it's been." He took a fortifying breath. "Look, I have to ask. Do you ever think about...following him?"




"Only every day." Phillip picked at a fraying spot on his jeans.




"Have you thought about how you might do that?"




"Oh, yeah."




"Have you taken any steps to make that happen?"




Phillip pressed his lips together. "I guess you looked in the box."




"I...yeah. Sorry."




Phillip leaned his head back and looked into the dark above the mantelpiece. "I thought, I can choose a nice day. Go out and sit under the tree with him. Swallow some pills, get drunk. Just fall asleep and not wake up. Even if it doesn't work right away, it's not like anyone's going to find me in time. Anyway, that was the plan."




Satchel jumped gratefully on that past tense. "Was?"




"Until about...six hours ago." He clawed a hand through his hair. "When I was under the water, all I felt was, I take it back. I've been thinking about it all winter, and then when it almost happened, I guess I didn't really want it to."




Thank you, God or whatever was out there. Because Satchel hadn't had the ghost of a fucking clue what he was going to say if Phillip did want to. A knot that even smoking hadn't been able to touch began to dissolve under Satchel's breastbone.




"Now I--" Phillip’s face crumpled. "Oh, God, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now--"




He folded in on himself again abruptly. A sob tore out of him. 




Satchel closed the distance between them, pulled Phillip’s crumpled form against his lap, stroked his hair, murmured the stupid things people said when that was all the comfort they could give. Phillip hardly seemed aware of him. Satchel blinked wetness out of his own eyes and rubbed his hand back and forth across Phillip’s bony shoulder blades, and Phillip flinched against him and sobbed as though he would shudder apart.




When he began to pull away, Satchel released him instantly. The joint had gone out, and he rested it on the far arm of the couch. The stove fire probably needed a re-up, too, he thought; the temperature had dropped, and he noticed it now that there was a cold spot on his leg where Phillip had been lying.




Phillip wiped the backs of his wrists over his face. "Sorry. Sorry."




"Take it easy, you don't have to apologize. Just stay there, I’ll be right back."




He took a candle and went into the dark bathroom, where he found a stack of facecloths beside the towels on a shelf. He took one into the kitchen and wet it under the spout of the water crock. He took a glass from one of the cupboards, filled it with water, and brought both to Phillip.




"Thanks." Phillip sniffed and dabbed his blotched face with the cold cloth.




Satchel built up the fire again. A knot popped, sending a spark onto the front of his sweater. He batted it out and scraped the black ash away. Another darn in the making.




"Look, if it’s okay with you, I can stick around for a few days. I can..." There was always work to do on a homestead, but fuck if he could think of what. "...help you out with stuff you need an extra pair of hands for."




Cautious relief flickered and was tamped down on Phillip’s face. "You don't have to."




"Yeah, but I wouldn't mind."




"But don’t you have a schedule, or something?"




"In theory. But not really. And it got fucked when my bike fell down a big hole. Anyway, what are they going to do, fire me?"




"Won’t your boyfriend mind if you're late?"




"My b--oh, you mean Gustav?"




"Um. Oh. Sorry. I thought you were...."




"Yeah, we’re totally doing each other," Satchel agreed, "but it’s not like it's candlelight and roses." He frowned. "Well, technically, it is candlelight. Anyway, he’s already got a boyfriend. I’m kind of...the third guy."




"Isn't that, um, complicated?"




"Doesn't have to be. As far as I can tell, it makes them both happier, and I'm not complaining." As far as Satchel was concerned, good sex was one of the best things there was; everyone should do it more, and enjoy it more, and be way more decent to the people they were doing it with. He considered that one of his personal policies in making this new world less of a pit than the one it had replaced.




"I, um. I wouldn't mind if you stayed. For a couple days. It's...kind of a relief having someone to talk to," Phillip said, as if confessing something he'd never suspected about himself before.




"You don't have any neighbours nearby?"




"A few. I never see them much."




Repressing a shiver, Satchel thought about the ride down the long, unpaved country road from the highway. In the winter, this place must be as bleak as the surface of the moon. "So who are these neighbours you never see?"




"Um. There's Pamela, a couple of kilometers up the road. And Chris and...Jamie? I think? We passed them on the way in. Daniel really knew them better than me."




"Okay, first thing," Satchel said, "let's see if there's something we can do about that."




Phillip leaned down to scratch his shin, and didn't say anything.




"Look, I'm not going to force you to do something you don't want to do, but you know it does make people crazy, right, being alone all the time? I mean, actually clinically insane?"




Phillip made a pained sound. "I've just never been good at all that."




"At...?"




"Being around people. You know? Small talk and stuff always makes me feel...weird and awkward and useless."




That word again. Satchel dared to reach out and squeeze Phillip’s shoulder briefly, arresting his attention. "Phillip. So you’re an introvert and you're grieving and, okay, maybe a little temporarily crazy and going through a miserable fucking time, but there’s nothing actually wrong with you, okay?"




Phillip pulled the sleeves of his sweater over his knuckles and hunched into himself, a gesture that was already getting to be familiar, as though Satchel's words had been meant as criticism instead of encouragement.




"Or anyway, baseline, you're probably no more fucked up than the rest of us," Satchel amended.




In the silence, he could hear the fire hissing.




"And, you know, I'm not going to give you a speech here about what a wonderful world it is and all the shit you have to live for, because basically a lot of it sucks on a regular basis," Satchel said. "And I know you're in pain, and nothing I can say is going to talk you out of feeling it. But you won't always feel this way. And you know that's true."




Phillip let out a sigh that seemed to deflate him entirely. "Yeah." He rubbed at his forehead with the cuff of the sweater. "I'm just so tired."




The admission triggered a yawn in Satchel. "I know you don't mean just physically, but you must be that too, because personally, I am fucking exhausted. Why don't we get some sleep? We can talk more about this and figure out what you want to do tomorrow."




Phillip was yawning in response before he finished the last sentence.




"Which bedroom do you want me to take?"




"I usually just stay here. It's warmer."




"Works for me." Satchel got up and moved to the second couch, at right angles to the first. Phillip dragged a quilt over himself. Satchel stretched out and felt along the back of the couch above him; he got a handful of something fuzzy and woollen, and pulled it down. There was a throw pillow at the end of the couch, and he thumped it once and positioned it under his ear. He should really bank the fire, he realized; he should blow out the candles and take the remainder of the soup off the stove and--




And then sunlight filled the room, and he opened his eyes to see his breath unfurling in the morning chill.








Three days later, Satchel stood beside the cargo bike's hold, which was packed firmly with sacks of walnuts and apples. His own injured bike was lashed across the top. Wrapped in a tea towel and tucked into a free corner was a lunch of buckwheat pancakes and peach jam, courtesy of Pamela, a fierce octogenarian who had been canning her garden produce and chopping her own firewood for decades before the walker plague. 




Under the big maple tree, a new wooden headstone stood. When they'd visited the turn-of-the-century farmhouse down the road, Chris had offered to carve it. Chris and Jamie had brought their four-year-old son Harry over the night before, and along with Phillip and Satchel and Pamela they had remembered Daniel over the stone pavers that marked his grave. 




The smell of damp, upturned earth came to Satchel over the grass. They'd weeded the garden, and planted the hardy spring peas and greens. The more tender beans and herbs would have to wait until the risk of frost had passed, but that time would come.




"I'll stop back the day after tomorrow," Satchel said, fastening his bike gloves. "You're on my route for good now."




Phillip nodded. His hands were wrapped around a mug of sweet mint tea. He'd traded the bottle of homebrew to Jamie for a jar of honey that someone called Highbrow raised and bartered, over on the other side of forty-one. 




"You're going to be okay," Satchel said.




Phillip gave him a wan half-smile. "Working on it."




Satchel reached a hand out, gripped Phillip's arm, and released him. "You'll get there."




"Drive safe," Phillip said. "I mean, don't fall down any holes or anything."




"I won't if you won't."




Phillip looked away, and then back to meet Satchel's eyes. "I'll be here."




Satchel gave him a nod, straddled the bike, and pushed off. 




With its cargo hold so full, the bike handled like a three-legged hippo. Once he made it onto the paved main road, the sun was in his eyes. Birds called to their mates over fields brilliant with a thousand shades of green. His shoulder twinged when he put too much weight on it. He took off his fleece jacket and let the sunlight soak into his winter-pale skin.




It was thirty-eight lumbering kilometres back to Napanee Depot. Satchel did his best to appreciate every single one of them. 
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Yes, And

   by Yukiyama Hibana (雪山 火花)





There was a spark the first time they met. Just an instant explosion of chemistry, bad teens popping off roman candles in the night. It wasn't exactly an unfamiliar sensation. When you were a performer you got it pretty often if you were lucky. When you did comedy you got lucky a little more often. And when Alan met David for the first time, well, he felt pretty fucking lucky.




Alan was an actor, of the 'you're that guy from that thing!' type. Though with the kind of parts he usually got, he was more of the 'you're that guy from that toothpaste commercial!' type. It paid the bills. It paid some of the bills. His wife paid most of the bills. He'd gotten hooked into an improv group back in college, though, and that was what got his blood pumping. He did it for free in front of crowds of drunk people, but bouncing off other quick wits, giving trust over to someone that they'd keep you going and you'd do the same, all to make those drunk people laugh their asses off, that was the best feeling in the world.




And David, David was a stand-up. Alan had tried that exactly once and never again. Too lonely up there, just you and the stuff you'd probably overthought coming out of your mouth against the crowd. But David had a friend who had a friend who was in the group Alan performed on in a regular basis, and that was how these things came together. Hey, I liked your act and I've been wanting to get in to leading to David's going to perform with us tonight.




Alan was dubious, of course. But that was before he met him. David was the kind of guy who got on stage in a suit and tie, and Alan was also that kind of guy, so that was one point in his favor. And then David turned out to be the kind of guy who could yes, and a man so hard he lost all composure years of practice had brought him and ended up giggling into the stage curtains. That was worth about a million points and the audience losing it nearly as hard. He could stay. He could stay a while.




Liz knew he'd be home late after the show but he still felt sheepish calling her to confirm it. She gave him the gentle reminder to get himself home safe, and he said he loved her so much. He would, and he did. But he also needed to attend to the glass of whiskey David was waggling in lazy circles while he watched him on the phone. It really, really needed him to clink his own glass against it, and his own glass needed him to empty it and talk to David for another three hours.




The eyes, those were the first thing that made him start to think about different angles to that spark, that one that started at first handshake, turned to conflagration in front of the crowd, and kept on crackling off the stage. David was perpetually twinkling (and really? seriously? twinkling? a grown man), but when no one else was looking and maybe when he thought you weren't looking those eyelashes got a little lower and there was a smirk there that didn't even need to make it down to his lips. Though it didn't hurt to look down at his lips just to check.




If you asked Alan on any given day, he'd happily tell you that he could easily appreciate the attractiveness and charms of another man. And if you asked Alan a number of drinks in, he'd happily tell you he could deeply appreciate the attractiveness and charms of another man, right up to the hilt. It had just been a while. A while during which he'd married a woman he cared about very much, so he had to keep his appreciations shallow. It was a good thing being shallow could be so damn enjoyable.




That very first night, when he'd found it impossible to say goodbye to David until they were both nearly falling asleep in their seats, he decided his favorite thing about him was the way he laughed. He was a human champagne bubble. He laughed at your jokes and giggled at his own jokes and kept smiling that crooked-toothed smile that had no right to be as charming as it was. The deadpan thing, that was kind of Alan's thing, but David had him unable to keep a straight face. He broke him mercilessly and left him with aching cheeks by the time he was staggering home.




In the cab home, though, Alan closed his eyes, leaned back against the headrest, and decided that the second thing he liked most about David was his hands. He didn't talk with them excessively, but the moment he made one illustrative gesture Alan's eyes were caught. Long fingers. Elegant. He tried to remember back to when they'd been introduced and they'd had a handshake, but he couldn't quite clearly enough. He'd just have to assume they were smooth, and soft, and warm. A nice thought to have sloshing around your mind when you were half in the bag and halfway home.




The house was dark when he got home, and he came in as quietly as he could. Shoes by the door, glass of water in the kitchen lit only by the light of the fridge, and a few treats to the cat who got demanding whenever anyone walked in the door. Liz was asleep when he came in to the bedroom, of course, and he slid beneath the covers next to her gently as not to wake her. She wasn't a deep enough sleeper not to stir when he slipped an arm around her waist, though.




She rested her hand on top of his and brushed her thumb over his knuckles, loosely twined her fingers with his own, long and long together. "Have a good time?" she said, voice hazed and sleepy.




"Yeah," Alan said, and hugged her a little closer. "I did."








The problem -- or maybe not a problem, depending on the angle -- with David was that Alan had yet to get a handle of if he was being entirely sincere or if he was an endless supply of bullshit. Either way, pretty charming. At least it went both ways while they were getting to know each other.




"Wait, you were being serious?" David said to him one night after a show -- because he'd become a regular, of course he had -- glasses in hands and other festivities entirely forgotten in favor of bothering each other and swapping stories, bullshit or no, about their lives. That seemed to be how these things were going, every time.




"Of course I was being serious," Alan said. "I mean, I understand that you recognize how clever I am that I would make something like that up, but it's true."




"Schooners?" David said, and Alan spread out his hands in front of him in pride.




"Schooners, indeed," he said.




"Honestly," David said, and he was laughing again, in that kind of way that made Alan lean in closer, "I'm now not sure a schooner is what I thought it was."




Alan smirked and took a sip of whiskey. "Do tell, what did you think it was?"




"Well, obviously it's slang," David said. "I think it's one of those Chicago things." He put on a terrible accent. "Hey, ah, Murphy, how's about before the game we pick up some beers and a pack of schooners?" He wiggled his fingers in the air. "Some kind of little sausage, you know?"




"That is a very good guess," Alan said, and he was grinning again. "But I am afraid that's not quite right."




David put his hand to his forehead. "Dah, of course!" he said. "Schooners! The extremely prestigious university of northern New Hampshire! Ol' Schooner U, home of extremely competitive women's lacrosse, men's lacrosse, and co-ed lacrosse."




Alan kept his laugh in his stomach. "Remind me what the mascot of Schooner University was again?"




"The bat," David said, and then snorted a little on a laugh. "Just a regular little bat. Easy to get in the nets."




Alan bit the inside of his lip. "I'm pretty sure you're right about that, and it's a common mistake, but still not the type of schooner I meant."




David closed his eyes for a moment, head tilted down, and smiled. He looked like he had soft eyelashes. "Okay, I admit it," he said, and leaned in to Alan, as though telling him a secret. "I know what a schooner is."




Alan screwed up one eye, squinting at him. "I had a bit of a suspicion." He laughed and shook his head, relaxing the game for a little bit. "But, no, seriously, that is a thing I really did for a while. I sailed. Schooners."




"That's..." David thrummed his fingers on the table, and Alan couldn't look anywhere else for a little while. Never was a ring on his finger. A ring on Alan's finger, sure, that he was very aware of, but not David's. "I can't decide if the picture I'm painting in my mind is more prep or pirate."




Alan shrugged. "Little from column A, little from column B." He swirled the dregs of his drink around in his glass. It was almost empty. He wanted another. No, he could stand to sober up a little. He just didn't want to go home yet.




"Rum, sodomy, and the deck shoe?" David said, and there were eyebrows going on there. Very intent eyebrows.




Alan lifted up one shoulder in a high shrug. "Two out of three ain't bad." He took a slow, deep breath, then leaned in over the table himself. He arched one eyebrow high and let his voice drop low and conspiratorial. "I mean, seriously.... rum?"




David went low and lugubrious himself, with the eyebrow situation just completely out of control. "Exactly, my friend," he said, and lifted up his glass for a clink. Alan provided one, and then emptied his glass, letting the burn of the alcohol distract him from the rush of blood that was not going to his head.








Alan came off stage from harassing the band that went on after their group finished up and saw David laughing with his wife. The immediate spike of jealousy he got in some deep, reptile part of his brain had an interesting flavor that he'd never felt before. He rolled with it and rolled up to the both of them, half-full glass in his hand as his guide.




"I see what's going on here, and the fact that I can understand where you're coming from is the only reason I'm not mad," he said, eyebrow as high as he could get it. "I mean, you meet someone this charming and attractive, of course you're going to flirt."




David laughed but then reeled it in, keeping his grin down to a little impish smirk. "I'm sorry, but you're right, I just couldn't stop myself."




Alan wrinkled up his nose at David. "What? No," he said. "I'm not talking to you." He pointed at Liz and clinked her glass. "As has been abundantly clear, honey, you have excellent taste, but I'm going to have to ask you to restrain yourself."




Liz reached up to pat him on the cheek. "I will somehow find a way," she said, and gave him a small kiss.




David lifted his glass to the both of them. "Well, it has been lovely talking to the both of you, but I must attend to some other affairs," he said, then made sure to get a satisfying clink. "But I have to say... you have excellent taste." He winked, then, and he did it right at Liz.




Alan looped an arm around Liz's waist and watched David weave his way over to bother someone else. "I have no idea who that guy is," he said out of the corner of his mouth. "He just keeps showing up. I think he's the owner's cousin or something." David had shed his jacket sometime during the evening, and as he stopped to talk to another guy from their group, he put his hands in his pockets, stood with his legs somewhat apart, and Alan completely forgot everything he was thinking or talking about. Jesus, that was an ass.




"He found me after the show ended and spent a lot of time telling me what a charming, funny, and talented performer you were," Liz said, mostly to his neck, since Alan was not really doing a good job at turning his head away. "And I said, you know I'm married to Alan Branson, right?"




Alan laughed and turned back to her then, kissing her lightly on the cheek. "You have fun tonight?"




"I had fun tonight," she said, and reached up to mess with his tie a little, though to straighten it or set it askew, he didn't know and didn't care. "I don't think I had as much fun as you did, but I had a lot of fun."




"Good," he said, and gave her a little squeeze. "You ready to take me home?"




"Sure," she said. "Are you ready to be taken home, or should I leave you here to play with the other boys?"




Alan glanced back to where David and the others were talking, laughing and gesturing with mostly empty glasses. Jesus, what an ass. "No..." he said, and looked just a little bit longer. "I think I'm good to go."




On the way out he tapped David on the shoulder. "Hey, I'm headed out," he said. "Good show tonight."




"Oh, yeah," David said, and something funny happened with his eyes, some little flinch as he looked between him and Liz. "Great job tonight. See you soon, okay?"




"You got it," Alan said, though wasn't quite sure when that was supposed to be. He started to step away, but then came back. "Oh, David, one thing."




David raised his eyebrows high. "Hm?"




Alan reached over and with one good strong tug -- a kind he'd had a lot of practice with in one way or another -- undid David's bowtie. "Your tie's a mess," he said. He gave David a wink, put his hand on the small of Liz's back, and went outside.








Alan came to one of David's stand-up shows but sort of kind of entirely intentionally forgot to tell him he'd be there. More fun that way, he figured. Have a drink beforehand, settle in the back somewhere, and watch David fucking kill it up there. If he were the secret label bigwig hiding in the back row to watch the little act play the Battle of the Bands, he'd have had the contracts out and ready to sign after the first bit.




He knew the theatre so he knew where to lurk to hassle the talent after the show was over. He was able to come up behind David without being noticed, and got close to him before speaking in a soft, wavering, mildly lisping voice. "Mister, Mister Smathers, I just, I really admire your work, and I was wondering, wondering if you'd sign, sign, sign my..."




David turned around, and then looked up, clearly not expecting someone taller than him. It took him the span of two blinks to catch himself up to what was happening, and then he was grinning, and Alan was grinning right back. "Holy hell, Branson, you sneak!" He held out his hand and Alan grasped it, but then David pulled him into a hug. It was nice and masculine and heterosexual at first, friendly back-slapping and such, but then for the last few seconds it was not that at all. It was just David pressed against him, close enough that Alan could smell the stagelight sweat in the waves of his hair. David let go, let space fill up between them again, and Alan let out a heavier breath that he thought he'd been holding. "I had no idea you were out there. You were out there, right? You saw the show? Anyone else come along?"




"I was out there, I did see the show, and no one else came with me," Alan said. David had a look on his face like he was simultaneously getting a puppy on Christmas and was the puppy on Christmas. That was the kind of thing that kept a man sincere. "It was a great show. You destroyed."




"Thank you!" David said, and he reached his hand out for a moment like he wanted to touch Alan again in some way, but stopped himself. "Seriously, thank you. Man, it is so cool that you came. You just made my night."




Alan put his hands in his pockets and brought a little of his cool back. "Well, you know," he said. "I wasn't doing anything else tonight and Liz's out of town." That hadn't been necessary information to share, but, well, now it was there.




David looked away for a moment and the back up to Alan's eyes, and yeah, there it was. Twinkling. Sparking. "Sorry, was there something you wanted me to sign?"




Alan laughed. "I'm glad you turned around then, because I couldn't think of anything other than 'bosom.'"




David shrugged. "Look, if I have the right pen I can certainly make that happen."




Alan put a hand solemnly on his chest. "Right on my heart, please." He kept his straight face only right until David started giggling.




David brought his hand up in what started as a playful swat on the bicep until he didn't take his hand away immediately. He gave Alan a little squeeze. "Want to get a drink with me?"




"I would like that very much," Alan said, and goddamn if that didn't make David smile.




They ended up slotted back in some corner booth at the bar they went to. David seemed to know the bartender, or maybe David just got that kind of look out of everyone he smiled at. It seemed possible. David bought him a whiskey and it was a double, and Alan took a heftier swig than he probably should have.




"It's really so cool that you came to the show tonight," David said. "Have you been secretly lurking this whole time?"




"Yes," Alan said, looking David dead in the eyes and speaking low and serious. "You only think we've just met this year. But actually I've been here all along. I've watched every performance. And I mean every one, going all the way back."




David grinned at him from over the rim of his glass. "And, what do you think?"




Alan waggled his hand in the air and made a little 'meh' face. "Eh, seven, maybe seven and a half out of ten. Might take it up to an eight if you swore a little more."




David gave him a broad grin. "You know, it's better than a six, so I'll take it!" He clinked his glass gleefully against Alan's, and then he couldn't help but laugh.




"No, it was my first time, and it was great," Alan said. "You really did a fantastic job."




David looked thoughtful, tapping a finger on his lips. "For some reason those phrases sound really familiar to me..." He waved a hand in the air to dismiss the thought. Alan was laughing again while his toes curled up in his shoes. "Nah, must be thinking of something else."




Alan shook his head and sipped his drink. "Awful," he said.




"I try not to be, but a little, sometimes," David said. "But, hey, you know, it would be pretty cool if we could do something together sometime. I mean, other than that thing we regularly do together."




It was Alan's time to wave his hand in the air. "Ah, no," he said. "I mean, it'd be fun and I'd be amazing, but I'm pretty far down the list of fabulous surprise guests."




"Mm," David said and let his lips rest just on the edge of his glass for a moment before taking a drink. Alan swallowed very hard when he did. "Maybe not so far down as you think."




Alan looked down at the whiskey in his glass. And then he was looking beyond that, at David's fingers curled around his glass. He had another drink. "You're very sweet," he said. "But you'd be surprised how far down I can get." He practiced restraint and didn't look up to see how that one landed. He'd lost the thread of who was bullshitting who and when months ago. Now he was just... doing what came to him.




"Well, we should at least do this more," David said. Alan glanced up to see him wiggling his glass a little. "I mean, I met Liz, and she is a charming and lovely woman, so I assume you don't have to wait until she leaves town to sneak out and have fun."




Alan shook his head. "No, no, of course not," he said. "I don't have to sneak and I often don't have to go out." He smirked, David did some fun eyebrow tricks, and Alan started to lift his glass before putting it down again. He needed to cool it; he was drinking too quickly. He had to get home and make sensible decisions. Or make sensible decisions and get home. One or the other, surely. "And I guess you're not, ah... beholden to anyone else, in terms of your nightlife."




David laughed. "Well, no, probably not beholden," he said, and took a drink. "Sometimes beheld. More frequently just held, while being. But not in any way that creates any obligations." He looked at Alan, really met his eyes, and those sparks were going to burn the whole fucking place down if they didn't watch themselves. "I just like being friendly, what can I say?"




Yeah, fuck drinking slowly. Alan let the whiskey burn down his throat all the way through him, warm out to the tips of his fingers. "Well," he said, "you're a very friendly man." David was tracing one of his own fingertips around the rim of his glass, that son of a bitch. "If you ever need someone to be friendly with, you..." Jesus, what was he even saying? He took a breath. "You should come over sometime. I mean, for dinner. With Liz."




David kept smiling, but his eyes dropped away from Alan's for just a moment. Just long enough to cut down the immediate chances of arson. "I'd love to," he said. "Sounds nice and domestic."




"Oh, so domestic," Alan said. "I've got a little apron and everything."




"'Kiss the Cook'?" David said, back to looking right into Alan with that soft grin on his stupid face.




"Please," Alan said, and rolled his eyes. "First thing, that's cliched and hackneyed. Second thing, it's already so obviously implied that I don't feel the need to be ostentatious about it." Whatever, it was all bullshitting. It didn't matter what he was saying. "It's a very dignified blue number with white pinstripes. It brings out my eyes."




David put a hand to his chest. "Please!" he said, and laughed. "Please, I'm already sold. Next you'll start talking about tongs or spatulas and I'll become very over-excited."




Alan put his forearm on the table and leaned in to David, cocking his eyebrow high. "Non-stick," he said, voice as rich a purr as he could get two syllables to be.




David gasped and grasped hold of Alan's hand. He covered his mouth with his fingertips while he fluttered his eyelashes theatrically. "Alan," he said, in one of those whispers that wasn't a whisper at all. "We're in public." He was laughing again, then, forever the biggest fan of his own jokes. When he took his hand off of Alan's, though, he took just a second longer than it needed. Just long enough to brush his thumb across Alan's knuckles.




Alan knocked back the rest of his whiskey in one go. "Well," he said, though it was mostly lungless. "Guess we are. Guess you've got to come visit, then."




David looked at him and smiled and the whole damn block was going to end up ashes. "Guess I do."




When David had said goodnight, Alan sat in the driver's seat of his car -- Liz's car, to be specific -- and rested his hands on the steering wheel. He stayed like that for long while, breathing slowly. Had to sober up a little before getting on the road, of course.




David had hugged him goodbye just like he'd hugged him hello. There'd been that moment again, that extra close moment, that scent of his hair moment, but then there'd been another one after that, the one where you looked in someone's eyes and then you looked at their mouth and you suddenly felt very sure about how the next couple of seconds were going to go. They hadn't gone that way, but for that moment...




Alan rubbed his hands over his face and turned the air conditioner on full blast. "Nope," he said aloud, and took the long way on his drive home.








Liz had the common decency as the woman he'd decided to spend the rest of his life with to make terrible fun of him all day before David was due to pay a visit. The words "playdate" and "prom date" were used in alternation, to different levels of success in making Alan flustered.




"I just really hope you like him," he said, and had another drink of wine. A half-cup of that bottle was designated for cooking purposes, and the rest of it was designated for the cook's purpose.  "I hope you like each other."




"I already do like him," Liz said. She had kept a little smile on her face the whole night, amused and patient. Alan had seen a lot of that expression during their relationship.




"Yeah, well..." he said. He had a little more wine. "That's good. Keep that up. Yeah." He took a breath with his nose hanging over the glass. It definitely had a real bouquet, topnotes of wine with a winey finish. "I mean, obviously he'll like you."




"Obviously," Liz said, and gave him a little kiss. She put a hand on his face and had him look in her eyes. "It's very cute that you're nervous, but I promise everything will be fine."




Alan shook his head. "I'm not nervous," he said, and she rubbed his cheek a little more. "That's just ridiculous." And it was. There was no reason to be nervous. Just a night with grownups and dinner and wine, like people their age were supposed to do all the time.




"Fine," she said. "Just cute, then."




"I mean, listen," he said, and sighed heavily. "I'm a man. And that means I sometimes need to be reminded how adorable I am." She put her hand over his face, smothering him for a moment while he could hear her laugh. "I'm just communicating my needs. I'm just trying to make this marriage work!"




Liz pinched his nose. "I feel very communicated with," she said. "Go communicate with the stove before you drink all my wine."




She was a smart woman, because dealing with the particulars of preparing food did keep him occupied, mind floating in some space between minced garlic and what he'd be thinking about when he went to sleep tonight, until he heard a knock on the door. Liz beat him to it and there was David, handsome and handsomely dressed as always, bottle in hand, kissing his wife on the cheek.




David gave Alan the full head to toe, like he was a bad-news noir dame and not a mildly drunk middle-aged man in his sock feet and an apron. "You did not lie," he said while his smile just turned up one corner of his mouth. "That is a very handsome apron."




Liz was smiling at him, too. "I always say it really brings out his eyes." Alan gestured to his wife with a 'you see?' motion of his hand while nodding. "Especially when he gets the onion tears."




David jutted his lower lip out a little. "Oh, so sad."




Alan let out a heavy sigh of woe. "My path in life is a tragic one," he said. "But I persevere for the betterment of my fellow man."




"Your perseverance smells fantastic," David said, then came in to give Alan a hug, this one brief and hampered by the bottle David held in one hand. He drew away to grin at him and hold the bottle up. "I brought alcohol!"




"Oh, you did," Alan said. "And you've trapped the poor thing in a bottle. Very cruel." He took the bottle from David and addressed the label, which had a number of French words that meant very little to Alan. "I promise we'll get you out of there soon, okay? Stay strong."




Liz plucked it out of his hands. "We've got one open already, if it hasn't fallen prey to kitchen evaporation."




Alan shook his head. "It's a really mysterious phenomenon,"  he said, nothing but innocence. "I don't know why it only happens when I'm the one cooking."




David got wide-eyed. "Oh my goodness," he said. "Does that happen to you too? Here I thought it was just me!"




Alan leaned his head back and let his jaw hang open to let out a small groan of relief. "I'm not alone!" He put his hand on David's shoulder, and maybe it drifted a little to the back of his neck.




Liz inclined her head in the direction of the kitchen. "Well, let's see how much worse it gets if there are two of you. My hopes aren't high." She held up a hand before David came deeper into the house. "You were warned about the cat situation, right?"




David spread out his arms and grinned. "It's why I didn't wear a light-colored suit!"




Liz looked between the two of them and smiled. "Good work," she said, and it didn't matter who she meant it for. She was smiling, and David was smiling, and then there was wine in glasses and food on plates and three happy, completely normal grown adults having a nice evening where there was nothing to be nervous about.




David acted deeply put-upon when a cat climbed into his lap after dinner, but just pet him into a state of deep kitty bliss while simultaneously telling some story that Alan had heard before, but quickly had Liz nearly in tears laughing. Alan just sat there with a dumb smile on his face and watched David, watched him grin and laugh and wink. He glanced over at Alan once and he caught him staring, caught him smiling, and god damn it if he didn't just smile back. He did it slow and soft and easy, and then went right back into charming the fuck out of Alan's wife.




Alan was significantly on wine by the time David was ready to make his departure, and he went for the farewell hug that David offered with a historically unprecedented gusto. His hair smelled fucking fantastic. David gave Liz another kiss and a hug and everyone banded together to keep the cats from escaping when David took for the exit. He smiled at Liz when she looked at him. He was fairly drunk and downright goofy from happiness. Tonight had gone well. Really, very well.




He wrapped his arms around Liz to hug her, too, and felt her laugh once, short and brief, into his shoulder. "I am a good husband and I will clean things up."




"Good husband," she said. She smelled pretty damn nice, too. "I'll supervise."




They moved around the house in that domestic silence you got used to, picking up glasses and dishes, attending to needy cats and filling the dishwasher. When all that was done, the washer was humming, the cats were placated, all but the most necessary of lights were turned off, and Alan had managed to claim the very last of the un-kitchen evaporated wine, he sat down on the sofa where Liz had been sitting just a little while before, right next to David while he made her laugh. He gave her a sly-eyed (although, really, he knew it was probably more pie-eyed) smile and stretched out his arm along the back of the couch to indicate that there was a place she might enjoy filling.




Liz took the seat next to him and he let his arm rest around her shoulder. He closed his eyes and let his head rest against the back of the couch while she leaned in a little against him. It was nice, this. Everything right now was really, amazingly fucking nice.




"Let's have a little talk," she said, and, well, nothing nice could stay that way forever.




Alan kept his eyes closed and his face calm, but he was a grown man who'd been in relationships before, and more than that a grown man who had been married for several years. Even when they were good talks, the little talks sent his blood pressure spiking through the ceiling. He tried to sound loose and detached, but if anyone knew how to see through that bullshit, it was Liz. But, shit, if you didn't go through the motions you basically weren't even trying. "Mm?" he said, eyebrows raised. "Yeah?"




There were the comfortable domestic silences and then there were the uncomfortable domestic silences, and the one between them then ticked hard into the latter. Liz took in a very slow and very quiet breath. She rested her hand on Alan's knee. And then she said, each word quiet and calmly selected, "You know I know that nothing has happened between you two, because if it had, no one would ever find your body." She let those words settle for a moment as she took another measured breath. "But I'd also very much appreciate if you said so."




Alan swallowed hard and kept his eyes very closed. A whole host of defensive denials came up into his mind, frightened into a corner but still whimpering like the guilty dog that he was. Pure panic flooded him as he tried to think up excuses, explanations, anything to sweep away the fact that he had been entirely made. He took a deep breath of his own, though, and counted to five. All he had to do was tell her the truth. "Nothing has happened," he said, and then lifted up his head and looked her in the eye. "I promise. Nothing has happened."




Liz smiled a little when she let out the breath she'd been holding. "I know," she said. "I knew. I mean, for a lot of reasons I knew." She reached up to pet his cheek again. He was getting a little rough there by now, but she always had liked that. "I know you wouldn't."




He took her hand in his and brought it to his mouth to kiss her knuckles. "I would never," he said, just as he had been telling himself in his head over and over again every time he parted ways with David since the day he met him. Sometimes, depending on the night, he said it aloud the whole drive home.




"I love you that you say that," Liz said, and took her hand back to touch his cheek again, petting him a little like she might gentle an animal. "But I'm not sure how long that might stay true." Alan opened his mouth to defend and deny, but she just shook her head and looked him right in the eye. They had a spark, too, flint on steel that was not always as quick but always made a burn. "So I want to tell you that it's okay if you do."




Alan looked at her for a very, very long while. Then he blinked once, very hard, and said, "Wait, what?"




Liz shook her head and laughed a little. "You know I'm not dumb, because I've realized what was going on here for a very long time." She brushed her thumb a little in the divot under his lip. "I think I might have even figured it out before you did, which is kind of sweet. So I'm not dumb, and I'm also not new here. None of us are that grown up. If you've got this thing you want and you know you can't have, you're just going to keep thinking about that thing you can't have until it fucks everything up." Her eyes were soft as she brushed her knuckles back through Alan's hair to curl behind his ear. "And if I tell you you can't have it? Then it's my fault and that will end just so well."




Alan only realized he was gawping when Liz put her fingers under his chin to close his mouth up. "But, I don't want to tell you that," she said. "Because I love you, and I know you love me, and we are in this. So you get to have this thing you want, and you get it with my permission. Because it'll make you happy and I know you'll come home to me at the end of the day."




Nothing in Alan's life had ever prepared him to deal with any situation like this. "Are you..." he said, and squinted at Liz, as though that would make that make what she said make more sense. "Really?"




She just laughed and sighed. "Really," she said. "You just have to be a very good communicator and tell me whatever it is I want to know -- and I mean whatever it is I want to know -- and, should the situation arise, extend the same courtesy to me."




Alan looked at her for another long silence. "...Really?" he asked, and she rolled her eyes to heaven and then kissed him.




"If it had been anyone else, don't think you'd be so lucky," she said. She lifted up an eyebrow as her smile turned wry. "Couldn't open up my marriage to a better man."




Alan spent a long while looking into her eyes. He pushed away the clouds of drink and looked at the face of the person he knew the best, he knew the deepest, who could clearly read him like a large-print book from across a room. He wasn't seeing bitterness there, or pain, or anything other than exactly what she'd said to him. He'd fallen in love with her because she was so honest, even if it hurt.




He closed his eyes and laughed, reaching up to touch her face and kiss her gently. "You're so cool," he said, because, really, what else could he even say?




Liz laughed against his mouth and gave his cheek a little tap with his fingers. "You're fucking right I am."








They talked about it much more after that, in both a very serious, adult way, discussing guidelines and ground rules and boundaries, and also a very serious adult way, the kind that ended with them both sweaty and gasping. Even if somehow nothing more ever came of it all, god, did it feel good for Alan to bring those thoughts out into the open. Liz had liked it when he'd told her stories about boys at school, or on the ships, and she had not changed her opinion on the subject when it came to him confessing his fantasies about David into her ear.




It was one thing to have the keys from your wife to have an affair, but it was another to make it actually happen. Alan sweated swagger, but he didn't quite have it in him to just cold-call David and ask if he could come over to fuck. That was a fun idea, sure, but it didn't seem right. Just wasn't either of their styles. Didn't want to do it after one of their shows, either. Just because Liz had signed off on it didn't mean it needed to be on public display.




Alan knew a guy, though, someone he'd met doing some show or another once upon a time, who played in a little jazz quintet from time to time, and tended to let Alan know when he was doing a gig. He had no idea if David really cared for jazz, and really, Alan's passions on it didn't run too deep, but, fuck, what better venue was there to proposition a guy who had a specific drawer for his pocket squares? David said yes right away when he asked. So, that was a good sign.




He'd had a very stiff drink before David showed up, one that let him settle in to the banquette and look like he was the coolest motherfucker in the place, even if his brain was pinging back and forth between imagining all the ways this could end in disaster and imagining all the things he was going to do to David if it didn't. It was the kind of storm that made a man try to sweat Sinatra out of every pore just to keep his shit together.




David was grinning the moment he spotted him, beelining his way to Alan's table. He looked so damn good Alan had to pretend not to notice him, instead just sipping his drink and looking at where the band was setting up. He slid right in next to Alan, right good and close, no mind at all for how Alan had stretched his arm out along the back of the banquette.




Alan looked over at him slowly, a master class in nonchalant. "Oh, hey," he said. "You're here."




"I am here," David said, and his eyes were bright. "And lucky for me, so are you!"




"Oh, yeah," Alan said, and closed his eyes a little to nod seriously. "Seriously, so lucky." The waitress passed near their table and Alan caught her eye, holding up his mostly empty glass with two of his fingers held above the rim. She nodded at him in return and David just started laughing.




"Oh, look at you," he said. "I didn't realize I was on a date with a whiskey ad from 1948."




Alan only managed to keep up his calm facade by turning the way he had entirely forgotten how to breathe like a normal person in that second into a disdainful snort. "Please," he said. "1949."




"Terribly sorry, how could I make such a mistake," David said. "So, I take it you come here often?"




Alan drank the last out of his glass and put it down on the table. Yeah, cool was not going to be sustainable, not with the way his heart was about to bust a hole through his breastbone. He looked at David with an embarrassed little wince. "I've never been here before ever," he said, and David's eyes scrunched up as he giggled. "But they must get so many guys who think they're Rat Pack second coming that they know just how to deal with that kind of asshole."




David's smile was soft and his eyes wandered down Alan and back up again. "Well," he said. "You look the part, and not like an asshole." He reached out then to tug a little on Alan's tie, straightening it just a bit, and Alan decided right then that if this was all bullshit, if David just flirted like this with everyone for funsies, he was going to drown him in the reservoir and no jury in the world would convict him.




The waitress arrived with blessed, sweet alcohol then, saving Alan from having to find a way to respond to that. "Cheers," he said, and after he clinked glasses with David he just watched him for a moment, the way his lips parted and the way his throat moved when he swallowed. And more than that, he let David see that he was watching. There was no reason not to be blatant now.




The band started up then, and David got comfortable, settling back so his shoulders were just barely brushing where Alan's arm was stretched out. He nodded his head a little to the music and sipped his whiskey. Every once in a while he'd glance over, just long enough to catch Alan looking at him, and catch how he didn't try to hide it.




The pianist hit into a long, noodling solo, and Alan leaned over to say into David's ear. "I can do that, you know."




David leaned away just enough to see Alan's face and raise an eyebrow. "Is that so?"




"Totally," Alan said.




The corner of David's mouth curved up, and he looked at him from the corner of his eye, so pleased. "I believe it."




Alan closed his eyes for a moment. It probably looked like he was getting into the music, but he could barely hear it past blood rushing in his ears. Now or fucking never. He turned his head back to speak softly into David's ear again. "You know," he said, and took the slowest of breaths. "My wife says she's fine with us fucking."




David took in a sharp breath and went very still. If it weren't for the drums keeping time up on stage, Alan would have to think that moment there lasted absolutely forever and he had died during it. But then David let his breath out slowly and said, voice soft and low, "Is that so?"




He then gently placed his hand on Alan's thigh, and through a nearly superhuman force of will, Alan did not push him down on the banquette right there. He just smiled, let his arm come forward to actually settle around David's shoulders, and purred into his ear, "Totally."




David leaned away enough to look at his face. He had a slightly dubious expression on his. "...Really?"




"Really," Alan said, and then laughed and reached for his wallet. "She really, honestly, actually wrote me a permission slip." He did the best he could one-handed to pull out the little folded notecard, tossing it on the table for David to read.




"'To David,'" David read, holding the slip of paper in one hand while he idly stroked Alan's leg with the other. "'You are allowed to sleep with my husband. Love, Liz.'" He held the note to his chest and looked at Alan with a sweet expression. "Oh, 'love.' That's so sweet."




"Isn't it?" Alan said. It had even been her idea. She was the best.




David folded the note up again and slid it into his breast pocket. "You know, when you invited me here tonight," he said, "I'd decided I no longer gave a shit if you were married and you were coming home with me no matter what." He gave the pocket a little pat. "But this is much nicer."




Alan countered the way David's fingers were tracing the inner seam of his trousers by moving his hand in on his shoulder and just brushing his thumb along the side of his throat. David's eyelashes fluttered, and Alan needed to see that roughly a thousand more times. To start. "Much nicer."




David's throat worked as he swallowed and his lips parted as he breathed. "I'd like for us to leave now," he said.




"So would I," Alan said, and he drew his arm back. David slipped out from the table and headed for the door, and Alan followed. He'd close his tab later or tomorrow or never. He absolutely could not give a fuck about anything but watching David leave and following behind him.




In the parking lot behind the club David finally stopped and turned around. He smiled at Alan then, and, fuck, he thought he'd seen the best, but he hadn't seen the way David smiled when he knew. Alan closed up the space between them but didn't touch him, not quite yet. He looked at David's eyes, and looked at David's mouth, and let that moment happen again.




"Hi," David said.




"Hi," Alan said, and then put a hand in David's hair and kissed him. And then he had both hands in David's hair and couldn't think of anything in the world but kissing him, but getting everything he could from that laughing, gorgeous mouth and getting it now. Only when David let out a little yelp and was suddenly laughing into his mouth did Alan realize he'd ended up shoving David back into the wall of the club. He had him penned in with hands and hips, and David looked fucking thrilled.




Alan wanted to say something slick, or funny, or devastatingly clever, but all he could do was pant against David's mouth and kiss him more, hungry and desperate like he wanted to crawl inside of him. David met him with no less enthusiasm, only his was noisy, gasping and groaning into Alan's mouth while he slipped hands under his jacket to put those fucking hands of his all over Alan's sides, up his back.




Alan needed to taste David's neck, but he wasn't done with his mouth yet. He was so, so far from being done with that. He brushed his thumb along the side of it and felt David shiver. Doing that eyelashes thing, no doubt. Alan was going to learn everything he could do to every part of David that would make him do things like that.




He was rutting against David like an animal or a teenage boy (same thing), and was starting to think it would be a fantastic idea to drop down on his knees and suck him off right in the damn parking lot. Like Hollywood hadn't seen worse. He took a deep breath and made himself -- forced himself -- to push himself away from David. It was several more deep breaths before he could speak.




"I am going to get in my car," he said. "You are going to get in yours. You are going to drive to your place, and I am going to follow you. And then we are going to go inside your place and we aren't going to come out for a very long time." If they went in the same vehicle there was going to be an accident.




David's smile had never looked better. "Yes," he said, and then it was some time before the plan could move into action because they were kissing again. But the drive went quick enough. Alan just focused entirely on following David's car, and the time between when he started moving and when he stopped didn't matter at all. He'd waited this long; what was a little drive?




David glanced over his shoulder once to smile at him before he unlocked his front door and stepped inside. The minute Alan had the door closed behind him David was on him, grabbing his face with both hands and kissing him. He was absolutely incredible at it, too. He caught Alan's lower lip between his teeth and made this little sound while he pulled. It was downright musical.




He stopped kissing him to look in his eyes, to look at him in that way that would burn down the whole city. "From the first time we met," he said, and he was smiling. It was gorgeous and unbelievable that he just kept smiling.




"Yeah," Alan said. "Me too." He slid his hands beneath David's jacket to take hold of his hips, and then he was steering him back up against a wall again. It just seemed like such a good place to keep him. "Sorry it took so long."




"Worth the wait," David said, and then it was time for Alan to see how his neck tasted. He kissed his way from David's jaw down to his collar, and yeah, that was very promising, so he went back up to suck on David's earlobe. All of it very good, but he'd have to check the rest of him, at length.




Alan's thumbs brushed along the top of David's belt and he realized he'd been neglecting a prime and important opportunity. He slid his hand back and grabbed David's ass with both hands. David laughed at him when Alan growled against his throat, but that laugh was half a moan itself. "You," Alan said, his voice rough and low through absolutely no extra effort on his part, "have a gorgeous ass." He brushed his hands down to the top of David's thighs and then back again for another squeeze. "You catch me staring?"




"Yeah," David said against his cheek. He could hear him smiling. "I caught you staring at a few things."




Alan drew his head back to look at David's face, to just smirk right back at him."Oh, yeah?" he said, and then David lifted his hand up to brush his first two fingers over Alan's lips. "Oh," he breathed as he couldn't keep his eyes from fluttering shut. "Oh. Yeah."




"I thought that was a safe guess," David said, and then Alan lost all sense of time for a while. He sucked on David's fingertips and tracked the bumps of his knuckles with his tongue. He sacrificed having both hands on David's ass so he could grab David's wrist with one and keep him still while he kissed across his palm. David just kept gasping and moaning, and, after Alan sucked one of his fingers deep and he spent a few seconds helplessly rutting against Alan's thigh, he just laughed.




Alan nuzzled David's hand and looked into his eyes when he said, "I like that you laugh."




David laughed at that. It was perfect. "I like that you like it," David said. "I really, really do."




Alan took in a breath and let go of David's hand. He hooked his finger behind the thick knot of David's tie and started tugging it loose. "Okay," he said, keeping his eyes right on David's, just riding on that spark. "I want to do everything it is possible for us to do together with you." He quirked his eyebrow up for just a moment. "To you." He successfully undid David's tie. "On you." David bit his lip while he smiled at that and Alan had no choice but to kiss him. "Have any preferences where to start?"




"Here?" David said, and, god, those were his stupid, gorgeous fingers just barely brushing Alan's cock through his pants. "This seems like a very good place to start." His eyebrows raised and he gave a nod of approval as he stroked down and back up again. "Oh, a very good place. Very nice."




"Thank you," Alan croaked out even as he surged forward into David's touch. He put one hand behind David's neck and grabbed the ends of his hair, just one little tug. It made David bite his lip, so Alan did it again until he made a sound. "It's been a lot of hard work and excellent genetic luck but I can assure you I have a magnificent cock."




David leaned his head back and grinned while he moaned. "Could you say that last bit again?" he said, and turned his head to the side. "Just right in here, if you could."




Alan smiled right against the shell of David's ear. "I have a magnificent cock," he said, low and dark and perfect. "And I want you to suck it." He nipped at David's ear and found that got him to make an entirely new noise. Fuck, this was fun. "But..." He reached down to unfasten David's belt. One handed, because he still had it. "I'm a greedy son of a bitch, so I'm going first."




"Oh!" David said, and had the lightest, prettiest gasp while Alan wrapped his fingers around his cock. He was pretty damn magnificent himself. "Oh, you have a really cool definition of greedy."




"I know, right?" Alan said, and gave him a grin and one more kiss before going down on his knees. Alan made quick work of the buttons on David's shirt and got hands on his goddamn skin, brushing fingers through the hair on his belly and grabbing at his waist. But he'd had enough delaying, he'd had enough waiting. He gave David's cock one nice, appreciative stroke and then took it between his lips.




Christ, it had been a while, but some things were like riding a bike. Or more like falling off a bike, and then fucking on the sidewalk where you fell. He put one hand on David's hip and kept him pinned to the wall while he held David around the base of his cock with the other. Just the taste of David's cock on the tip of his tongue made him hard enough that he ached, and that just made him go for more.




"Oh, Jesus," David said, and his fingers scrabbled a little against the wall behind him. "Jesus, you're good."




Alan pulled back enough to murmur, "Don't sound so surprised." David was laughing again and making some broken-worded apologies, but Alan just wasn't paying attention. He liked doing this, and it'd been long enough that he forgot just how much he did. He liked the sharp taste on his tongue, and the way it felt to curl it around hard flesh, and the way it made his lips feel stretched and hot. He wanted this to be the first of very many times. He had to get back in practice, after all.




He sucked David hard and it made him gasp and his hips jump, so he did it some more until David got real good and loud. Alan slid his hand up David's chest to tweak at one of his nipples, and oh, he was sensitive, since that had his back arching and his hands grabbing at the back of Alan's head. He couldn't find enough purchase with his fingers in Alan's short hair, so he just tightened his grip on the back of his neck and fucked into his mouth, wild and gorgeous.




The only downside Alan could find was that he'd picked the wrong vantage point. Oh, he could hear all the fucking incredible sounds coming out of David's mouth, but he was entirely missing out on just how his face looked when he was making them. He'd just have to get him off a couple more million times to really appreciate it. What he could see from just his brief glances up looked good. Look really goddamn good.




David's breath got heavier and his taste got thicker on Alan's tongue. "Etiquette," he gasped. "Orgasm. Etiquette. Do... do what you prefer, but soon."




Alan had had mixed preferences on the subject before, but right now there was no way he was doing anything but sucking David perfectly until he came very hard and for a very long time. He answered David's question by taking him as deep as he could, and he was rewarded with how goddamn beautifully loud David was when he came. Practically singing it out to the hills. Enough to make a man feel pretty fucking good about himself.




When David had fallen quiet except for gasps of breath Alan pulled away. Didn't spill a drop, of course, because, come on. He had pride in his work. He leaned back a little and looked up at David with what had to be a dizzy and delirious grin on his face. "So," he said, and right, nothing made his voice rough in quite the same way as having a dick down his throat for a while. "That was fun."




David had his head leaned back against the wall, eyes closed and lips parted as he breathed deeply. Now Alan could get a good eyeful of him. Naked was going to be a very good thing to get to, but the way David was now, tie loose around his neck, shirt unbuttoned and tails hanging free, well, that was a sight that was going to keep Alan warm on some cold nights. David lifted his head up and gave Alan a sleepy-eyed, blissed out smile. Oh, he'd be very warm. "So," he said, and squinted a little at Alan. "I'm going to guess that this is not your first time with a man."




Alan beamed up at him. He was hard enough that he was probably going to launch a buckle or button across the room at any moment, but he just felt giddy. "Wouldn't it be cool if it was?" He reached out and stroked David's thigh. He was right there and Alan could touch him all he wanted, so he would. "And it turns out I'm just this... amazing prodigy."




David laughed and rubbed the edge of Alan's cheek with his knuckles. "It's a solid idea, and we can work on the script later." He brushed his thumb over Alan's still-flushed lips. "But I'd really like to see about that magnificent cock you were talking about." He made a gesture to the rest of his house. "As you are a guest in my home it would be terribly rude for me to not offer to blow you somewhere other than on the floor in my foyer."




"Would be fun," Alan said, but started standing up. "This may come as a shock, but after a few years of marriage, the amount of foyer sex you have really decreases."




"The secret Big Wedding doesn't want you to know!" David said, and Alan put his arms around him to kiss him while he was smiling. David sucked on his lower lip for a while before drawing back to say, "Let me put you in a comfortable seat and do fellatio to you."




Alan grinned wolfishly at David and reached back to give his ass a very healthy squeeze. "Damn, anything you say, sweet talker." He had never been so turned on by someone saying something so goofy.




David gently pushed Alan down onto his sofa and Alan settled in easily, legs spread wide as David settled between them. "One second," he said, through great force of will as David went for his belt. David stopped and looked up at him. Fucking twinkling. Alan let out a slow breath through his lips. "Okay. You look real good down there. Wanted to make sure I had it burned into my brain."




David smirked at him while he stroked his hands up along the inside of his thighs. "You're going to see this again."




Alan stopped digging his fingers into the arm of the couch and worked them back through David's hair instead. "Yeah," he said. "But c'mon... first time's always special."




David undid his zip and pulled his cock free of his clothes. "Very special," he said, and then dropped his eyes to look at Alan's dick with delight. Oh, Alan liked him. "Oh, and very magnificent!" His tongue flicked out over his lips before sucking Alan deep, hot and wet and all at once.




"Fuck!" Alan groaned as he tightened his hand in David's hair and had to fight popping off right then and there like he was fifteen. He felt like he'd been hard for the past year of his life, and now David's mouth was wrapped so tight around him. He put his other hand in David's loose curls and held him still. It never hurt to exhibit a little control. He took in a very deep breath and let it out slow. "Fucking incredible," he growled, and loosened his grip. He rubbed his fingers a little in David's scalp when he did, just in case he'd been too hard.




David was not hindered in the slightest. He seemed more encouraged even, because, fuck, he was noisy giving, too. He made a soft, pleased sound every time he sucked Alan down to the root. Alan's mouth hung open while he watched him, all soft eyelashes and expression of pure bliss. In that moment, Alan wanted to barricade the front door and spend the rest of his life fucking him.




"You're gorgeous," Alan panted, and he could feel David, even with his mouth so well-occupied as it was, smile. "Better than I ever imagined." That made David groan, right when Alan's cock felt like it was halfway down his throat. Alan felt like he was going to rip off the arm of the couch from grasping at it so hard, just trying to keep himself from desperately fucking David's mouth. He would, eventually, absolutely, but this time, for the love of god, control. Besides, didn't seem polite.




David's hands kept moving up and down the inside of Alan's thighs, higher each time. When he brushed one thumb against Alan's balls, Alan couldn't keep his hips from jerking off the couch. He did it again, clearly pleased with himself, and Alan made a choked noise that came out through gritted teeth.




"I'm going to come," he managed to get out, and then found just enough air for a laugh. "Etiquette," he said, and David was the most polite man in the world when he just sucked him harder, deeper, right over the edge. Alan felt like he might never stop coming, and when he finally and actually did, his first thoughts were to how soon he could do it again, and how often, and how fucking incredible it would be to do it with David.




Alan became aware of David's weight beside him on the couch. He let his arm come around David's shoulders, just as it never quite had at the jazz club, and pulled him in close. He tucked right in, resting his face in Alan's neck, laughing softly against his skin. "Oh, you're a snuggler."




Alan laughed. He was far too high on a cloud of profound satisfaction to play it nonchalant. "Yeah," he said. "A bit." He pet David's bicep -- god, they both still had on jackets, that was ridiculous, but he'd deal with it later -- and turned his head to nuzzle into his hair. Different kind of sweat there now, and it smelled even better.




David's hand rest on Alan's stomach for a while before heading upwards; he pinched the end of Alan's tie between his fingers and undid it with a few tugs. Alan leaned his head back and let him do it, and undid the top two buttons of his shirt, to boot. "So, out of curiosity," David said as he started undoing buttons from the bottom. "How exactly did you broach the question with Liz?"




"I didn't," Alan said, and he cracked his eyes open just in time to see David's quick look of surprise. "Apparently we haven't been exactly... subtle."




David shrugged a little and put his head back on Alan's shoulder. "Okay, yeah, I won't deny that," he said. "I may have been getting some very pointed scowls from our friends." He conquered all of Alan's buttons and rest his hand on his stomach, tugging up his undershirt just enough to get to skin. "I don't make a habit of hitting on people in relationships, I just want you to know."




Alan smiled and made a warm sound as he nuzzled down against David's ear. "Oh, so, you made an exception for me, that it?"




"Well..." David said, and his fingers were spreading out on Alan's skin. Oh, he was going to be ready to go again in record time. "You did ask me out."




Alan snorted a little. "Whatever," he said. "Could have been completely innocent. Friends having a drink. Normal stuff."




David lifted his head up to look at him. "You called me and said, and I quote," and, god damn him, he had an impression of him ready to go, exaggerated gravel and swagger, "'So, yeah, Liz's out of town. She's always going out of town, on, like... work stuff. You maybe want to... spend a little time together, have some fun? Have a drink, listen to some music.... you know.... whatever.'"




Alan rolled his eyes. "I didn't say exactly that," he said. "...did I?"




"You really did," David said. "You were clearly saying to me, 'hi, I'm ready to go on this adultery thing if you are,' and... turns out I was." His hand curled around to brush up Alan's ribcage, making him shiver a little. "I am really glad she is actually cool with it, though." He looked at Alan again. "And she really, seriously, actually is, right?"




"She really, seriously, actually is," Alan said, and then grinned slowly. "And I'm going to tell her about everything." He stretched the last word out, really feeling it from lips to teeth.




"Wow," David said. "You keep her."




Alan lifted one shoulder. "I'm trying."




David wrinkled up his nose a little. "I'm still kind of a bad person for totally being ready to go for it anyway, aren't I?"




Alan lifted his hand to brush David's cheek, feeling the light scruff under his fingers. "Maybe a little,"  he said, and then pulled David in for a soft, sweet kiss. "You got lucky."




David looked so nice right after he'd been kissed, with that bow of a smile on his lips and his eyelids heavy. "I really did."




Alan brought his fingers around to stroke under David's chin, giving him a move he'd definitely perfected on the cats. It worked just as well on people, he'd found. "Speaking of," he said, and David already started to smirk. "You feel like getting lucky? ....again?"




"I do!" David said, and kissed him with quick enthusiasm. "And I'd also really like to introduce you to my bedroom and me without any clothes on."




"Wow," Alan said. "Those guys sound great. Always good to make new friends."




"Oh, they're super," David said, and stood up off the sofa, holding Alan's hand to pull him with him. "Really friendly." Alan had to grin at how goofy and debauched they looked, ties undone and dicks hanging out. He kissed David one more time before letting him lead him to the bedroom.




David turned to face him once they were there and grinned. "Bedroom, this is Alan, hi," he said, and started slipping out of his jacket. "Me without any clothes on, this is... well, don't be shy." He had shirt and jacket off and tossed them onto a chair that clearly served that purpose far more than it ever was used for sitting. "I'm sorry, me without any clothes on sometimes likes to make a dramatic entrance." He toed out of his shoes, and then with one good tug and a very entertaining hip-wiggle he had pants and undershorts down around his ankles. "Greetings!" he said, and held his arms out triumphantly. "It's me without any clothes on!"




Alan arched his eyebrow and gave David a long look from head to toe, and then back up to head, and down again for good measure. Any critical look on his face was entirely cancelled out by how his cock was quickly rising back to attention. He nodded towards David's feet. "Still have socks on."




David rolled his eyes, took them off, and threw the ball of them to bounce off Alan's chest. "No one likes a stickler for technicalities."




Alan closed up the space between them and put his arms around David, hands gravitating right to his ass. God, just perfect. "Yeah," he said, nuzzling against David's mouth without quite kissing him. "I can tell how much you don't like me."




David put his arms around Alan's shoulders. "I'm super naked and you're basically still fully dressed," he said, and punctuated with a little kiss. "I don't like that."




"Mm. Gimme a minute, here," Alan said. He was entirely occupied by David's ass for the time being. Pert? Would you call it pert? Maybe not pert. Voluptuous was far too feminine. Shapely? He'd have to do a lot of intense study to really get the right adjective. He brushed his fingers inward, just a little sneak between the cheeks. He liked the way that made David gasp. Intense study. "Okay," he said, and started getting the hell out of his clothes.




David was very helpful in the process, peeling him out of his undershirt as soon as Alan had dealt with the layers atop it. He had his hands all over Alan after that, those fucking fingers running down his chest. David had this smile as he watched himself do it, like he knew some secret he was dying to tell. It all made a man get the hell undressed as fast as he could.




"Hi," Alan said when he was done, and took David's face in his hands to kiss him. He moved just enough closer, right where their cocks touched together, and that was nice. That was how dumb and addled his brain had become from sex, that he was rubbing against another man's cock, and the first thing he thought was 'this is nice.'




"Hi," David said when he drew back and looked at Alan, just looked right into his eyes, full New Year's fireworks. People didn't go on enough about brown eyes. Alan made a mental note to do so at length when he had his adjectives back.




"I want to fuck you," he said, and he said it smiling. "I want to fuck you a lot."




"By 'a lot,' do you mean in terms of enthusiasm or quantity?" David said.




"Yes," Alan said, and David let out a gorgeous laugh when Alan knocked him back onto the bed.




"Good!" David said as he wriggled into a better position to properly sprawl out on the bed. "I want you to fuck me a lot." He was always so thoroughly dressed, suits and ties and vests buttoned all the way, but he way he stretched out now, the way he lounged atop the covers made him look like he'd been born naked. Wait, fuck, he'd definitely been born naked. Alan wasn't going going to manage a coherent and non-idiot thought until he got his dick inside him.




His brain may have been nearly offline, but Alan still had a couple of deductive turns left in him. He knew how these things worked. Not the top drawer of the bedstand, but the second one down, and he was satisfied to be exactly right when he opened it. That was an interesting drawer, with contents that might need to be explored more thoroughly later, but right then he had simple needs.




Alan got his fingers slick and just watched David's face as he slipped one inside of him, nice and easy. His eyelashes fluttered and he bit at his lower lip, and then the reaction just kept rippling down him. He clawed his fingers into the bedsheets and lifted his hips to meet Alan's hand. And then he laughed, low and happy and already fucked.




"Jesus," Alan breathed. He needed to get his hands all over David, so he did, stroking up his thighs, brushing fingers through the hair on his chest, grabbing at the thickest part of his waist. David moved with him, following his touch wherever it went like a cat again. He looked just about as satisfied with himself, too. Alan flicked at David's nipple when he started fucking him with two fingers, and that got him yowling.




"Okay," David said, entirely breathless. "Now? Now is good. Now, please."




"Yeah," Alan said. "Now." He drew on nothing but muscle memory to slide the condom on, since all higher functions in his brain had been replaced by a pulse of fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. His teeth dug into his bottom lip as slid the tip of his dick inside of David, but that couldn't keep him from moaning, couldn't keep the word 'yes' from coming out of him in a growl.




He braced one hand on the bed and grabbed David's hip with the other as he slowly filled him up. He fought against the urge to close his eyes and shut out everything but how fucking good it felt, but Alan had to see. He had to see how David looked when he was getting fucked, and more importantly, how David looked when he was getting fucked by him.




His eyes were closed and his lips were slack as he turned his head to press his cheek against the pillow. Gorgeous was the word Alan hadn't been able to stop thinking that night, but there wasn't any other word for it. David's eyes opened just a little, enough to look at Alan while he started to smile. Fucking gorgeous.




"You don't have to go slow," David said.




"I want to," Alan said, and when he laughed it made David gasp and squirm underneath him. He stopped clutching at the bedclothes to paw at Alan, bringing him down for a hot, distracted kiss. His teeth tugged at Alan's lower lip and he laughed.




David curled his hand around the back of Alan's neck and looked in his eyes. Like having someone's dick in you wasn't an intimate enough connection. Alan briefly wondered if he was going to survive, and when David let out another warm, throaty laugh, he decided he'd made his peace with the world. "It's the best feeling, isn't it?" David said.




Alan pressed his face down in David's throat and laughed himself, because yes, yes, it was. "It is," he said, muffled, and started fucking David a little faster, a little harder. He'd had sex with a lot of people who kept the whole thing movie-dramatic and serious and never let out so much let out a chuckle. The people who knew how much better it was when you couldn't stop smiling were the good ones, the special ones. He'd married one of them. He'd have to keep a hold on this one, too.




He straightened himself up and grabbed David around the thighs, pulling him a few inches down on the bed and hoisting his ass up in the air to get a better angle as he fucked him. It made David laugh, and that was good, and then it made him moan, and that was better. Alan had an ache building in his muscles. He was going to be sore in the morning, and it was going to be fucking great.




When Alan wrapped his hand around David's cock it made him make a fantastic sound as he arched his back and stretched his arms up behind him to place his palms flat against the headboard. He just looked so damn happy. Alan stroked him, and fucked him, and David just smiled and said, "You're good at this."




"I know, right?" Alan said, and just had to fuck David harder after he leaned his head back and laughed. David grabbed at his shoulders to yank him down for a kiss, rough and clumsy, too much teeth in the best way. Alan never thought of himself as noisy, but there was this sound that kept coming out of him, a rumble in his chest that worked out of him with every thrust of his hips.




David was making Alan's hand slick while he stroked it. He was breathing harder, faster, high, gasping sounds coming out of him with each exhale. Alan could feel his whole body start to tense and he pushed himself upwards because he needed to see. He had to see David's face when he made him come. "Come on," he growled, and watched as David's mouth opened and he got so damn loud, as his face went dumb and perfect all at once. When he was spent and his stomach was streaked, David just barely opened his eyes and smiled. Just looked at Alan and smiled. Yeah, that was it.




Alan kept one hand around David's thigh, holding tight to his hip while he buried his face in the hollow of David's throat. He grabbed a rough handful of David's hair and groaned into his chest as he just fucked desperately, no thoughts in him about control or being good, just the greedy, needy desire to get off. David wrapped his arms around him and he could just feel the brush of his smiling lips against the curve of his ear. Yeah, that was it. Alan could get loud, too, and be just as dumb and perfect.




He tried not to just collapse like a ton of bricks on top of David, but really, not very hard. David brushed his fingers lightly along Alan's back while he gasped for breath. "Fuck," he rasped against David's shoulder, and just felt him laugh underneath him in response.




"That is accurate," he said, dreamy and breathless himself. "That is an accurate description of what just happened."




"You know," Alan said, and lifted himself up enough to look at David's stupid happy face. "I think you're right." With a weary groan and a concerted effort, he rolled himself to flop over on the bed beside David. He could be a snuggler, sure, but also sometimes he just needed a minute to cool down.




He opened his eyes when he felt the back of David's fingers brushing his cheek. He turned his head against it, let him cup his face in his palm. "Hey," he said, since that seemed the right thing to say when neither of you could quit grinning like idiots.




"Hey," David said. "I like you."




"I like you, too," Alan said.




David stroked his cheek a little with his thumb. "I am totally getting that permission slip laminated."




Alan just giggled. No better time like just like this to get giggly. "Keep it in your wallet in case the authorities want to question you for looking at me... like... how you do?" No, clearly words were not going to come back to him any time soon.




"Yes," David said, and Alan liked the way his eyes crinkled up when he smiled. "Exactly for that circumstance. Or I'll be in the airport and will hand it to the TSA agent instead of my ID." He held up an invisible card in front of him and made a show of scowling at it. "'Sir, we're going to have to do some extra screening on you. Because we want details!'"




Alan pulled him over for a kiss, and mostly managed to aim it toward his mouth. "You'll end up missing your flight."




"Worth it," David said.




"So worth it," Alan said, and pulled David close again, to smell his hair and feel him smile.








He didn't make it out of David's house until nearly dark the next day. He left sore in muscles he'd forgotten he had and smelling like the wrong soap. He caught a look at himself in his rear view mirror and just had to shake his head. Yeah, no shit Liz would've known if they'd done anything without her sign-off. He had the goofiest damn smile on his face that he didn't think he'd be wiping off any time soon.




The cats were extremely annoyed at him when he got home, so he spent a while spoiling them rotten. "Don't tell your mother," he said when opening up a can of the people tuna for them to lose their little kitty minds over. "She doesn't need to know everything daddy gets up to while she's away." He took their vigorous kitty pig-out as a sign of agreement to secrecy.




Liz wouldn't be getting home until late, he knew, and he'd been given explicit instructions not to wait up, so come bedtime he curled in on his side of the bed alone. It was always strange and a little lonely to have the other half of the bed empty. A whole new strangeness, too, to think of two different shapes that he'd like filling that space.




Alan woke up when he heard Liz come in to the bedroom in the wee hours, but he didn't give it away until she slipped into bed behind him and wrapped her arm around him. Everyone liked being the little spoon now and then




He rested his hand on top of hers and brushed his thumb over her knuckles, loosely twined his fingers with her own, long and long together. He felt her smile against the back of his neck. "Have a good time while I was gone?" she said, voice soft and caring.




"Yeah," Alan said, and squeezed her hand a little tighter. "I did."







click to leave the author feedback









Seven Roses

   by Runa Yukarin (月・朋)




 




Vega was out with Lyra on the night that he met Altair.




They’d been walking home, together, after a long day at market, and the night had just begun to fall, gray-purple and very soft.  It was dark in the forest, and singing with insects.




Vega had probably noticed him first, but it was Lyra that stopped, resting one of her small, rough hands on Vega’s wrist.  “Do you suppose he’s okay?” she asked.




“Who?”




She pointed into the shadows, and the figure grew more defined as Vega focused on it.
He was a shape at the base of a tree, dark and huddled into itself, and his brown arms were clenched over his knees.  The night gleamed blue on him, and his eyes were hidden.




Vega swallowed at the sight of him.  He was tired, feet aching and hands raw and tingling from handling fabric all day.  Any other day, any other man, and he would have pulled on, to home and supper and sleep.




But the man under the tree lifted his head, hearing Lyra’s voice, and his eyes gleamed in the dark.  They were eyes that pulled.




Vega hefted the unsold rug over his shoulder, and bent down on one knee in front of the man.  “Are you all right?” he asked.




“Leave me be.”  The man’s voice was clear, almost impossibly so.




“Really?  I mean, it’s getting kinda cold out...”  Lyra approached from behind.  She had her basket of yarns and roving with her, and her head tilted kindly.




“Leave me be,” the man said again, and his eyes shifted above his knees, locking with Lyra’s.




Vega felt his heart jump. The whites of the man’s eyes were almost pearl-like, gleaming in the dark there.  There were cold hooks in those eyes.




Vega extended a hand, and rested it on the man’s knee.  “It’s going to be cold tonight.  Winter isn’t yet over.  At least stay in our home tonight?” he asked.  “It’s a sin to leave someone in need alone like this.”




The man by the tree sniffed, curling in closer to himself.  “I’ve been fine on my own for a while, thank you.”




“At least help us finish dinner, then.  I’m certain I made too much.”  Lyra’s smile was contagious and sincere, and there were few who could resist it.




The man here seemed to be no exception.  He sniffed again, and unbent himself from where he sat.  “Seems I have no choice, then.  Take me with you.”




Unfolded and standing, it became immediately apparent that he was not only an outsider -- his refusal of offered hospitality made that obvious -- but a handsome one, too.  His build was stocky, broad in the shoulders, and he was shorter than even Lyra.  And his skin -- unbelievably -- was smooth, almost shiny, and the color of fresh earth.




“So, where are you from?” Lyra asked, as they began walking.




The man didn’t answer.




“Not from around here, I can tell,” she continued.  “I’ve seen fishers from the coast as dark as you.  Is that what you do?”




“I’m... a watchman,” the man replied; his lips lay slightly open in the pause between his words.  “And tonight I am off my post with nowhere to be.”




“Oh, I see!  Spend them alone, usually?” Lyra said.




The man nodded, and he looked over his shoulder at Vega.  A chill unrelated to the wind ran through him; Vega had never seen such lonely eyes set in such a stern face.




“Do you have a name?” Lyra continued.  “I mean, hah, of course, everyone has a name, I suppose...”




“Altair.”




“Altair, that’s your name?”




He nodded, and Lyra’s shoulders rose as she giggled.  “How interesting, I’ve never heard a name like that before!  I’m Lyra, and this is Vega, my older brother.”




“I see,” Altair said, and there was little else said the way back home.




Lyra lay down her basket and took to rekindling the fire, once they arrived home.  The air was cold and still inside the small house, but the orange light of the fire seemed to warm it before the heat could do its work.  Vega put down his rug in the corner, and in the silence, his shoulders grew hunched.  Lyra was busy, so he supposed it was up to him to speak...




“Um... we have only one room for sleeping, but plenty of blankets,” he said.  “So you are, um... welcome to sleep with us.”




“I sleep during the day,” Altair said.




“Oh!  Oh, then, um.”  Vega skimmed over his thoughts.  “Please, feel free to make use of the room in the... morning, then.”




“I’ll be gone by morning.  I’m just here to help finish dinner, as your sister said,” Altair said.




“Ah...”  Vega tucked a lock of hair behind his ear.




Why was it that this man was making him so nervous?  True, Lyra was better at talking to strangers than him, but there was just something about him...




Vega decided to take the unsold rug and move it into the weaving room, if only to try and calm down.  Figure things out.




Before he could even get started, Altair was behind him.  “What is this room for?”




“Um... weaving...” Vega replied, though the enormous loom -- Vega’s loom -- made that obvious, at least to him.




“You’re a weaver?”  Altair walked forward, and began inspecting the half-made fabric.




“Yes, and my sister, she... spins.  It’s how we support ourselves.”  He nestled his hands, rough from work, in each other.




“Remarkable,” Altair said.  “It hardly seems like the sort of thing you’d make just to support yourself.”




“Well, I...”  Vega’s lips knotted.  “I try to make them attractive, so they’ll sell better.”




“Mm.”  Altair trailed his fingers over the white, sparkling accents in the deep blue of the rug.  Vega shivered involuntarily, as if those fingers weren’t touching the rug, but...




“Boys, the stew is almost done!  Come help set up.”  Lyra’s voice broke the aching tension of the air, and Altair took his hand off the rug as he passed into the main room.




For a moment, his arm brushed Vega’s, and the hairs on Vega’s arm stood at attention.




It took Lyra calling out to him -- “Vega, come on!” -- to get him to move again.




Lyra had made mushroom stew, and though he was hungry, Vega kept forgetting the food on his spoon, letting it grow cold before each bite.




Altair ate with the delicate grace of a cat, gently blowing on each wooden spoonful until the steam disappeared, and wrapping his finely-shaped lips over each bite.  He wiped the broth off his lips with his knuckles, and licked them clean when he was done.




Lyra chatted on, as well she could, and Altair replied in a patient, even manner, not quite humoring her, not quite expressing genuine interest.  He didn’t ask questions, and he helped clean the wooden dishware after the meal.




Vega had questions, formless questions, but they stuck to his mouth and kept it shut.
When Lyra excused herself to get some spinning done, Altair announced he would be outside, thanking them once more for their kindness.




Vega took the opportunity to escape, tending to his loom with tender nervousness ringing in his ears.   He swallowed, frequently, threading the shuttle back and forth, picking out the flower-like specks of white along the way in their improvised patterns.  The yarn was smooth, Lyra’s fine work, and the blue thread had a fine luster in the gentle light of his lamp.




The blue luster of the night on Altair’s skin...




Vega closed his eyes tight and shook his head, as if trying to get water out of his hair, and tried to get back to weaving.




He got a good amount of work done, keeping his mind from wandering too far, when he heard the tap of a small hand on the wall behind him.  “I’m going to bed; you coming?” 




It was Lyra.  Vega looked over his shoulder at her, rather than continuing his work, and a crooked smile masked how startled he actually felt.  “I’m almost done here.  I’ll go to sleep soon.”




“Mm.  I’ll lay out your blankets, then.”  Lyra turned back and trailed a hand behind her.  “Night.”




What followed was not silence, but her voice again, muffled slightly by distance.  She was offering to make up a bed for Altair, which he declined in that same, smooth, night-deep voice.  Vega held onto it as he held his breath.




He only exhaled once he hard Lyra’s footsteps, light and bird-like, retreat to the bedroom.  A moment longer, he held the echo of Altair’s voice in his mind, the image of his stone-soft lips against the spoon.




And he returned to work, as the oil in his lamp burned away, the whir-and-clack of the loom smoothing over his thoughts.




He didn’t even hear Altair enter, some lost amount of time later.  But Altair’s breath, lukewarm and light, touched his shoulder.  Vega could almost feel his lack of body heat, even though they weren’t touching.




“Aren’t you going to sleep soon?”  Altair was almost whispering, but his voice seemed to reverberate deep through Vega’s body.




This time, Vega didn’t look back.  He kept his hands on the loom, his thick fingers fast in the threads.  “I... tend to not rest when I’ve made a lot of progress...” he said, inhaling in the pause.  “Don’t want to lose my rhythm, see...”




He heard the ground creak as Altair knelt beside him, and in his peripheral vision Vega saw the silhouette of his head as he leaned over to get a better look.  “There’s so much more here than before our meal.  I’m impressed.”




“It’s nothing, really...”




A smooth hand snaked its way over to the bar of the loom, where Vega’s hand rested.  “I told you, I’m impressed.”




Their fingers, for a moment, touched at their edges.




“It’s beautiful,” Altair said.




Vega cleared his throat, and fumbled with the shuttle.  “If you’ll excuse me, I... think I’m done for the night...”




As he stood, and left the room, he saw Altair’s eyes follow him, dark and animal-luminous, and lonely.  Eyes that stayed with him as he settled into his blankets, beside Lyra, in the silence of the dark.




Vega woke some time later, not quite at dawn, but clearly a while later.  The room was dark, from the lack of moon, but he could see Lyra sleeping beside him, her black hair fanned out gently across her pale cheek.




Altair was still awake, he supposed.  He didn’t feel immediately sleepy, so to check on him... would be reasonable, wouldn’t it?




Altair was not in the main room, no, but he was outside, looking up at the sky.  It was beginning to pale, leaking shades of cream and orange to precede the sunrise.




“You should go back to sleep,” Altair said, without even turning back.  “I’m quite fine here.”




“Oh, I know, I just... can’t sleep, either,” Vega said.  “Mind if I, um... sit with you, for a while?”




“I don’t mind.”




The wood of the veranda around the house was cold.  Vega wrapped his blanket around himself tighter.  His mouth hungered, and he struggled with it for the right thing to say, the memory of the hand and the loom rolling and rumbling at the back of his mind.




At least he didn’t ask directly about the weather.  “Are you... sure you aren’t cold?”




“I’m used to the cold.”




“Ah... Are you from north of here?  If you’re used to it, I mean,” Vega said.  “I hear the snow never melts there, even in summer.”




Altair shook his head.  “I’m from far above north.  Not a place many people live.”




“Ah...”




Vega’s breath clouded in front of him and disappeared into the dark.  Altair’s didn’t.  “Is it lonely, where you are?”




Altair finally turned to look at him there, and with his eyes already adjusted to the darkness, Vega got the best look at his face he’d had all night.




He had dark, bird-wing eyebrows, and eyes that were both dark and clear, like wine.  




And beneath that clarity, delicious and enticing, was that loneliness, etched into the deep sockets of his eyes.




Eyes that pulled, and pleaded, locked into an unflinching face.




Vega had to do something, fuss and want wrestling under his thoughts, and concern.  So he leaned forward, and kissed him.  Altair’s lips were soft and yielded gently, like the flesh of a ripe fruit.




He pulled back after that, his heart beating in his throat.  “I’m... I’m sorry, I just...”




Altair just stared back at him, his lips slightly parted, his brows raised.




“Don’t leave, if you don’t want to.”  This was all Vega could manage, though more words, unspoken, coated his lips: “Someone as beautiful as you shouldn’t have such lonely eyes.”




Altair smirked, bitterly, and looked at the ground.  “I have no choice but to leave.  But...”  And he lifted his face, and his clear, dark eyes seemed even more luminous in the dark.  “That you wish to share my company, I’m... flattered.”




Vega’s face burned in the low dawn.  Even his fingers seemed to be trembling.




“I would be happy to share the rest of this night with you, however much is left,” Altair continued.  He leaned forward, and his hand, his arm came so close to Vega that he could see the fine, dark hairs on his skin.




They kissed again, and this time, Vega could taste him.  He tasted of snow, and Lyra’s cooking, and the tang of storm-touched rain.




Altair’s hand was cool against Vega’s face, as he gently held Vega’s jawline, supporting his head as he kissed harder.  His hands were smooth, hands that belonged to someone that had never known work.




In the pauses between kisses, where they gulped down cold air and winter silence, Vega’s head swam with questions.




Was this truly happening, or was he still dreaming, fantasizing about a stranger who couldn’t possibly be truly interested in him?  It wouldn’t be the first time, with other men and other fantasies, but Altair was a man of disinterest, gentle refusal, and...




And Altair was gently easing Vega onto his back, his thick, muscled legs straddling Vega’s hips, dipping into him with each kiss, cool and smooth and real.




This man, from out of nowhere, a watchman with nowhere to be, and yet here he was, answering Vega’s movements as if he knew them by heart, had known them all his life.  Vega gasped, his chest rising and falling as he wrapped his arms around Altair’s back, the cold wood of the veranda underneath him.




This wasn’t a fantasy, a dream.  He felt everything: Altair’s lips, the cold air, the blood running hot and agitated through his body...




And yet, all too suddenly, he felt Altair lifting out of his arms, and in moments, he was gone.  Completely.




Vega lay on his back for a while, reeling, the surge of his heartbeat resonating through the tips of his fingers, his joints, his groin.  Breath clouded over him like fog, and the milk-butter light of the dawn reached over the black skeletons of trees around his home.




Once his blood had cooled, he sat up, and winced, laughing a little.  Of course, it had been a dream.




He asked Lyra, once she woke up, if she knew what had happened to Altair in the night.  “I don’t know,” she replied, stirring the rice over the hearth.  “I assume he left while we were asleep.  Why do you ask?”




Vega shrugged noncommittally.  “Just... hoping he got where he was going,” he said.




In the weeks that followed, they didn’t see Altair again.




At least, Lyra didn’t.  But Vega saw him, often, and in the smallest places.




At the loom, he’d feel the phantom brush of his smooth fingers against his wrist.  In his bed, he’d feel Altair’s weight held over him, lips against lips.  He kept these to himself, for his sister’s sake, turning over onto his side and cupping the space between his legs with cold hands until he calmed.




One month passed.




And on the next new moon, coming home from market, Lyra and Vega found Altair waiting for them at their home.




“I hope you don’t mind if I stay with you another night,” he said, after Lyra expressed her delight in seeing him.  “I was... in the area again, and I wanted to repay your kindness.”




He had gifts for them, small ones, but none were more precious than the way Vega’s pulse quickened when Altair’s eyes met his, and he saw that the loneliness was gone.




What it had been replaced by, Vega did not dare assume.  But his heart read that clarity, and felt longing, and want.




For Lyra, he presented a beautiful knife made of white glass, like bone.




And for Vega?  “What is this?”  It was a spool of some sort of material, silver-bright and sparkling where the light hit it.  Thinner than yarn, something obviously meant to accompany a greater thread.




“For your weaving.  I thought you might make some good use of it,” Altair replied.  “Lyra’s yarns are of good quality, but I thought you’d appreciate... something more.”




The thread was cold to the touch, on its spool.  Cold, and smooth.




“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Lyra added.  “No way I could manage to spin something like that myself.  I hope my brother can make something beautiful with it.”




“I hope he does too,” Altair added, and his eyes seemed to melt with warmth.




Vega stared at his hands.  “I’m very grateful.  Thank you.”




“It’s the very least I could do, for your kindness,” Altair said.  “That, and another meal tonight, if it’s not too much trouble.”




“Not in the least!” Lyra said.




They had fish that night, salted and grilled, but Vega could hardly taste it.  His mind was tangled up in too many other things: memories of lips, and silver spools of wire.




Vega took to weaving after dinner, since Altair was content to sit outside by himself in the hollow warmth of the night.  It was all he could do to keep from thinking about what had happened last time, and all the wishful thinking attached.




Even with Altair there, before him, as real as he had seemed, there was so little that could convince his mind that what had happened between them was real.  The memory of those smooth hands and lips was as insubstantial as air, and the ghosts of those sensations haunted him.




The loom was real, and the steady, erasing rhythm.  Tonight would be the last night he’d see Altair, and he was only with them to repay the kindness of him and his sister.  All the while, Altair’s gift of silver lay beside the loom, unused, too precious for the unfinished, common thing under his fingers.




Somewhere in the uncertain passage of time, Lyra came in and said she was going to bed, which Vega acknowledged with a hum and a tilt of the head.




And then, even deeper into that dark night, Vega felt the touch of cool fingers on his shoulder, cool breath on his neck.  He shivered, tensing in response, before shaking his head.  It was late, and his numb fingers must have been dulling his senses...




Until he felt a kiss by his ear, and he smelled rain.




Turning into the kiss, he saw Altair there.  His dark eyes seemed heavy and liquid in the lamplight.




“Altair?  What are you doing?” Vega said.




“The token gifts for you and your sister, those were just for your hospitality,” Altair said.  “But I wish to repay you for easing my loneliness.”




Vega gulped.  His heart raced.  No, Altair’s eyes didn’t look lonely now.  They were filled with a need of an entirely different kind.




“Please, let me repay you,” Altair said.




Vega didn’t say anything, swallowing again, and nodding several times, as if shaking off his disbelief.




Altair gently held onto the back of Vega’s head, his fingers curling into Vega’s black hair, and they began to kiss; gently, at first, their lips touching for only seconds at a time, but soon with greater and greater urgency, as if they were hungry for each other.




Vega held onto him, in time, supporting himself by resting his hand against Altair’s cheek, the sand-tan of his skin a rough contrast to his partner’s smooth, darker brown.




This, surely, was enough, Vega thought, to repay Altair.  A kiss for a kiss, a touch for a touch.  That it was all Altair would want, and that it would end all too soon, gone, and lifted away from him like a dream.




But Altair’s kisses began to wander down his face, his neck, and onto his chest.  His small, fine fingers pulled at the front of his robe, exposing his chest, which was shining slightly with sweat.  Vega could feel the soft skin of Altair’s cheek by his collarbone, his lips sweeping over his skin as he dipped lower.




When Altair spoke, breaking the breathing silence, his voice was calm, and unhurried. “Your pants.  Can I take them off?”




“What for...?”  Vega felt slightly dizzy.




“To repay you further.  Please, let me.”




Altair’s eyes pulled and stirred at something in Vega’s stomach; he could hear his heart beating in his ears.  “Whatever you... want, I suppose,” Vega replied.




And for the first time, for however short a time they’d known each other, Altair smiled.  It was a slight smile, almost invisible, but it sent Vega’s mind reeling in happiness.




Slowly, almost deliberately, Altair untied and pulled away the ribbon holding up Vega’s trousers, and left him naked from the waist down, his robe completely undone. 




“Stand up.  Please.”




Vega didn’t even reply, and he stood, his pants around his ankles, as Altair knelt before him.  His hands wandered to Vega’s chest, and he kissed him on the belly, following the trail of his navel to his groin.




And with those beautiful, small hands, he cupped Vega’s scrotum and began gently massaging his shaft.  Vega couldn’t help but gasp as he began to grow hard and hot, and his breath quickened, pulsing in his chest as if he’d been running for miles.




It was completely unlike all the times he’d had to pleasure himself, in the secret, hot silences when he had the house alone. Vega’s own hands were rough, thick, and his body knew them too well to respond immediately.  But Altair’s hands were so cool, and felt like stone made flesh, and each new touch sang through his body and into his joints.




Vega was erect within moments, and Altair’s hands moved in response, shifting positions and pulling with more intensity.  His eyes closed as Vega began to moan slightly, trying to keep his mouth shut; Lyra was two whole rooms away, but cold air seemed so much quieter, and sounds traveled like thieves.




“Are you okay?  Am I hurting you?”




Vega opened his eyes, and saw Altair looking up at him; he’d let go, but his hands hovered just by his thighs, ready to return at any moment.  Vega, however, didn’t even notice that.  What he noticed were Altair’s eyes, and his brows knit together in painful concern.




“No, please... keep going...” Vega said.  He looked at the ceiling, and when he felt Altair’s hands upon him once more, he sucked in his breath through his nose and moaned slightly, as if stretching his limbs.




And then Altair’s hands were joined by an entirely different companion: his mouth.  Altair’s lips were firm and wet, and they rippled with his tongue along Vega’s shaft, sucking and pulling more intensely than his hands had.  Vega couldn’t hold himself in, letting out a gentle cry and biting his lower lip.  His right hand curled by his chest, each pull on his phallus running hot through his joints, and his left hand reached for Altair’s head, for balance, for comfort, for...




Warmth, spasming and electric, began to fill his loins.  It was a familiar sensation, but one he’d never felt so strongly.




“I’m... I’m almost...”




Altair seemed to understand immediately, and took his mouth away, squeezing the base of his shaft in a firm, final motion.  It was enough; white jism came forth, surge after surge, more than Vega had ever experienced before.




In the heavy-breathing stillness that followed, Vega managed to come around and open his eyes.  His hand was still on Altair’s head, though it had shifted to his ear, and the remains of his gratefulness lay spattered on Altair’s forehead and sleek, black hair.




Vega immediately boiled with embarrassment.  “Did I... did I get it on you?  Oh, Altair, I’m so sorry, I...”




Vega tripped over the pants around his ankles, but Altair caught him, and he smiled for the second time that night.




“It’s all right.  That’s what I wanted to have happen,” Altair said.  “There is a spring nearby where I can wash it out before I have to return home.  Would you join me there?”




Relief washed over the burn of shame in Vega’s head, and he nodded, breathlessly.  “Sure!”




He dressed himself, lightly, and crept out of the house with Altair.  The spring was not too far, but he still worried about the jism in Altair’s hair hardening too quickly to wash out easily.  It was a small worry, however; the reality of Altair holding his hand as they went through the woods together was far more preoccupying.




When they reached the spring, they undressed, and swam in the spring together.  The water reflected no sky, or moon, but blackness.  Altair’s hair was cleaned easily, and lay glossy and flat against his head, fanning out over his shoulders.  He was incredibly lovely, there, and Vega could not help but swim beside him, above him, and kiss him again, once or twice, no longer feeling so impulsive.




They sat by the rocks together as the sky began to pale; so much time had passed, and yet Vega hardly felt tired.  He did, however, feel a vague, originless unease, and only when he noticed Altair looking at the sky did he figure out what it was.




“Altair?” he said.  “The last time you visited, why did you leave so suddenly?”




“I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Altair replied.  “The dawn came more quickly than I expected.”




“You have to leave with the dawn?” 




“It signals the return to my post.”




“Oh, yes, you told me you were a watchman...” Vega said.  “Where are you posted?”




Altair pointed to the sky.  “The moon is my ward.  Once a month, I have nothing to guard, and I am left here on earth to do as I please.”  




“The moon...!”  It had been a moonless night when they’d first met, and it was moonless here, too.  “Is that true?  Are you a god, then?” Vega said.




“Some might call me that,” Altair said, though there was no care in his voice.




“You must be all alone up there,” Vega said.  “Unless there are other guards?”




“The sun has a protector, I’m told.  But I’ve only seen him on the other side of the sky, sometimes,” said Altair.  His eyes were focused on the water, which had grown still and clear from their lack of movement.




Vega moved closer, sending ripples through the water, and kissed Altair on one of his high cheekbones, cradling the other side of his face.  “Do I ease your loneliness?”




Altair’s hand rose to meet Vega’s, and there was a line of guilt in his smile.  “Yes,” he said, “you do.”




“Then... if you want to spend those nights alone with me, instead... I will always welcome you,” Vega said.  




“You... truly mean that?” 




Vega nodded with more certainty than anything else he’d ever felt.




“Then I will look for you, if you look for me.”




Altair’s eyes were glossy and bright, with happiness, and tears.




They kissed a while longer, in the spring, before the dawn came and claimed Altair back to his post, his body fading into the dark as the crown of the sun began over the horizon.




Vega slept late, when he returned home.  And when Lyra teased him for sleeping in so late -- “Stayed up late weaving again?” -- all he could do was smile at her, and tell her that their guest Altair would be joining them again the next month.




As the weeks passed, Vega would often look up at the moon, alone in the black sky, and picture his beloved’s face there, finely-carved and dark.  He would wonder if Altair was looking down upon him as well, if he thought about him as often.




There was some uncertainty, as the new moon approached, that Altair would not come.  But the night came, and darkness fell, and Altair came out of the woods and onto the threshold of Vega’s home, and the promise was fulfilled.




They eased each others’ loneliness, late into the night, when all was still and none would interrupt.  They shared their lips and their tastes, their stories and their sighs.  Vega would always wait until dawn before sleeping, never wanting to leave his beloved Altair alone, knowing the burden he carried the other nights of the month.  Only after the dawn took him away would he have been able to sleep with peace.




And so it continued for the next month, and the next, until a great deal of time had passed.




Until it came to pass that, one night, Altair came to Vega with a proposal:




“Come and live with me, in the sky.”




They were laying together, under a blanket, in his weaving loom, where Vega had taken to sleeping lately.  Altair’s cool, stocky body nested comfortably beneath Vega’s long, string-rough one.




“Live with you in the... sky?”




“I’ve consulted my masters, and it’s been decided that you are worthy enough to join me in my duties.  We would never have to be apart.”




Vega’s heart fluttered at the thought.  True, to be with Altair always would be unspeakably wonderful, but all the same...




“Do you not want to?” Altair said.  He leaned over, and his hair fell in a curtain beside his face.




“I would love nothing more,” Vega said.  “It’s just, I worry about my sister...”  Without him, and the rugs he made, she would barely make enough money to survive on just her spun goods.




Altair’s eyes fell.  “Lyra has been as kind to me as you have,” he said.  “I would hate to see her suffer because I wanted to have you with me.”




“Let me talk to her.  After you’re gone.  Then we can figure out what to do.”




Altair’s face remained uneasy, and Vega kissed it to comfort him, but he felt the stirrings of unease within himself even after the dawn arrived and took Altair away.  He was still awake when Lyra woke.




“Hey there, did Altair leave?”  She began stirring the embers in the hearth to wake them.




“Mm.”




The kettle was hung in the hearth for tea.  “Something wrong?”




“No, just tired.  I’m going back to sleep.”  He retreated to his weaving room without another word, and slept dreamlessly.




He avoided talking to Lyra about it for weeks, until the night of the new moon, and Altair’s return, was uncomfortably close at hand.




It shouldn’t have surprised him that Lyra moved to talk about it first.  “Altair’s gonna be here soon.  Did you two have a fight?”




They’d been working together in the living room; she was spinning, he was sewing on embellishments to a rug.  The question hit him with such unexpected power that he pricked himself with his needle.




“Well, did you?” Lyra said, not even looking up from her spinning wheel.




“N-no, we haven’t... fought about anything, why would you assume that?”




“Lovers go through rough patches sometimes.  It’s natural.”




In the silence that followed, she looked up from her work, and smiled teasingly.  “What, you thought I didn’t know?  You two are quiet, but not that quiet.”




Vega’s face felt like it was exploding, from all the heat in his cheeks.  His hands trembled as he put down his sewing.  “Wh-why didn’t you speak up...?”




“Because it’s rude to be nosy in matters like this,” she said.  “Besides, I see the way you look at each other. You’d have to be heartless to butt in.”




Vega covered his face in his hands, unsure whether to smile or grimace.




“So, are you two fine?  I’m not gonna stand for it if he’s being rude to you,” Lyra continued.




“We’re fine, it’s just...”  Vega lowered his hands, keeping them somewhere by his collarbone.  “He wants me to... live with him, and I’m worried about how you’ll do without me...”




“Oh, that’s what this is about?  That’s nothing!”  She laughed, and had to stop spinning to wipe her eyes.  “I’ll be fine on my own, honest.  If he wants you to live with him, then go!”




“Lyra, are you just saying that to make me feel better...?”




“You kidding?  With you out of the house, I might have room for a lover of my own!”




“Y-you have a lover?”




Lyra just laughed, keeping her secrets and her joys to herself.




When Altair returned, on the night of the new moon, Vega ran to him and picked him up into his arms, and kissed him openly, feeling enormous relief and overwhelming love.  They spent their night together as they had always done, only sharing their happiness with Lyra, and readying the house for Vega’s departure.




The only possession Vega brought with him, for his new home, was the spool of silver thread that Altair had given him, his first gift.  It had seemed too precious to waste on a simple rug, and lain unused in the house for a very long while.




Now, Vega knew, he would have a place for it.




They held hands as the dawn came, and faded into the sky together.  Lyra awoke to an empty house, but she was far from worried.




And the next night, as the sliver of the waxing crescent rose into the sky, the first star in existence rose beside it, as bright as a shard of mirror in a bolt of velvet.




As time passed, the stars increased, with Vega’s weaving gifts granting color and light to the night, so that his Altair could never be lonely.




Of course, the new moon still came, as it always had.




But on those nights, the sky would fill with shooting stars, trailing silver light like fine wire.
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But ever in the moonlight
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The moon was bone-cold over the dark, murderous waters the night Simon Carrington died. It had been night when he began to die; it was night when he progressed full forth into the act; and it would be night when it was finished, as he lay blue and cold beneath the surface of the silent lake. His body jerked as his lungs struggled for air, but Rust's firm hands held him with strength from knuckle to wrist as he drowned him. Simon's mind tumbled inwards, and he gasped one last time, dying the only way he knew how.













Earlier







The dreaming had come first. Four months of hard dreaming, and by the end of it, all of London had begged to be released.




For four months and one hundred twenty two days, deep in the vault of winter, Simon had slumbered with the rest of the city -- with the King in Clarence House, with the parlour maids of Mayfair, with the workhouse urchins of the East End, with the jewelers and the luthiers and the printers with newspaper ink still on their fingers, papers rustling with the loneliness of London's enchantment. They had all slept, every single one of them; collapsed against kitchen walls, on cobblestone floors, against statues, in baths. The protections that English magicians had put around the city and its most precious places had collapsed. Because of a traitor, someone said. Because a man had been seen leading the enemy around before the sleep-season began. An English magician had betrayed his fellow people, and as a result, London had slept, dreaming of monsters.




This was what the Church had feared when magicians first became known in England. This sort of devilry, the very tooth and nail of it -- fey and chaotic and against God. Had the archbishop not properly warned the country of what would come of witchcraft? Oh yes, he had warned them until he was blue in the face, and now look to it, the results of the English people's folly.




For a fairy lady, the Queen of All Night's Dreaming, had come to London, casting her spell that put the city asleep. She had claimed London for her own, and while the true rulers tossed and turned in their beds, she and her otherworldly folk waltzed in the streets full of sleeping bodies. She had held balls in Buckingham Palace for her fairy courtiers, sharp-eyed and strange, and they had played whist while drinking salt tears and eating the skeletons of birds. 




"It cannot happen a second time," Simon's father said. Dr. Carrington sat among an informal gathering of the Royal Society of Magicians. He was wan and solemn, still ill from too much dreaming. "We had to broker this peace with whatever means we were able."




"With whatever means?" Kirk repeated. "Even our souls?"




"Pray do not be so dramatic," Hamwell said from his chaise. "We have hardly pledged our souls to the Dreaming Queen."




"One soul," Kirk said.




Hamwell opened his mouth for a quick retort -- he had always been, to Simon's recollection, one of the more argumentative of their ilk -- but then he shut it. "Yes," he said quietly, "one soul. Damn that Judas, wherever he may be. His soul is already promised to Hell."




Simon watched them, as he always did, from the divide between the sitting room and the foyer, lingering like a pudgy rat for a scrap of attention. At three and twenty, he was not the youngest member at the gathering, if member he could be considered at all. However, there were not many younger than he, and those who were had joined the ranks of the Society on their own merits, unlike Simon, who was privy to these meetings simply because his father was the head.




For Simon could not perform magic. He was the son of two of England's greatest magicians, the nephew of another, and the godson of numerous magical luminaries. He could not so much as summon a spark.




The Royal Society magicians oft glanced at him in pity. Poor shy, myopic Simon, with too much meat on his bones but not enough skill in his blood. Some well-meaning sod made such a remark at nearly every meeting. Tonight was the only night that had proved different. Tonight, no one cared enough for Simon's future, for they were all concerned with a subject far vaster and more troubling: the truce with the Queen of All Night's Dreaming, and what they must pay for it.




Simon heard a noise from the door behind him. Someone was knocking. As everybody else was deep in conversation and it was the maid's night off, it fell to him to answer for his household. "H-hello?" he said, opening the door a crack. "Oh, it is you, Rust."




"Did you think it was someone else?" Thomas Rust replied. His voice was slow and even, very calm. Rust was always so calm, though he was not much older than Simon.




"Ah, um, no," Simon said. "But come in from the cold. My father will be glad to see you." He looked at his hands, and then at the space where the maid should be. "Shall I take your coat?" he asked uncertainly. 




"No need," Rust said. With his coat still on, and his hat in his hands, he entered the sitting room. All the other magicians stirred upon his arrival, and made room for him against the wall where the younger, fitter gentlemen were standing to let their elders rest their weary bones. Rust slotted himself in between Hamwell and Duplass. Simon looked at him for a moment, and then looked away.




"We were discussing the tithe," Dr. Carrington informed Rust.




Rust nodded. "As is the entire city."




"It is barbaric," Kirk said. "That we should give up one of our own -- to sell our own flesh and blood into slavery!"




"Why?" It was Allegra Fondant who spoke this time. She was one of the few female magicians, and so dark and cold that it scared Simon. "Our people are hardly innocent of the history of slavery. When humans sell other humans, why should it be so strange that we should sell one of our children to a fairy queen? We are buying peace and for her to return to her lands and leave us be; it cannot be cheap."




"It is," Duplass said nervously, "only one sacrifice."




"One per ten years," Dr. Carrington reminded him.




"More babes die of cholera in a single year," Duplass said. "Many more may have died if we did not accept the Dreaming Queen's terms."




"It is done!" Hamwell interjected. He threw his hands in the air so violently that Rust ducked to avoid being struck in the face. "What are we, chattering birds, to beat the subject so? No matter what we say here, the matter is: it is done! The vile woman gave her terms, and we, on behalf of good King William, accepted them. We shall give her a tithe. We shall give her a plaything. And we will sleep uneasily for it, but at least we shall wake up when the sleep is over!" 




To wake, Simon thought as he watched the meeting progress and the magicians descend into petty squabbling. Such a small thing that even children were capable of. Such a small thing, and such a large burden.








They had boiled kidneys for supper that night, and Simon ate second helpings. He would not dare appear so gluttonous if more of his father's friends had stayed the night, but as it were, few were in the proper spirits to partake. They had all left: Duplass and Hamwell and Kirk and Allegra Fondant in her white fox furs. Only Rust remained, as he often did, to dine with Dr. and Mrs. Carrington and their useless son.




The kidneys had a chewy texture that was not particularly pleasant. Cook must be terrified, Simon thought. She had a son who was of age for the tithe. The kidneys were clear evidence.




Dr. Carrington drank heavily of his port. Mrs. Carrington ate slowly. Only Rust seemed unaffected, tucking away a side helping of potatoes as he tried to lighten his hosts' moods with idle chatter about spellcrafting and tea cosies. "My mother wishes to come to town," he said. "She is an avid collector of tea cosies, and so I believe tea cosies must be the first matter of order. Nothing else is to distract her from her single-minded goal."




"Oh how charming," Mrs. Carrington said without much heart in it.




Simon squinted at the potatoes. His spectacles were no longer as effective as they were when his father had first procured them. That was some seven years ago; now the potatoes seemed a yellowy, buttery lump, though they were as near as his elbow. 




"Here," Rust said. He passed the dish to Simon, who murmured his thanks. He wondered what Rust must truly be thinking. It was Fondant and Rust who had led the negotiations with the Queen of All Night's Dreaming, for her to release slumbering London as her playground. King William and half of Parliament had been in London at the time, as were a good portion of the Royal Society's magicians. Hence it had fallen to countryside magicians, and the practitioners in smaller cities, to parlay. Rust had been at his family's farm in Norfolk at the time, and from Simon heard, had taken one of his prize horses and come riding into London when the city first fell.




He had met the fairy queen face-to-face. Simon studied Rust furtively, trying to see what about him seemed different or affected. But Rust appeared to be the same old Rust he had known for years past, ever since Rust came straight from the pastures and the cow fields to learn magic under Dr. Carrington's tutelage.




The memory of another one of his father's favourites stirred Simon. "Does anybody recall Hawthorne?" he asked out loud. "Tall, wore pince-nez, fond of discussing morality. He used to hire himself out as a tutor." As he spoke, his father developed a faraway expression.




"I believe so," Rust said, "though it has been years since we last saw him. I was just returning from the Navy when he vanished. What makes you think of him now?"




"I--" Simon cast about for words.




"He wonders if there might be a fairy connection that would aid us," Mrs. Carrington said gently. "Isn't that right, Simon?"




"Yes, Mother." How did his mother always know exactly where his mind was going? It could not be magic; it was too reliable for that. "Have some more kidney, Mother," he suggested. "You have barely touched your food."




"Food," Dr. Carrington said with a sudden chortle. "Even in the darkest times, our Simon can always take the time to think of food."




Simon coloured.




"Food is gospel for the stomach," Rust said. Simon did not know if he felt relieved or ashamed that Rust was coming to his defense. "And in war, a well-fed soldier is the most dangerous."




"Are we in war then?" Dr. Carrington asked. 




His wife pursed her lips. "How can we not be? A queen from another land has her hounds baying at our door. Of course it is war."




"We are already waving the white flag," Dr. Carrington said. 




"And one day we shall turn right back around and fight," she said.




"With what?" Dr. Carrington cried. "With what gunpowder and what steel? Even our best magicians are no match against that foul queen! And we still do not know who it was that led the queen straight past our protections!"




A flame flickered in Mrs. Carrington's hair, in the pearls around her neck. The shadow of a deep magic passed through her. Even Simon with his poor eyesight could glimpse it. To play peacekeeper, he reached over and put his hand over hers, clasping them tightly. Her skin was so cold, he thought; how could his mother's skin be so cold when he could see so clearly the fire-magic that kindled within her? "The tithe will come but do not fear for me," he said. "The Queen of All Night's Dreaming wants a young magician as tithe, but I am not a magician, am I? So it will never come to that."




"Simon is right, madam," Rust said. "It is more likely they will pull my name from the hat." 




"And that is meant to comfort me?" she said. "You are hardly inconsequential to me either, Thomas. Oh! I have no more appetite for this discussion, nor for this meal. Gentlemen, you must excuse me." She pushed her chair away. They all stood and watched as she left the table, muttering to herself.




"Father," Simon began.




"It was my fault for letting our talk run sour," Dr. Carrington said. "I should not have made jest, least of all about you. Forgive me."




"Of course I forgive you," Simon said. "You have a gentle bear's heart; how could I be angry with you?" He ate another iron spoonful of potatoes, and then put on his best smile. If it wobbled at the edges, no one but Rust was close enough to see by candlelight, and Rust was kind enough not to remark. "When we finish eating, shall you show me your newest project? Those singing stones?"




His father brightened immediately. 








His father's study was an airy room on the upper floor of their London house, and for as long as Simon could remember, it had been four walls encasing an architectural blueprint for wonder. All of Simon's earliest childhood memories circled around his father's study in some fashion, circling and flitting like the glass dragonflies that buzzed about the windows, tapping idly against the frost. These small enchantments were Dr. Carrington's pride and joy, the enchantments and the collections of folklore. 




Stories and toys -- sometimes, when Simon thought more deeply on it, it was astonishing that his father had been chosen to lead the Royal Society of Magicians at all. His father was a writer and tinkerer. His poor health when young had kept him from many of the occupations other magicians of his generation, the first out-and-about magicians of England, had tended towards. Most of Dr. Carrington's colleagues had soldiered and fought, giving their skills to king and country. Dr. Carrington, instead, had built a laboratory.




It was the finest Elysium a boy could ask for. Even now, when everybody was tense and afraid, Simon smiled to see his father bound about his study, examining his plants, brushing dust off his books, and prodding his teacups. Tin soldiers opened their eyes when Dr. Carrington and Simon passed by, and flowers stretched and bloomed, aching to be touched. Simon ran his finger over the velvety lip of a lily. "Hullo, Virginia," he said, and the lily shivered with delight.




"Here, my boy, quick, here!" Dr. Carrington called. Simon obediently trotted over in time to see his father pull out a drawer full of shining blue stones. "I have been fascinated as of late in the relationship between magic and music, and I think these stones may contain just the answer. Pick one up. Can you not hear the ocean?"




"I do," Simon said. "It is lovely. I would -- I would very much like to see the ocean again." His parents used to take him to Brighton when he was young, and his mother would make the shells go clack-clack-clack. He set the stone down. 




"Then we shall," Dr. Carrington said. "When all this is over, let us spend an entire fortnight by the water, your mother and us."




Simon and his father spent a happy evening playing with the stones, Simon content simply to hear his father's voice -- that tilt of boyish glee that Simon only ever heard when his father was with his magic or with his wife. It was much too late when Simon walked his sleepy father to bed before heading down to the sitting room to clean up the last remains of the Royal Society's meetings. There he found Rust, sitting in an armchair reading Aristotle. "You are not in bed," Simon said, and then knew himself for a dolt for saying something so blatantly obvious.




"The tithe is in three days," Rust said. "It is difficult to sleep knowing I was responsible for these terms."




"Not just you," Simon said. "The entire Royal Society, or those who were not asleep, accepted the terms. And Miss Fondant was with you as well." Cautiously, he ventured, "I daresay she had some opinion in the matter."




Rust did not smile. He was not a man who wore his emotions plainly; he was far too serious for that. The matrons of London always did praise Rust for being a solemn and unfrivolous gentleman, the sort of magician who never played games the way other young bucks with a few glamours up their sleeves did. Rust was a gentleman who danced with ladies at Almack's, walked them through parks, and returned them home safely like an older brother. Simon wondered if Rust tended to think of him in the same stroke as those sheltered debutantes. "Miss Fondant was a great help," he said.




"Is it true she is one of the deathless?" Simon asked. He picked up a stray handkerchief, making a mental note from the monograms to return it to Mr. Hamwell. "My father won't say, but I -- I hear things."




"It is not my place to gainsay your father then," Rust said.




Simon frowned. "I am a man full grown."




Rust had a round face. Not as round as Simon's own, of course, but Rust's cheekbones were flat and wide, and some of the crueller, wittier magicians said it made him look like the provincial practitioner that he was. Despite being a gentleman whether in drawing rooms or gambling halls, Rust's origins were more earthy. He was a farmer's son with a farmer's strong, stocky build, and was shorter than Simon, who was not himself considered overly statuesque. Their personal histories also differed dramatically. While Simon learned at a young age he did not possess his family's talents, Rust had discovered his affinity for magic while shearing sheep, and then he had supported his family by joining the Navy, sailing for many years before meeting Dr. Carrington by happenchance in the middle of a rainy London street. They had bumped into each other, ruining Dr. Carrington's umbrella, and Rust had performed a bit of magic to make amends, which had pleased Dr. Carrington so greatly that he took Rust on as a student.




Simon tilted his head towards the book in Thomas' hands. "How is Aristotle?"




"The truth?" Rust said. "I am afraid I do not always know what he means. Have you read this particular work of his? I see you reading, often."




"Not often," Simon said. "I am not a great scholar like my father."




"What are you good at then?"




You should know; you have been a regular in our household for the past several years, Simon thought. But unlike others, Rust did not seem to be mocking him, so he answered honestly. "Eating," he said. When Rust looked uncomfortable, he made a placating gesture. "It is true enough. Nothing like a good meal. I eat when I am sad. I eat when I am happy. I eat when I am feeling nothing in particular. What else?" He thought about it. "I paint, sometimes. I watch the hansom cabs go by. I like playing nursemaid to the Royal Society's children, when they should come visit."




"You plan to have a great many of your own one day, I presume," Rust said.




"I--" Simon hesitated. "Not when I am the way I am." He waited for Rust to press the question to its inevitable conclusion, but Rust did not. "But it is true," Simon continued, filling in the silent spaces. "Children can -- well, they can be quite horrible. But when they laugh -- the sound of that laugh -- it is like plunging your hand into a fire. I have never been able to do that, like my mother. So I must find other ways."




"Carrington," Rust said. His voice dropped a timbre. "You know you will be entered in the lottery for the tithe? Even if you are not a magician -- you are the child of two magicians, and it will be as good as."




"I am aware," Simon said. He began folding the handkerchief in two.




"I am sorry," said Rust. 




"You are not sorry," Simon said. "You are glad it shall bring peace." He realized his own rudeness the moment it left his mouth.




"I am sorry," Rust said. He leaned forward in his chair, Aristotle forgotten. "None of this was as I would like it to be. England and Fairy are meant to be separate, the walls firmly in place. None of this should happen."




"Many things should never happen," Simon said quietly. "Did you know that I used to have a twin brother? I barely recall him; we were so young. And one day, when our parents took us to visit our aunt in the countryside, my brother and I went to the lake with our nursemaid. She looked aside for a moment, and my brother and I wandered away. We tried to swim. We could not. Our nursemaid dove in to save us; a strong country girl, but she could only save one." There was a cool, flat pressure behind his eyes as he spoke. "My brother showed a capacity for magic even at that age. So you see, if one of us were ordained to die, it should not have--" He bent his head. "I am babbling. Ignore me."




Rust was staring at him. Simon knew this from the corner of his vision, but he could not bear to look more directly. How stupid of him to let the grim events of late twist his humours and make him cry and cry and cry. As if he did not have enough to embarrass him in front of England's best magicians!




"Your cup is empty. I shall fetch you some more tea," Simon said, and excused himself.








There was a letter waiting in the foyer when the Carringtons woke the next morning. It smelled of violets, and the maid could not recall where it had come from. Mrs. Carrington was the one who opened it.




On the 5th of April, you will have a visitor at this address come to fetch the human magician (no older than thirty) who is to be given to me in the name of Pax Regina. Do not keep him waiting. He is quite impatient.




A shining sigil writhed underneath the silky handwriting.




"So the lottery is not to be called off," Rust observed.




"Did you truly think it would?" Mrs. Carrington asked.




"No," Rust said. He removed the silver pen he carried everywhere with him and pressed the steel nib to the paper. He tried to write, but nothing emerged. He then pressed the pen to his skin of his hand, and ink bled out. "Well then," he said, "we shall proceed as normal." He picked up the violet and tucked it inside his coat.




The lottery, two days later, was held at Hyde Park. Though it had been wet and gloomy since the past Sunday, it was brisk and clear when the Carringtons and Rust arrived. There was a table set in the middle of a field, and entire swathes of magicians with their families. Many of them had brought their luncheon in picnic baskets, as if they planned to dine on cider cake after learning of their fates. It was a fairly secluded area of the park, with guards from Buckingham Palace manning the perimeters, in order to keep curious civilians from making a raucous. This was a magicians' affair, if they were to send one of their own young, and they did not want prying eyes.




Simon shivered. Even though the sun was plain above his head, he felt cold. His nose began to run. He saw his mother was similarly affected, and he tucked her arm into his, keeping her close. "We shall be together, you and I," he whispered. "I won't go far."




Dr. Carrington was visibly uneasy. "We are at the hour. I suppose I should draw the name, then, as I am head of our society," he said, but Rust stepped in front of him.




"No, sir, let me."




"You are a good man, Thomas," Dr. Carrington said, relieved. "I have rarely met one better."




Mrs. Carrington thought otherwise. "Don't be a coward," she said to her husband in clipped tones, loud enough for all to hear. "These are your people, your followers. If a knife is to fall, yours must be the hand that wields it."




Dr. Carrington stammered. He sounded much like Simon in that moment. "I -- I take your meaning, Bella, but--"




He did not have the chance to defend his honour. Rust had already seized it from him by stepping to the table, where there was a vase with slips of paper inside. It was a plain vase, grey stone with a crack down one side. There were thirty names inside. Simon had spent all of last night writing them out and cutting them, while his father snored extravagantly in the chair beside him, having fallen asleep after a late night drink. When Simon had finished with the names, he had folded them inside an envelope and kissed his father on the forehead.




He closed his eyes now, wiped his nose, and waited. When Rust plunged his hand inside the vase and pulled out a sacrifice, he heard it even before Rust spoke it. The sound of his name, in all the ways it could be held on a person's tongue -- the soft, amused voice of his mother, the excited tones of his father, and even the high-pitched clear giggle of his brother Henry right before he had run into that lake.




Allegra Fondant, that deathless woman, stood behind him. "So Simon Carrington goes off to die," he heard her say, right before his mother turned around and slapped her.








It was humorous, nonetheless, how once the knowledge was given to him, and unavoidable, how much better he felt. Now that he knew, he could not unknow, and this comforted his scattered mind in a way that did not seem to apply to others. It was absurdly humorous, though -- starting with a duel in Hyde Park between his mother and Allegra Fondant, which had required five other magicians to help break, including Rust, who had rolled up his sleeves and used his farmboy muscles to pull Mrs. Carrington back from calling lightning down on all of them. 




Her palms were blackened when Simon guided her home. She would not look at him. "Mother," he said softly. He touched her wrist. "Mother, it shall be all right."




She would not look at him.




Cook had made them a French stew of peas and bacon, heavy with parsley and Worcestershire sauce, when they returned to their household. Her son, young Georgie, spooned out three bowls. Rust had taken his leave and was boarding with Duplass, so it was Simon alone with his parents, urging them to eat the stew, though his mother was as still as a Mulready painting while his father's fingers shook as he grasped his spoon. Drops fell onto their Turkish carpet. No one spoke.




Finally, the silence was so awful that Simon could stand it no longer. "It will not be so terrible," he said with forced joviality. "We do not know what the Queen of All Night's Dreaming intends to do with her tribute. I could very well become a darling member of her court. Think of all the new waistcoats."




"New waistcoats," Dr. Carrington said blankly. "When that woman danced through sleeping London and took children from their mothers' arms."




Simon looked down at his stew. It was true; there were many still unaccounted for after the sleep had lifted from the city, and bodies had been discovered cut clean through. No one quite understood the Queen of All Night's Dreaming's reasons for conquering London so, except, it seemed, for the pure thrill of the hunt, and for the knowledge that mortals to her were like cut flowers, their lives all these little blossoms to garnish the trains of her dresses. But then Simon shook his head, forced a smile, and said, "At least poor Georgie wasn't chosen!"




He played a spot of pianoforte that evening. His mother, lacking daughters, had always desired for him to learn, and though he was clumsy at it he played it for her while she sat unseeing in her chair, late-hour tea and biscuits untouched. He played some of Thomas More's Irish airs, and more than one rendition of Robin Adair. As he played, he imagined his father's singing stones upstairs, vibrating with restlessness.




The maid, Jane, helped his mother and father to bed. They went with her like confused children. Simon watched them with his heart a sharp, aching pressure, and then he was alone at the pianoforte bench, the sheet music dry and yellowing at the edges from a time he had once been caught in the rain after a lesson. Simon sat quietly for minutes, unsure of what to do with himself. Then he stood and helped Jane clear the sitting room. When Jane herself went to bed, Simon was alone once more. He found himself lingering by the hearth, where he picked up the Aristotle that Rust had left on a side board.




The stout Vetters clock was counting down the hour to midnight, its mechanical hand run not by clockwork but by one of his mother's intricately crafted spells. Those sorts of spells were the most difficult; long-standing and permanent, meant to last months and years rather than a single moment. Such were the protections that had surrounded London to keep evil at bay. The combined efforts of the Royal Society, they had believed, would be enough to give a supernatural force pause -- but they would never know truly, not when the Dreaming Queen had torn through their glamours with the ease of a dart.




Only one soul claimed to have seen the Queen of All Night's Dreaming before she spun her trap. A midwife on the West End, a Frenchwoman by birth who had married an English tailor. She had been returning from a breech birth in the middle of the night when, as she told the magicians afterwards, she had crossed paths with another woman in an empty alleyway. But this was no human woman; she had sensed it immediately, despite only knowing of fairies through storybooks and mothers' warnings. The woman had been shrouded with a muchness. Too tall, too bright, too sharp. A man had accompanied her, and this man, the midwife had described, struck her as very human indeed. He had been leading the fairy woman somewhere, giving her directions, and that was the last the midwife saw of them. 




When Rust, Fondant, and the others had pressed the midwife further, she admitted that she could not recall what the human man had looked like, so startled she was by the sight of the fairy queen. She was sure the whole encounter had been a hallucination, and it was only when the magic happened that she believed otherwise. All she could say of the man was that he had been 'a young fellow' and 'gave the impression of a magician.'




Simon fell asleep by the fire. He dreamed of the young magician who had led the fairy queen past London's seals. The traitor wore multiple faces. First he wore Rust's, sculpted by those broad and dependable cheekbones, the rare quirk of a smile. Then he was Simon's father, red-faced from too much wine and excitement. Then he was Henry, falling deeper into the water. Finally, he was Simon himself, round-bellied and nervous, and he was leading the Queen of All Night's Dreaming through the wet black shadows.




He did not know these streets, though he had spent a lifetime feeling the stone beneath his feet. He did not this stone now, nor this air or moon or even the sound of his own breath, tight with fear. The Dreaming Queen was following him, but he dared not look behind him and meet her too-large eyes. He could smell her: violets and old blood. He wondered if the stories were true, that fairies could not abide iron, and whether something as simple as a spoon or fork could save him. But he was not brave enough to try.




She did not wear shoes, this queen. Her bare, damp feet left snail tracks between the grooves. She was smiling. He could feel that much. She smiled at his hurrying back, and when he turned another corner and paused, hopelessly lost, she laughed.




Little Simon sweetling, show me what is in your blood.




He looked down at his palm. There was a crucifixion wound there, dried around the edges.




I wait for you, the queen sang. I wait for you in my kingdom, in the fire garden and the paths of rain. You shall come to me like a fat, golden lamb, and I shall be pleased beyond measure.




She walked up behind him. He trembled, rooted to the spot, but she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and placed a cold kiss on the crown of his head. It seared him like a hemlock tonic, and Simon woke up shakily, sour with the weight of his panicked sweat. His forehead and his shoulders were wet with it; he was moist in the crooks of his elbows. The Aristotle slipped from his lap and thudded on the floor.




He stared at the clock. It was past midnight. He looked down at his lap, where the book had fallen. A sprig of violet perched on his knee, blooming.








There were, in the meantime, parties.




Simon wondered if the seven youths and seven maidens of Athens ever had such sending-off parties. He wondered if Andromeda, before she was sent to wait for the monster Cetus, ever spent so much time sipping ratafia while sad-eyed women and emotionally gruff men bid her safe journeys. There were parties at the Duke of Ravensbourgh's, at the Viscount Selby's, all along the freshly painted houses of Pall Mall, and even an orchestral composition at Covent Garden performed in his honour (Bach, he noted, sounded very redemptive).




No expense was spared to see Simon off. He ate as much as he was able, and danced with all the eligible women of London, none of whom needed to fear him as a marriage prospect. It had been a concern before, being the son of the highly regarded Dr. Carrington, and the debutantes had once looked upon Simon and his waddling feet with alarm. Now, however, he was the perfectly safe option. He even heard whispers of women developing a sudden desire to snatch him in matrimony before he embarked on a trip to Fairy. The Carringtons had money, he was their only son, and what a quick way to become a merry widow!




"Ignore them," Rust said as he accompanied Simon like a terrier. "Death is easily forgotten in the presence of too much dancing." He was frowning at the ambitious women, though, clearly displeased at their lack of character.




"It is fine," Simon said. "It is only some of them, not all." The other girls were perfectly pleasant, if often tongue-tied. There were not many instructions in their etiquette books, after all, about how to properly address a man who had been tithed to Fairy.




Simon's spectacles were sliding down his nose. He pushed them up. "You do not need to follow me everywhere, just to appease my father. There is cordial and eggs en cocotte, and I think some of the men have set up a gambling table over there. You should enjoy yourself."




Rust did not respond.




"Do you dance?" Simon asked instead.




"Not -- not very well, I am afraid," Rust said. He seemed embarrassed, and Simon looked at him in surprise. He did not think anything could embarrass Rust, who was well-known for his prodigious talents, who had risen from his humble pastoral beginnings to learn the arcane arts. Rust had an easy way with magic. It seemed to cling to him like Chinese silk. Simon was more than tad envious.




Rust gazed at the ballroom, all the ladies' damask dresses and the musicians' stringed bows buttered by candlelight. He said, "I feel out of my element in places like these. I never know the proper courtesies or the modern fashions, and I always fret I shall forget that I am capable of producing a fruity London accent now and slip into country cant instead."




"Oh," Simon said, astonished. "Country cant. Well, I suppose it would be different if this were a sheep field? Er, not that I wish to imply anything insulting, I simply meant--"




"I would be much more at ease if this were a sheep field," Rust interrupted wryly. "This shirt I am wearing would not be so uncomfortable then. I suspect I paid too much for it in the shop, but I did not want to seem horribly provincial and kept my mouth shut when I should have haggled."




Simon could not help but grin at him. Rust smiled back, a rather sweet, shy smile. Then Rust spoiled the companionable moment by adding, "Your father has asked me to tutor you in some small matters before the emissary from Fairy comes."




Simon looked away. He could only mean one thing, and it was not a small matter at all. "It will be of no use. What can I learn in of magic in a few weeks that would be more effective than years of frustration? Sometimes--" he floundered for the right words, "two dun horses shall give birth to a black one."




"It would please your father to have you try again anyway," Rust said.




The very last time I am able to please him, Simon thought. He removed his spectacles and wiped them on his cravat, but fumbled in the process. His spectacles fell to the floor. Rust quickly scooped them up and returned them. Simon's face was red. "It does not matter to me," he said. "If you have the time and patience to teach me, I am willing."




Rust's expression was unreadable, but Simon believed he could see the unfurling of a horrible, sympathetic tenderness. "Please," he said. "Do not look at me like that. Not like the rest of them. My name was drawn; I shall do my duty. It does not make me a hero, or an object worthy of admiration. I am simply -- as I always have been."




"Not quite, I daresay," Rust said. "You are having an audience with the king tomorrow."




"Have you ever met the king before?"




"A farm muck like me?" Rust said. "Hardly. I would probably have to buy a new shirt, and we all know what a disaster that would be."




Simon did not personally have to worry about his accoutrement. His mother took care of that for him, and when he was received by King William the next day, it was only his own nervous sweat that ruined the perfectly cut line of his trousers. They clung to him awkwardly, and Simon wished the moment could pass as quickly as possible so he could go home to his bed, save that it did not. There were introductions to the Prime Minister, to high members of Parliament, to the Archbishop of Canterbury, and then at last to His Majesty, who proclaimed Simon to be a true and obedient servant of their Lord.




"I suspect Rome might even make you a saint one day," the king said to Simon. "Wouldn't that be a grand stroke of luck?"




"Um. Yes," Simon said, while his father paled and Rust's eyebrows twitched.




London was joyous. They were free from the Queen of All Night's Dreaming. Safe from this threat that was even worse than French armies, they celebrated from dawn to dusk. Fireworks exploded over the Thames while Simon looked out from a carriage window, craning his neck to better watch. They sparkled through the sky like grains of sugar.




When he disembarked the carriage for the next soiree of an already cramped eve, there was a crowd eager to catch a glimpse of him. An elderly woman pushed her way through the front with surprising violence. Rust moved to protect him, drawing forth the pen that was the tool of so much of his magic, but the woman stopped in her tracks and handed Simon a flower. For a sickening moment he thought it was a violet, but it was not. It was a poesy, sweet and small. "God be with you, Carrington!" the woman said. "God be with you!"








Rust entered the library with a china bowl full of Cook's hard-boiled eggs. He set them on the drum table and selected one egg, holding it between thumb and forefinger. Simon watched him warily, already suspecting he knew the trajectory of the lesson to come. Rust was not the first magician who believed he could teach Simon magic -- though it was likely he would be the last.




Simon's nose was running again. He wondered if he was catching a cold. He discreetly wiped his nose on his handkerchief while trying to give Rust all of his attention.




"Eggs are one of the most useful instruments in magic," Rust said. "It was how I first learned to use my talents. They are so delicate on the outside, you see, but strong and milky inside. There are layers, and that is the crux of magic. You begin with one layer and then add another, and another, and the pieces themselves may appear mundane but when put together you have created something extraordinary."




Simon felt that Rust's earnestness was rather misplaced, but he did not say so. He nodded politely as Rust continued to wax on the subject of magical education, noticing how it made Rust seem warm and boyish. His father was much the same -- he was a completely different person when he spoke of what he loved.




Even if he was not a magician, Simon thought, he was fortunate. To be surrounded by people of supreme skill and passion, who were capable of spinning fantastic creations from the air -- he could lie happily forever in the warmth of their company.




Rust was still holding the hard-boiled egg and talking. Simon turned his ears back towards the discussion in time to hear Rust say, "Now you should try to break it."




"Break it?" Simon said. He wriggled his fingers towards the egg, but Rust pulled his arm back.




"Without touching it, I mean," he said.




"I know," Simon said. "I was merely jesting." He was not entirely sure what Rust hoped to accomplish. Even if Simon were to miraculously display an aptitude hitherto unseen, such limited skills -- the breaking of eggs! -- were hardly stalwart protections against the Dreaming Queen. However, Rust's expression was very grave, and it was apparent that this was important to him. Simon indulged his delusions.




He shut his eyes. His father had taught him the mental parlours necessary to practice magic; one could not have cluttered thoughts. One's mind must needs be as clean as a newly swept floor. Only then could one fill it with new delights. Hence Simon shut his eyes and thought of nothing except snow and water, cold and still. When he opened his eyes, he did not straightaways focus on the egg in Rust's hand. He allowed it to happen naturally, and waited for the egg to re-emerge with its blurred edges through the glass of his worn spectacles.




Nothing happened. Rust remained patient. "I was unable to effect anything my first time," he said. He watched Simon blow his nose before urging him to try again.




There was no success. "There is a block," Simon explained, as he had explained to others many previous. "If magic is a humour that exists in the belly, then something in me is blocked like so much horse glue."




"Hmm," Rust said. "Do you feel it within and are unable to summon it properly, or do you feel nothing at all?"




"I feel nothing but my own indigestion," Simon said ruefully. "Mayhap if you show me how it is meant to be done…?"




Rust complied. Simon held up an egg for him, and Rust narrowed his gaze upon its shell, breaking it into a lacework pattern of tiny cracks. He lifted his head towards Simon with such an intense, inwardly focused countenance that Simon shivered. With what, he did not know, or would not properly admit to himself. It was the same shiver he sometimes had when seeing burly men make deliveries to the house, or when he had seen the king's guards in all their fine regalia. Rust seemed very much like a soldier then before he blinked and gathered himself. "I do it like that," he said mildly. 




"No block then?" Simon asked.




"No," Rust admitted.




What must it be like? Simon wondered. To be so wild and unfettered? To be anything but utterly plain and ordinary? He wondered if Rust would ever be able to put it in words for him. Then he noticed Rust was staring at him with a sliver of that former intensity. Simon bit his lip.




"You cannot go into the Fairy alone," Rust said. 




"What are you suggesting?" Simon said. "That you will come with me? You need not be a -- a Galahad. What would be the point? I am promised. The Dreaming Queen can do whatever she likes with me."




"It would be a disservice to your father, who has been a mentor to me," Rust said. "To let his only child wander into the dark lands alone." He met Simon's myopic gaze. "It would be a disservice to you too. I would like to think of us as -- as friends."




"Friends?" Simon squeaked.




"For how long have we known each other?"




It was not the same! Simon's mind protested. Magicians went in and out of his house, and some impressed themselves upon his father so much that they were near constant guests, but they were not Simon's friends. Simon brought them tea and tried to entertain them with idle conversation while waiting for his father to emerge from his study, but that was the typical extent of these interactions. Friends? No, not so much.




Rust's face was grave but kind. Simon shivered once more. He let himself feel things he knew he should not be weak to. "Friends then," he agreed. "But you are not -- not coming into Fairy with me!"




Rust made a noncommittal sound and rolled up his shirtsleeves. Let us get to work, his actions said. They spent the rest of the afternoon peeling and eating the eggs.











The emissary from Fairy arrived exactly when the Dreaming Queen's letter said he would arrive. They were ready, all of them: Dr. and Mrs. Carrington in their Sunday best, with Simon, Rust, Cook, Georgie, and Jane gathered in the sitting room. Cook had made lavender shortbread accompanied by rich, fortifying cocoa -- precisely the sort of food she thought a fairy might eat, though she fretted over the stove until Mrs. Carrington send Simon to calm her nerves.




So they sat, the entire household, frozen in tableau. Mrs. Carrington had her gloved hands folded in her lap while Dr. Carrington's knuckles were snowy around the volume of lore he was trying to read. Simon did not blink much. The clock tolled the noon hour, and then one o'clock and so on. It was closer to dusk when someone knocked on the front door.




"Oh, that better not be the postman again!" Cook declared.




It was not. When Jane went to answer the door, shaking, she returned with a man, slim and short with handsome features and dark hair. The entire household was agog when they realized he was not a fairy at all, but mortal. He was smartly dressed in forest greens with lambskin breeches, and his hair was slightly damp, as if he had traveled through rain, though it was a lovely, clear day outside. He carried with him a plain black umbrella. 




"A Mr. Wellesley," Jane announced anxiously.




Wellesley looked at them. Simon shuddered when he realized the man's eyes were entirely black with no iris. Then Wellesley smiled, quick and sharp. "London!" he said. "Not quite worth the trip through blood, fire, and wretched fairy tea parties, but here we are."




"Here we are," Rust said.




"What, is there an echo in this room?" Wellesley replied. He spied the platter of shortbread and took one.




Mrs. Carrington rose. "We welcome you to our home, sir. We hope you will make yourself comfortable, and that you are in no rush to leave -- we would dearly love to spend more time with our Simon before you take him away."




"Yes, yes, that is fine," Wellesley said. "It is not simple for a non-magician to pass into Fairy; we shall need to wait a few days before the proper roads clear for us. It has to do with the moon, the price of tea in China, and quite possibly a heifer mooing somewhere in a field. Very complicated stuff."




Dr. Carrington could not stop staring at Wellesley. When Wellesley crooked an eyebrow at him, Dr. Carrington said, "Pardon me for being so rude -- but you are obviously not of the fey folk. Why would the Queen of All Night's Dreaming send you? I fear I am curious."




"You mean you don't remember me?" Wellesley asked. 




"I am afraid not."




"Before I was a grand pawn in the games of Fairy, I was an English magician. Our paths crossed then, but only once or twice," Wellesley said. "The answer to your question is this: the Mad Queen sent me because I am not a fairy. She believed I would be better prepared to deal with… human frailties, which the fair folk have no patience with."




"How did you come to be her servant then?" Dr. Carrington asked.




"I am not her wretched servant," Wellesley said. "I am on loan, if you will, from the court of the Duke of Forget-Me-Not, whose demesne overlaps with the Dreaming Queen's. She asked for me personally, and His Grace agreed to spare me." He looked at Simon. "So you are the tithe?"




Simon bobbed his head.




"Fat, aren't you?"




"Be careful what you say," Rust said. "You are in our realm and must abide by our courtesies."




"Meaning the king of England will clap me in irons for insulting an over-round fellow?" Wellesley said. He threw himself in an empty chair and yawned. "I am thinking we leave on the Wednesday. That shall give us enough time. Any objections? Besides the grossly obvious, I warrant."




"No," Mrs. Carrington said stiffly. "Jane shall show you to your rooms."




"Jane looks ready to cut and flee," Wellesley said. He smiled at their maid. "No worries, sweet peach. I have not killed a mortal in a very long time."




"You are not so old," Rust frowned.




"Time passes differently in Fairy," Wellesley said. "I feel I have been gone from England for centuries." He glanced at Simon. "It will feel like as such to you too."




"I -- I trust you will teach me the proper Fairy ways," Simon said courteously. He tried to sit up straight with his shoulders thrown backwards, to show that he was not afraid of whatever this stranger might say.




"To what end?" Wellesley said. "You shall be dead soon enough, by the reckoning of both worlds."




Supper that night was a tense affair, to say the least. Simon dropped his cutlery at least three times, and even Rust did not seem his usual sturdy self. Wellesley ate ravenously with a glee that was nearly obscene, while Dr. and Mrs. Carrington were silent throughout, leaving their plates untouched. Simon tried to encourage Wellesley to tell stories of Fairy, knowing this would interest his father the folklorist, but Wellesley's stories tended to end in bloodshed or death, which upset everyone's appetites.




Mrs. Carrington excused herself first. When supper was finished and the table cleared, Simon wandered into the kitchen -- for the homeliness of it, for the safety and comfort, and also for another piece of bread -- but found his mother alone, standing over the stove and staring at the greasy wall with no expression. Simon called out to her softly, and Mrs. Carrington stirred.




"Mother," he called out tentatively.




"Oh, mind me not," she said. "I was -- thinking. How I must give up my practice as a magician when I wed, how I must give up my time when I bore children, how I must give up one son and now another!"




Simon swallowed against a croquet ball in his throat. He took her clammy hand in his, and at first she appeared to resist, but then the strength left her body and he guided her towards the sitting room. "You should not be alone," he said. "Let us think together."




"If only for a brief while," she said, but followed him anyway.








His dreaming traveled as deep as an illness, smearing his skin hot with fever. In his dream, he was by the lake where Henry died, and a woman was bathing naked underneath the milky moonlight. It was the Queen of All Night's Dreaming, and water shone on her swan-white back as she poured a cupful over her head before turning and smiling at Simon. Her hands, astonishingly tiny, cupped her breasts while her thumbs laid rest on her nipples.




When he failed to respond appropriately, she smiled more broadly. You do not favour women, do you? she said. In the garden of freshly cut flowers, you are lavender. But am I not beautiful enough for you, Simon Carrington?




She was beautiful, but in the way that a flood was beautiful; or a burning fire the same shade as her brimstone hair. Simon could see silhouettes of bodies in the water, and he was nauseous, remembering what he did not actually remember: Henry's yelling, the heavy weight of him pulling Simon down as both of them scrambled to make the shore.




I wonder what makes you burn, the Dreaming Queen said. Have you ever touched a man before, beloved Simon? Put your hand on his hardness and made him moan?




He had, once. When he was seventeen, a young magician named John Peck had accompanied him to an opera, and had smiled at Simon all night, sly and knowing. They had fumbled in the carriage ride home that night, and Simon had spent himself all over Peck's slender hands. He had woken up the next morning eager to see Peck again, and had sent a message to be delivered to Peck's London house, only to discover that Peck had meant to leave for Germany that day, to learn from the great water-masters of the Danube. The next time Peck had returned to England, and paid visit to Dr. Carrington's household, he had brought his wife and son.




The fairy queen saw his discomfort and laughed. No matter. When you come to my court, you shall see a surfeit of beautiful men, all of whom shall be eager and willing to educate a tender morsel such as you. Such beauty as you do not see in mortals, the highborn sons of Fairy; and all for you to lick and touch and fuck as you wish.




"That is not what I want," Simon said.




Are you a monk? Do you flagellate yourself for such thoughts? The queen raised her eyebrows. Or is it because of him? The sheep lad? He tries to be strong and proud, oh yes, and has fooled many of your father's magicians into believing so. But he is a rough, uncertain thing, and as hairy as a beast underneath those fine London clothes of his!




Simon did not speak. The queen stepped out of the water, all white skin and shadows. Soon we shall be together, she said. You shall see all I have done to prepare my court for your coming. I promise you shall like it. All the cakes and birds and bones you could hope to eat. We shall have a party for you every night, and dance until our feet are silver-bloody. The foxes shall bow to you; the bears shall curtsy, and the serpents shall sing.




"Then -- then I shall die?" Simon said. "When you grow tired of me, I mean. When the next mortal is tithed, and I become a forgotten plaything."




So rarely does anything die in Fairy, she replied. Yours shall be splendid.




"Simon!" A man's voice split his dream in two. "Simon! Simon! Wake up!" He opened his eyes to find himself in his bedroom, with the rushlights ablaze and Rust shaking him by the shoulder. 




"I was dreaming," Simon croaked.




"You were thrashing and yelling, that is what you were doing," Rust said. "You are waking the entire house."




"W-water," Simon said. His throat was so very dry. Rust took his pen from inside his shirt and pressed the nib to an empty cup on Simon's bedside table. It filled with cold, sweet water. Simon gulped it greedily. "What could you possibly be doing at this hour?" he asked, water dripping down his chin. "You are not even dressed for bed."




"I was packing," Rust answered.




"Not for Fairy?"




"I told you I am your friend and have a duty to see you safely," Rust said. As he spoke, Simon remembered all the things the Queen of All Night's Dreaming had accused him of in his dream, and her words jabbed him like a steel spring. It coiled unpleasantly in the bottom of his belly, and then lashed upwards through his throat and past the spaces between his teeth.




"It is not your duty!" he said. His voice was too loud, he knew, but he could not control what pushed up through his lungs. "You do not always need to be a hero! You are allowed to be as scared and frail as the rest of us, and you are allowed to stay home!"




Rust's eyes were coppery. Even in the dark, and with his spectacles shoved to the side, they were sitting close enough that Simon could see them. Rust said, "Why would I stay home?"




"Because you are needed here," Simon shot back. "Because you are a great up-and-coming magician, tapped one day to lead the Royal Society when my father is too old. Because people love you, and respect you, because even King William sings your praises."




Rust opened his mouth, and shut it. He shook his head wildly. "There is nothing for me to stay for."




"You are lying."




"I am not lying," Rust said. "So what if I am a great magician? There shall be more to take my place. I have no wife, no children, no true friends -- people do not love me, you know, to most I am akin to a tin soldier, reliable and responsible, quickly forgotten when I am not around. Or there are those who suspect me to be the traitor." He leaned forward and clasped Simon's knee through the bedsheet, his grip hard and fierce. "Even my mother and father are distant to me. They are God-fearing folk, and do not understand magic."




Simon was not moved. "And this means you must give it up to follow me into Fairy? What nonsense!"




"We are both lonely people," Rust replied. "There! I have said it!"




"So what if we are? That is not enough!" Simon leaned even closer, his fury turning cold and clean, like a slice of butter floating to the top of a boiling pot. He had come to peace with his fate. Who was Rust to step in and make it murky, and worse, make him hope? "There are thousands of lonely people in London -- go find one of them to save. Leave me alone."




"God help me, I can't," Rust said. He made an abrupt movement with his elbow; Simon could see him closing the final, barely realized distance between them. Then Rust was kissing him, hard and clumsy, and his mouth was wet with sherry -- so he had been drinking. Rust's strong soldier hands clasped Simon's shoulders, pulling him in, and Simon gasped at the pleasure of it, blood-deep and strange. One of Rust's hands left his shoulder to entwine itself in Simon's hair, and Simon felt himself being pushed backwards onto the bed. He caught a glimpse of Rust's terrified eyes--




"Do carry on," Wellesley drawled. They broke apart to see their guest standing in the doorway of Simon's bedroom with a flame in his open palm. Rust scrambled off of Simon, turning red. 




"What is it?" he asked stiffly, adjusting his trousers.




"You are not in Fairy yet," Wellesley said mockingly. "You are still in England, where they do not look kindly upon relations between those of the same sex. So the two of you, control yourselves. I do not wish to be stoned even before we leave."




Simon pressed his wrists to his eyes. The dim light, the proximity of sweating bodies, the bruised ghost of Rust's mouth against his -- it was too much, and he was developing a headache. Worst of all, he could hear her voice from far away, the sound of her delighted laughter. Wellesley could hear it too, judging by the tilt of his head and his dark smile. 




"We grow near to the hour," he said.








If Simon had a choice, he would have slipped out to Fairy in the middle of the night, leaving his parents to discover his cold pillows when they woke. It seemed the more merciful option, where they did not have to suffer through formal goodbyes. But Simon was a good son. If he had nothing else to recommend him, at least he was a good, dutiful son. He knew that the only mercy would be his own-- so he stayed the morning, and allowed his mother and father to see him off.




His mother did not cry. She seemed very removed, and would not even look him straight in the eye. Simon put his arms around her, and held her close -- she was more fragile than she used to be, and the hollows of her cheeks were paper thin.




His father made noises like a wounded beast. "My son," he kept saying. "My only son-- can you not bring him back, Rust?"




"Sir," Rust said, "I -- I do not know."




"It will be all right, Father," Simon told Dr. Carrington, trying to smile. "Do you remember what His Majesty said? They may even saint me."




Dr. Carrington shook his head. "Look," he said thickly. He was carrying a book under his arm, and now he opened it to a page in the middle. "I was reading all night -- trying to take my mind away -- and I found this. A verse, given by the Oracle of Calais."




"The Oracle of Calais?" Simon said. According to the stories, she was a mysterious woman who had appeared in Calais some fifty years prior, and some had thought her a messenger from the fairy realm. "You have always thought it poppycock."




"I no longer know what I believe," Dr. Carrington said. "However, this gives me hope. She writes, A soldier, a traitor, a dead man, a king / Watch for what victory the silent waters may bring." He put his thumb on the worn page. "A soldier is Rust. A dead man… that is likely a reference to you, my son. The king I do not know. And the traitor you may be meeting -- watch for him, and watch for these silent waters. Will you promise?"




"I promise," Simon said solemnly. 




"When you and Henry were born," Dr. Carrington said, "that was the happiest day of my life."




Simon kissed his father on both cheeks, and tried not to weep himself. Wellesley was waiting for them by the carriage, and he was evidently impatient. Rust was carrying their bags, loading them into the carriage with Georgie's help. Simon walked down the path to join them.




"You truly do not need to join us," he told Rust. But Rust would not meet his eyes, would not give him any reminder of last night's desperate fumblings. He simply opened the door of the carriage and helped Simon in. The vehicle was enough to fit four, and Wellesley was already inside, reading a dirty French novel while his umbrella laid at his feet. He looked up when Simon entered. 




"Are you ready?" he asked.




"I wish -- I wish we had done this a long time ago," Simon said. The parties, the goodbyes, the waiting -- it had all been too much. The carriage shifted as Rust climbed in, and then Wellesley tapped the rooftop, giving the signal to go.




"How shall we enter Fairy?" Rust asked as the horses lurched forward. "Do not give us that song-and-dance about the price of tea in China."




"Really, sir, you interrupt me in the most entertaining portion of the novel," Wellesley said. "Young Marie, fresh from the nunnery, is about to be educated in the erotic arts by her stern, heartless uncle." Rust's answering glare was truly impressive, so Wellesley put down the French novel reluctantly. "I know a man," he said. "Fairy is his birthright. He can pass between the worlds like a needle through gossamer. The rest of us, we are not so fortunate. There is a doorway in London that the fairy folk themselves use -- the same door the Dreaming Queen used to enter London when she put it to sleep. It opens thrice a year. That is where we are headed."




Rust studied Wellesley. "How do you know all this? How did you become a servant of the queen's, an Englishman yourself?"




"I am not a servant of the queen, remember," Wellesley said. "I am a personal aide to the His Grace the Duke of Forget-Me-Not, who is an ally."




"How did you go about becoming an aide?"




"I fell," Wellesley said.




"You fell? What does that mean?"




"What do you think it means?" Wellesley said. "The heart pounds, the palms grow nervous, the tongue says insufferable nonsense it does not mean to reveal -- I fell."




"With the duke?" Rust pressed. "You mean you fell in love with a fairy?"




"No," Wellesley said. "I fell for an insufferable, uptight halfblood Englishman who could not leave things be and insists on making both worlds a better place." He smirked. "It is horrible, having to live with him in Fairy. They make me eat grass."




Simon giggled helplessly. Grass! He could not see where they were going, as there were no windows in the carriage, but he could feel the bumping of cobblestone roads beneath them. They turned left, right, right, and left again. He lost track of time, instead watching Wellesley return to his dirty novel. He tried to look at Rust once or twice, but Rust stared straight ahead, serious and untouchable. Perhaps his desperate kiss had been but a dream, Simon thought. The Dreaming Queen was good at creating those, and perhaps she wished to confuse him.




Finally, the carriage stopped. Rust stepped out, and helped Simon be steady on his feet. Wellesley climbed out last, as sprightly as a jackdaw. They were in front of a church. Not a large grand church, but a small rundown beggar's church that seemed halfway between London and the countryside. A wooden cross hung over the plain-hinged door, and the windows were cheap, blurry glass, no homage to the miracles of their Lord at all.




"This is the doorway to Fairy?" Rust asked, echoing both his and Simon's disbelief.




"This, my dears, is the most magical place in England," Wellesley said. "Not the church itself, oh no. That is merely a hodgepodge of wood. But the ground underneath -- this is where a great battle was fought many hundreds of years ago, and where Arthur fell amongst his knights and where the Lady of the Lake went to fetch and bathe his body. Right here, in all this dirt. The death of kings."




They entered the church. Simon moved heavily among the pews, bumping his knees into their sides because it was so dark. There was moonlight, thick and waxy, shining through the windows, but it was hardly sufficient as guide. He stumbled as he followed Wellesley to the pulpit, which Wellesley moved aside like a door, revealing a set of stone stairs underneath. Simon peered into an even deeper pitch of darkness, and he could smell blood.




"There?" he asked uncertainly.




"No, through my underpants." Wellesley rolled his eyes. "Go already!"




The stairs led deep underground, much deeper than Simon thought possible. The stone was grooved and pitted like a pox victim's skin. The smell of blood grew even stronger towards the bottom, and when they did reach the last of the stairs, Simon saw that they were in a wet, dark tunnel. Wellesley formed fire with his hands, while Rust took his pen and summoned a light from its tip, holding the writing implement like a torch. They threw shadows like coins against the wall, shadows that stretched onwards and onwards.




"Follow me," Wellesley said.




"I do not see how we have another choice," Rust replied, sounding irked. He and Simon exchanged glances, but Simon shrugged. They were at Wellesley's mercy now -- better to just accept it. He took one of the pieces of luggage from Rust's grasp, wrestling for it because Rust refused to let Simon shoulder any of the burdens, which was ridiculous because Rust was not their pack mule. Simon finally tore a valise from Rust's hands, and bore it deep into the tunnels, plodding to keep up with Wellesley's pace. 




"These are catacombs," he said after a while. Graves had been dug into the walls, and he could see the white flashes of bones. "But why does it smell so much of fresh blood then?"




"There are monsters who move in the tunnels," Wellesley said.




"W-what?"




"They grow hungry," Wellesley said. "But don't worry, little Simon. I shall protect you from being gobbled up straightaways."




"That is not humorous in the least," Rust said.




"He has no sense of humour, does he?" Wellesley confided in Simon. "Is that how you like your men? Noble and irrepressibly dour?"




Simon sputtered. Rust grew red once more. Wellesley's laughter bounced off the subterraneous walls, echoing like a skipping stone. He held his ball of flame up higher, and said, "Look, we have reached the tombs."




They were in a chamber full of graves. Cairns of white stone were stacked as tall as a man's height, and out of the cracks of the pearly rock there grew a tangle of spiky, inhuman flowers: purple, black, and grey blooms that gave off the smell of rotting meat. Insects and worms crawled off the flowers, writhing like a mass of hair. Simon choked and covered his nose, but curiosity propelled him further to examine one of the cairns. It bore no name and could have belonged to anyone. "Who were they?" he asked Wellesley.




"They were the ancient kings and queens of Fairy," Wellesley said. "So old that even their own descendants no longer recall their names or their deeds."




"How did they die?" Rust asked. "Fairies are immortal. They cannot die even in battle."




"It is true," Wellesley said. "Humans can be made immortal by cutting their death from them and keeping them safe somewhere else, but fairies are born without any death at all. That is why it is a great mystery, is it not? How to kill a fairy?" He looked at the cairns. "Some say that in the ancient days, the borders between Fairy and the human world was thinner, and fairies mingled with humans all the more. They grew to care for their mortal counterparts, and that is why these old kings and queens died -- that in doing so, they became mortal themselves."




"Do you believe that to be true?" Simon asked, frowning. "That a death can just -- grow out of nowhere? Because of love?"




"You can grow a potato out of a pile of dirt," Wellesley said. "I do not see why a death would be so much harder." He looked at Simon with his black, iris-less eyes. "But when I say the old Fairy lords cared for humans all too well, do not make the mistake of thinking their descendants have that same weakness."




Simon shivered. 




"They are a plague upon God," Rust said sharply. "These fairy folk. Not even animals are so cruel."




"Yes indeed, say that while you are on their very doorstep," Wellesley said. "Why not shout it from the rooftops? You stupid boys." He dropped his bags to the ground. "We may as well rest here for a while. Have some luncheon meats. Your mother, Simon, packed us some boiled partridges."




"But -- but there are worms all around us," Simon said. He winced as he felt the ground beneath him twist and move. "That is disgusting."




"You insult their wormy honour," Wellesley said. "Now stop being such a spoiled London society brat, and sit your arse down. These partridges are delicious."








They traveled for three days, or so it was by Simon's imprecise count. It was difficult to count time in the catacombs, and he would have given up entirely save for Rust, who had a mechanical pocket watch that was still in operation. He counted down the hours for them, as they walked through tunnel after tunnel, opening occasionally to a cavern that glittered with diamonds and underground ivy, and bushes where the leaves split open to reveal teeth. Wellesley maintained a brisk pace, but by the third day even he seemed weary of all the walking. Simon, who had never been the most athletic of men to begin with, leaned against Rust, who supported him.




"I am sorry to burden you," Simon said tiredly. "I am sorry that I am always burdening you."




"If you say this one more time, I shall have no choice but to hit you," Rust said. "Wellesley, you damned fool! Where is the water?"




Wellesley turned neatly on his heel. "No need for name-calling, Mr. Rust," he said. "As I have told you before, we only have a limited supply of water and we shall needs conserve it."




"Simon is parched," Rust said. His own voice sounded crackling and dry.




"I think we are all a bit snappish and under the weather," Wellesley said, for he too had a sickly pallor despite his omnipresent smirk. "We shall drink when we rest, and it is not yet time to rest. We have ground to cover if we are to make it to the Queen of All Night's Dreaming court in the time she requests."




Simon looked longingly at the glittering pools of water in the cavern. He dared not drink them, however, for Wellesley had informed them they were poison. "How long?" he asked plaintively.




"Not long," Wellesley said. "We shall be there before we know it -- though what rush you have to reach the Queen's court, I have no idea."




Simon closed his eyes. Rust wrapped his arm even more tightly around him, and they picked up their pace. They walked for another several hours until Wellesley at last declared a rest. They made camp by an outpost of rock in the shape of a pointing finger, and Wellesley poured each of them a thimble full of water. It was not nearly enough. Simon wished that Rust could use his powers to create more, as he had the night he had filled Simon's cup, but the magic did not seem to work properly inside the tunnels. Rust's spell-water was sucked into the walls the moment it appeared; Fairy was thirsty for it.




Wellesley looked up at the ceiling. "It is night," he said. "We should sleep."




"I shall stand guard," Rust said, but Wellesley stopped him.




"No, you sleep too," he said. "I am willing to take first watch." He sat down cross-legged and began reading his French novel again, humming to himself. Rust was silent for a while, and then helped Simon spread out their blankets. The ground was dirty and still ridden with insects, but Simon was too tired to care. He slept quickly, plunging into slumber like a silver knife.




He heard voices when he woke. Wellesley's was among them, but there were two new voices, both female. The surprise of it jolted him awake, and he scrambled to his knees, looking around. "Rust," he hissed, and Rust too stirred from his sleep, groggy and slow. When he saw their new guests, however, he stiffened and reached for his pen to draw wards in the air.




Wellesley glanced at them. He was sitting at a makeshift stone table with two women, both skeletal thin with white eyes and long white fingernails. One was dressed in grey and the other in black. The table between them was covered in an array of china plates, and on those plates were food -- bread and oranges and cooked hare and a vial of water. Simon's heart sped up in his chest.




"Your wards have but meagre effect among such grand presences," Wellesley said to Rust. "May I introduce you to our eminences, Lady Smoke and Lady Salt? Your ladies, this is Simon Carrington and Thomas Rust, lately of London."




"The tithe," Lady Salt said. She had a hissing snake's voice. She lifted one of the teacups to her lips with a shaky hand.




"Sssssso plump," Lady Smoke moaned.




Rust moved in front of Simon. Lady Salt regarded him. "Who is thissssss? Thisssss was not mentioned in the pax."




"An overbearing companion; pay him no mind," Wellesley said. For some absurd reason he was carrying his umbrella in the darkness, and he laid it across his knees like a beloved pet. "The queen can be rid of him as she likes."




Simon made a noise. See, you should not have come, his glance said to Rust, who pursed his lips tightly.




"Very well," Lady Smoke said. "The queen awaitsssssss."




"She awaitsssss in her palace of sea and sinew," Lady Salt said. "She awaitsssss on her throne of snow and sorrow."




"We are all waiting to see what she does with her new plaything, my ladies," Wellesley said. "Everyone I know is taking bets on it."




Lady Smoke suddenly shot forward. Her neck stretched like an accordion and Simon yelped as her face came rushing towards his. She halted when they were but a breath apart, and he could smell the blood from her red coral mouth. He swallowed with bitter fear coating his throat, and grew uncomfortably tense as Lady Smoke licked her lips.




"Ssssshall we eat?" she said.




"I -- I suppose," Simon said. He looked to the table of plates. His traitorous stomach did so long for some of that food.




"Do you like cake?" she asked.




"P-pardon?" His gaze jerked back to her in time to see her holding out a cake: a puffy, floury conconcution that swelled with sugar like a sea anemone, nested between the labyrinthine curls of her fingernails. "Ah, um--"




"Mr. Carrington is not hungry," Wellesley interrupted. "His weak human stomach, you know. It does not digest fairy food."




Lady Smoke narrowed her white eyes at Wellesley. "It issss a gift."




"Do you want him to be sick everywhere?" Wellesley said. "Vomit all over the place -- all over your flowers."




"It isssss cake."




Wellesley sighed, long-suffering. "Yes, your ladyship, we know it is cake. We daresay we have eaten cake before, and I assure you it is a beautiful cake, a cake fit for a dauphine, etcetera. But the point of the matter is: it is not the right sort of cake for him to eat. Trust me, as I am the expert on human bodies. But we thank you for your gift." As he prattled on, Simon saw shadows begin to shift on the walls; they detached themselves in the form of hounds. He nudged Rust to get his attention, and Rust sucked in a deep breath. They watched as the hounds crawled closer and closer.




"Wellesley!" Simon said in a strangled voice.




"What?" Wellesley snapped furiously. "I am having a very important conversation about cake!" Lady Salt and Lady Smoke were rising from the table now, their white eyes clouding over with hunger. "Oh for God's sake!" Wellesley said, and he opened his umbrella.




There was a light, a hot and blinding light. It flashed through the cavern, and Simon fell backwards onto Rust, who threw his arms out to steady him. They both tumbled to the ground, flattened by the light and the force of Wellesley's magic, more powerful than anything Simon had ever felt before -- none of the Royal Society magicians could match this. Rust wrapped his arm around Simon's waist, pinning him underneath his body for protection. They heard the hounds snarl and bark, going wild, and two high-pitched voices caught in a web of angry screaming.




"You dare refuse?" Lady Salt shrieked. "You mongrel mortalsssss?"




Wellesley spun his umbrella in a full rotation, and their screams grew louder as the light pressed onwards. It was a physical weapon, this summoned light, sharp and mean and as deadly as a seraph's sword. "I am James Wellesley of Leicestershire," Wellesley said. "I am the Knight of Foxes, the Baron of First Winter, and the right hand of the Duke of Forget-Me-Not. I am the child that was taken and the man who is promised to die. These mortals are under my protection, and as long as I am alive, neither you nor your queen shall touch them."




The ladies' screaming grew more insistent, and the hounds threw themselves against the light, but fell backwards, scorched. There was another series of flashing lights, followed by a chain of firework explosions. Wellesley turned to Simon and Rust. "Go!" he said. "I shall catch up! Go!"




They scrambled over themselves to comply.








They ran. Crashing and careening, with only Rust's witch-lights to guide them. They ran until Simon's lungs ached with anguish, until Rust's breathing came out in ragged gasps. The catacomb butterflies flew down from the ceiling and fluttered in their path; they spread their wings in whispers. "Stop," Simon said at last, bending over and grasping his knees. "I cannot. I -- I need to rest."




Rust came to a halt. "I do not hear anyone following us."




"Then does that mean -- Wellesley --?" He could not finish the sentence.




"I do not know," Rust admitted. He put a hand on Simon's shoulder. "Take a breath. If we cannot run any further, then we cannot run any further."




"You still -- you still have your pack on you," Simon wheezed. "Thank goodness."




"Well," Rust said, "I could not have left our suppers behind, could I?" He smiled lopsidedly, and the sight of it made Simon smile too. Then they both started wheezing, not in weariness but in disbelieving laughter, their bodies shaking with the effort of realizing their absurdities. Simon had never heard Rust laugh before, and this was certainly not how he wished to have experienced it -- running from their lives from mad fairy ladies -- but what else was there to do? They were alone, and there was no sign Wellesley was coming after them.




"Perhaps I should have eaten the cake after all," Simon gasped.




"Dear God no," Rust said. "It would be like Persephone with the pomegranate. Is that not the first rule of traveling the underworld? Never eat the food you are offered."




"This place is as much of an underworld as any," Simon agreed. He pushed his spectacles up his nose bridge; it was a small wonder they had not fallen off as they had run. He squinted. "Do -- do you see that light, though? Ahead of us?"




Rust peered over his shoulder. "I wonder if it is friend or foe."




It was neither. They followed the rest of the tunnel towards the light, and came upon a circular antechamber cut out of the stone. There were torches blazing on the walls, illuminating the door. It was, as they could see, the only way out. The door, however, did not have a knob, nor did it move when Rust applied his weight against it. Simon's legs gave out and he sat on the ground while Rust paced the door. Then Rust narrowed his eyes and drew his pen.




"What are you doing?" Simon asked him.




"I am going to make this door open for us," Rust said. He licked the nib of his pen and wrote on the door. Simon could not see what. Then Rust stabbed the pen into his palm, creating a small wound. He collected the blood and went over the saliva -- this time Simon could better see what he wrote. It was the word OUT in swooping capital letters.




"Your father taught me to read and write," Rust said hesitantly. "I did not know when I first came to London. I remember the magicians laughing at me."




"They should not have," Simon said. 




"You never laughed," Rust said. "Though you barely noticed me either. You were always in the kitchen or attempting to hide in a corner when I came to visit."




The notion that Rust had noticed him at all, and that his seeming disinterest had bothered him, was astonishing. "But I knew you were different," Simon insisted. "I knew it from the first time you stepped inside my father's laboratory, and all the chimes began to sing, and all the fires bent towards you -- you were touched by magic. It had chosen you as its fledgling."




"For what good it shall do us here," Rust said. "Simon, I do not know -- if Wellesley does not find us, I do not know -- that is, my powers may be deemed impressive in England but they may not be enough to see us safely through Fairy."




"Do not be so hard on yourself. I would never want you to be that powerful," Simon said passionately. "If it meant becoming like them, even Wellesley. Strange and cruel and cold -- no, never."




Rust fell silent. He looked at the door with OUT written in blood and spit. He unbuttoned his waistcoat and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, exposing his wrists. It made him look so young that Simon could see him as a boy in the green fields of his home, running and tumbling through the grass. Rust said, "Will you hold my hand?"




Simon, blushing, said yes. "But what good shall that do?"




"It comforts me," Rust said. So Simon held one hand while Rust readied his pen in the other, the pen that Simon's father had given him long ago when he learned his letters. Simon watched him as he worked. There he went: Thomas Philip Rust of Norfolk, Magician First Class and servant of the King of England. He may not have been able to affect grandeurs, but his aim was swift and true.




Simon clutched his hand as Thomas slashed his pen down diagonally in the air and stabbed it into the door. There was a moment of silence, of waiting with their breaths as loud as factory machinery. Their hands remained clasped together. Then the door groaned and swung open.




It was night-time. Simon had not yet seen a sun in Fairy and was not sure, from the stories, whether it even existed. Hence night-time remained as deeply rendered as a stain, but what lay beyond the door was not another cavern or catacomb or grave full of near-forgotten bones. It was aboveground, out in the open, with rustling trees and wind and a swollen moon. He grabbed Thomas and ran towards it eagerly.




He stopped abruptly. Once his his vision better adjusted, he could tell that they were standing in a garden but a garden the likes of which he had never seen before. There were trees and shrubs and flowering bushes arranged in an elegant fashion, but growing from the stems were hundreds of eyes. They swiveled towards Simon and Thomas and blinked, a heavy fleshy lid slithering out from the base of the stem and covering the eye before retreating.




"Where should we go from here?" Simon whispered. "Should we wait for Wellesley? He may yet be coming."




"We cannot depend on it," Thomas answered, watching the eyes in the garden as if they would leap out and attack. "I believe we have three options. Either we go find the Queen of All Night's Dreaming -- not optimal. Or we go home -- perhaps not possible."




"The third option? What is it?"




"Wellesley's liege. The Duke of Forget-Me-Not." Thomas started guiding Simon away from the eyes with a firm hand to his back. "Do you remember, when he was warding off Lady Salt and Lady Smoke, Wellesley said something about 'not even the queen shall touch us.' It makes me wonder."




"If he and the Duke of Forget-Me-Not had another plan, you mean?" Simon said. "You are right. Lady Salt and Lady Smoke appeared to be the Dreaming Queen's handmaidens -- so why should Wellesley have driven them off?"




"I do not know what the answer is," Thomas said. He ran a hand through his hair. "The prospect of seeking a fairy lord does not make me happy -- who knows what this duke is like? But we do not know anywhere else to claim sanctuary in Fairy. He may be able to protect us."




Simon spoke. "I confess I do not want to die. I know I was promised as tithe, and I do go willingly, but that does not mean--" He looked at the sky. "Matters have changed for me."




"You are not going to die," Thomas said sharply. "We have a plan now. We shall find the Duke of Forget-Me-Not and earn his sympathies. The only question is where."




All this time he had not let go of Simon's hand. Simon was shyly pleased by this. "I remember reading through some of my father's records when Wellesley first came to our home," he said. "That first dinner, when he mentioned he knew my father. I became curious. There were some notes in the Royal Society's old registrars mentioning an obscure gentry magician named James Wellesley going missing. Included was a letter from his aunt asking for information about his disappearance. I do not know if anybody responded to her. I do not know if anybody paid much attention at all to the affair, at least not until I chose to go back and search for clues."




Thomas turned to him. "Yes?"




"I think -- and this is merely a guess -- but I think I may have an inkling of how to find the Duke of Forget-Me-Not," Simon said. "Over there. A hawthorn tree."








One hawthorn tree followed the next, and from each tree they could spy, in the distance, a brethren. It was hardly a star of Bethlehem, but it was the only sign they could surmise in a foreign land, and the berries grew like beads on the hawthorns, so bright and red that Simon's mouth watered at the sight of them. He grasped a handful, crushing the berries between his fingers and releasing their sour scent. His hand was crimson, afterwards, and when he wiped it on his trousers there was a smear that resembled blood.




Thomas rationed the remainder of their food. He carried their bags and made their fires. When Simon told him he now felt rather useless, like an over-large piece of luggage himself, Thomas cut him off. "You must be prepared to run at any instant," he said. "After all, it is you, not me, that the Queen of All Night's Dreaming is after."




"We should not say her name," Simon said. "What if she can hear it on the winds?"




"But it is only a true name that has power," Thomas argued. "This is but her title. Nevertheless, I take your point. We shall be more careful from now on."




They were careful. They were very, very careful, keeping to the shadows of the hawthorn trees and stamping their fire out the moment it was no longer needed. They slept in the darkness and dodged behind bushes whenever they heard even the faintest noise. For they were not alone in these gardens. There were passers-by, beasts on two legs and sharp-clawed strangers in ruby and gilt. Simon thought he saw a human too, a young woman in a tattered dress, but Thomas pulled him backwards before he could approach her. 




"We cannot be sure," Thomas said.




They could never be sure of anything. They could not be sure if they were heading in the right direction to find the Duke of Forget-Me-Not. They could not be sure if Wellesley was trying to find them. They could not be sure if the Mad Queen was seeking them as well, and one hour, when Simon saw a pair of golden tigers, he lay flat on the ground beneath the leaf-shade and buried his face in the grass.




The tigers left. Not long after, they fell upon a grove of lemon trees. "Oh!" Simon said, ducking as quickly as he was able, as there was a woman already in the grove, sitting at the head of a long table filled with silver chalices. The woman wore a gown of grey damask, and from her lovely dark head there grew two great cornucopia horns.




She raised her eyes at the interruption. "I see you already, Carrington," she said in a clear, light voice -- like a white tea. "Your attempts to will be of no particular use."




Simon and Thomas stepped out of the trees. "You know our names," Thomas said coolly.




"Yes," the horned woman replied. "I am the Oracle of Calais, and this is my midnight birthday." She gestured at the chalices, which were each filled with some dark liquid. "Come. Please join me. It has been many years since I have had birthday guests."




"We should be on our way," Thomas said. "We should not tarry."




Simon touched his shoulder. "What harm will it do us?" he said tiredly. "We need to rest our feet, and this is as good a place as any. If this is a trap, she has already caught us in it." He dropped himself into one of the chairs facing the oracle and rubbed his arm over his eyes. "We have not slept, Thomas, for days."




Thomas did not look convinced, and seemed halfway convinced to argue that they should be automatons, but the oracle was already pouring a new cup of wine for Simon. Starlight glittered on her brow. "You need not fear me," she said. "I am an ally of the Duke of Forget-Me-Not and no great friend of the Dreaming Queen's." She passed the cup to Simon. "Here. Drink. Eat. You are under my hospitality."




Simon held the cup between his berry-blooded palms.




"You seek the lands of His Grace the Duke," the oracle said. "You have seen the sign of the hawthorn, and that is both clever and wise."




"Are -- are we far?" Simon asked.




"No, not at all," the oracle said. "Past the lake of mirrors and through the hidden glade, and then you shall see his palace, and the small, tidy cottage with the dog roses where he resides with his consort. He shall be glad to give you aid." She pressed the tips of her fingers together and balanced her chin on top. "There is to be war in Fairy, you see."




"We are no longer certain who is servant to whom," Thomas said. "All of these careful games, all of these maneuverings -- we are not of this world to understand them."




"It used to be we all lived in fear of the Queen of All Night's Dreaming," the oracle spoke. "Not very long ago. Her kingdom was the largest, her hounds the fiercest. But the moon is turning. A thousand years of night in Fairy, and I see in my dreams a sunrise -- the sun shall come again. There are rebellions here and there. Then the Duke of Forget-Me-Not shall lead his armies against the Dreaming Queen." She looked at Simon. "I see a place for you among those armies."




"Me? In an army?" Simon laughed hoarsely. "Surely you are teasing me."




"A soldier, a traitor, a dead man, a king," she said. She smoothed the folds of her dress. "Now shall you not eat? It is the anniversary of my birth, the remembrance of the day I hatched from an egg in my mother's nest. I cannot tell a lie on my birthday -- it is the law of oracles, you know."




"I did not know oracles had laws," Simon said.




"Certainly we do," she said. "Even in Fairy, there are laws. Blood-laws. Water-laws. Moon-laws." She dipped her thumb into a cup of wine, and then leaned forward. Before Simon could stop her, she marked him on the forehead. "There!" she said, pleased. "You are marked as my guest tonight. Nothing shall harm you without harming me first."




Simon glanced at Thomas, who remained impassive. The oracle, seeing this, stood. She drifted over to Thomas, who reached for his sharp-toothed pen, but the oracle placed her hand against his cheek and whispered in his ear. Simon saw Thomas' shoulders collapse, though he could not hear what she said to him.




"Very well," Thomas said. "We may rest here for the night."




After that, there seemed to be no good reason to refuse the oracle's gifts. They ate at her table and drank her wine. She drew for them a map on the tablecloth with the wine dripping off her finger, showing them the lands surrounding the grove and how to reach the lake of mirrors by first light. Simon saw that Thomas was much wearier than he had originally confessed to, for it was Thomas who fell asleep first, putting his head against the table. "I close my eyes only for a moment," he promised, but then he was fast asleep and snoring.




Simon smiled fondly. "He is a good man," he said out loud. "To have come this far. I do not know why he has chosen me of all people to care for -- but he is good. So very good." His voice broke on the last syllable as he reached forward to stroke Thomas' hair.




"He cares for you," the oracle agreed, "but he does not know you."




Simon said nothing.




She rested her chin in one hand thoughtfully. "A soldier, a traitor, a dead man, a king," she said. "He thinks he is with the dead man. He does not know he is with the traitor."




"The Mad Queen would have killed my mother and father," Simon said quietly. "If I had not shown her how to cross into London and undo the wards. She would have killed everyone I had left to love."




"But others were murdered instead, during the dreaming season," the oracle said. "Children missing from their cradles, mere silhouettes against the wall. They never did account for all the dreamers, did they?" She stirred her cup with her pinkie finger before sipping it. "How do you account for that impossibly high price?"




"By dying," Simon said.




"So why do you tremble?" she asked, and indeed he was. Simon's hands were knotted into fists, and he felt his shoulders shaking. "You never had any intention of surviving Fairy. It was to be your payment for the cruelties you have done unto others, and for more still -- for your twin brother Henry, who drowned because you saved yourself first. For the lies you have told all these years and the man you have pretended to be. You know that your death shall account for your crimes. So why do you tremble?"




"Because I am afraid," Simon said. "Goddamnit. I have no future, and yet I am afraid. I cannot shake this human weakness, this desire, at the end of all things, to live." He covered his face with his hand. "What does that make me?"




The Oracle of Calais rose. "Let me tell you what I have seen."











He should not shake off the cold. It was stitched into him like a drunken sailor's tattoo, and his lips turned blue the moment they left the grove and the oracle, moving onwards towards the Duke of Forget-Me-Not. "Thomas," Simon said softly, calling out the name that had become so unbearably sweet to him. "Thomas--!" The man in question was moving quickly, trying to cover as much ground as possible while holding Simon's hand. It was not until Simon dug his nails into Thomas' flesh that Thomas yelped and stopped.




"Thomas," Simon repeated.




"What is it? Are you feeling ill?" Thomas looked at him more closely. "By God, you are! What happened? Was it the fairy food?"




"Thomas."




"Stop saying my name like that; it is worrisome. Tell me, what is the matter?"




"Thomas," Simon sighed, He pushed his spectacles up his nose. "I am so very sorry." And then he took the knife he had stolen from the oracle's midnight feast, which he had hid in his coat, and he slid it into Thomas' chest.




Thomas' eyes widened. "S-Simon." He grasped at the knife in his chest, but Simon's fingers closed around it and pushed it deeper, kind and lovely, straight home. "Simon, why are you--?" But Simon stroked his hair and kissed him full on the mouth. 




"Good night, Thomas," he said. He watched Thomas struggle to remain standing, fail, and then collapse. The poisoned knife did as the Oracle of Calais had promised, and Thomas did not stir once he hit the ground. Simon then sheathed the knife and grabbed Thomas by the feet. He was not strong, and Thomas was a heavy man, but with great effort and several grunts he managed to move Thomas underneath a patch of bushes, hiding his body well.




Simon shivered. There was a winter in his heart, and he knew he might never be warm again. He wiped his nose on the sleeve of his coat and set his gaze eastwards, towards the lake of mirrors. He hefted his bags and stepped forward, beginning his journey alone, but not before sparing a long glance at where Thomas lay. It was a mistake. God, but it hurt -- how had Simon allowed it to hurt this much?




Love was always a disease that seemed to strike when it was least convenient. From a young age, Simon had seen it addle minds and influence foolish decisions, even from the more brilliant adults he knew. The entire Royal Society of Magicians, who could alter even the weather to their wills, would lie at the gate of love and pine for entrance. Love, young Simon decided, would never be like that for him. He would keep it close and guard it jealously, for if his great weakness and shame was that he was not a magician, then at least he would not be weak in any other ways.




But there was Henry, for a while, and his mother and father. They had slipped through his net and became tangled. Simon could not help but love them helplessly, desperately, trying to ward off their inevitable deaths with his young body. It had not worked, in the end. Henry had died anyway, because of Simon's weakness. They had buried him in a church cemetary, and Simon had snuck there in the middle of the night to press his cheek against Henry's grave, sick with love and grief.




So when the Queen of All Night's Dreaming had first appeared in his sleep, and told him what he must do to spare his parents, he had obeyed. Because of love, he thought. Because of goddamn love, and his father's smile over the top of his books, and his mother's voice calling him to supper, and for afternoon tea and the laboratory full of singing stones, and for them to live even after he was gone -- he should have died with Henry, he should have died that very fucking day.




He should have.




But the fear would not leave him, small and petty. It nestled against the coldness in his ribcage, and he stopped by a stream to fall on his knees and retch. The food he had eaten last night at the oracle's table coated the grass, and he felt gravely ill. His chest hurt, as if something had reached inside him and pulled out an organ. He splayed his fingers over himself, searching for that absence, but it merely made him retch again.




He stared at his own reflection in the water. Stupid, stupid, stupid! He had the face of some piggish fool. But he forced himself to remember what the oracle had told him last night, after she had shown him his future. He forced himself to stand and adjust his pack and resume walking, though his feet ached and his ears rang with a bell's sharp pain.




When he made camp that night to sleep, he saw the Queen of All Night's Dreaming crawling towards him, her hair hanging wet around her face. Simon, little Simon, where are you? Your queen calls -- why do you not answer? Have you stopped loving me?




She was so beautiful. He hated her so much.




Night terrors woke him from his troubled sleep -- he heard the growling of tigers. He recognized that sound, for tigers were the Dreaming Queen's emissaries, which was why he and Thomas had hid from them so well, though he had not explained to Thomas exactly how he knew the tigers to be so dangerous. Their pelts were as golden as their jeweled claws, and Simon threw himself behind a juniper bush to watch them pass. He bit down on his lip when he saw that they were dragging a body behind them, bumping up and down on the road.




They had found Thomas.




No. No. No. 




No.




Simon stood. There would be stories, later, of worlds and histories in which it went differently. In some of these stories he would remain crouched behind the juniper. In some of these stories Thomas was brought to the Dreaming Queen and had his head chopped off on the block. In some of these stories the teller of the tale would sigh and say, He had gone too far; grief had taken him entirely and he had no heart. But those were not the true stories, for even Simon Carrington, empty of magic and tenderness, was in the very least mortal, and in all mortal things there is love.




"You cannot have him," he said flatly. He spoke not to the tigers, who were deaf and dumb, but to the queen who saw through their eyes. "He is not part of our arrangement; you must let him go."




The wind stirred. A sigh moved among the violets. Come back to me, Simon, and he shall be free.




So Simon went. The tigers surrounded him, growling in their throats. They would not let him out of their sight. He looked at Thomas' comatose body, and then he looked at the moon, which was the colour of a pox scar. "Well," he said, "I suppose this story only does have one ending, after all."








The lake of mirrors was smooth and flat, the water barely stirring. It was named as such for the mirror-rushes that grew wild on its shores, the mirror-cattails and the mirror-fish that swam in the quiet waters. Their scales glinted like butcher's knives, and Simon watched them dully as the tigers stopped to rest. With deft paws, one of them attached a silver strong to Thomas' wrist, and then attached the string to a willow tree. The tiger gave it a tug, and saw that it was strong.




They tied Simon to the other side of the tree. "What need is there?" Simon asked. "I would not have come if I were not willing." But they tied him anyway, and the string cut piecemeal into his skin. Another tiger padded up to him with a dish of water between its teeth. It dropped the dish before Simon's feet. There, drink, it seemed to say.




Thomas groaned. Simon quickly whipped around, dragging what length of cord he could so that he was able to move around the tree and see Thomas better. Thomas groaned twice more and began to open his eyes groggily. The sedative that had wounded him was fading, and he gained greater control over his muscles. When he saw Simon, it seemed to strike him all over again. He froze.




"Hello," Simon said tentatively.




Thomas took in the lake, the tigers, the imprisonment. Then he looked at Simon, and there were so many vulnerable questions in his eyes that Simon could not bear it. How could he be around so good and pure a man?




"You hurt me," Thomas said.




"I stabbed you," Simon said. 




Thomas looked down at his chest and saw the wound healed over. "Did you mean it?"




"I -- I do not know what I mean anymore," Simon said. "I feel as if everything has gone so very wrong, that somewhere in my life I made a mistake and I have been paying for it ever since, and so have you." He managed to wrestle himself up to his knees. "The Queen of All Night's Dreaming has said she shall free you when we arrive at her court."




"Do you believe her?" Thomas said. He jerked his face away. When he turned back, he had hidden those secrets in his eyes, and now his face and voice were impossible to read. "How do you know?"




"I have been her servant for a long time," Simon said. 




"The Judas."




"Yes." Simon's throat was wet. "Over and over again. The Judas."




"I came all this way to protect you!" Thomas laughed bitterly. He touched the bindings around his wrist and tested it, twisting this way and that. They did not give. "You let me come all this way and you were her pawn all along!"




"I told you not to," Simon said. "I told you so many times -- you did not listen."




Thomas lunged forward. It startled Simon so much that he stumbled backwards, only the cord did not let him go far. He fell roughly, feeling his ankle twist in an awkward fashion. Thomas' face was no longer unreadable; in fact, it was quite simple to see that the expression crowning the slopes of his cheeks was fury. "England!" he shouted. The tigers by the lake looked up, but did not come over to stop them. They were content to let the humans argue. "England and the Royal Society and all the others -- how could you have done that against your own people?"




"Do you know, sometimes, when I think of my life, I think of a long hallway with a door," Simon said. "And that door is never open. There is a light underneath, pouring through the sliver of the hinges and underneath. But the door does not open."




"What does that mean?" Thomas yelled. "What use is your poetry? I do not understand!"




"I mean that England is so many people," Simon said. "How can I love so many people? How is there room in one body for so much grief?" It was difficult to breathe now; his words were punctuated by gasps.




Rust said, without hesitation, "Perhaps you do deserve to die."




It was the veritable truth, and he had come here to do just that -- had he not rigged the lottery with Allegra Fondant's help and taken his place in Fairy for that very purpose? -- but when Thomas said those words, they struck him plainly and clean through. Simon felt the chill so insipid in his heart clench down and bite into the useless organ, drinking its juices. He leaned backwards on his heels and let any last vestige of kindness fall from him. It was easy, not to feel anything anymore. It was so easy.




"Then you should be the one to do it," he said coldly.




Thomas speared him with a glare, but there was surprise in it. "Simon."




"No," Simon carried on. "You wish to kill me? Well, I am right here! You are much stronger than I, and those tigers cannot hear a thing, and perhaps the Mad Queen is too preoccupied with other matters to pay us any attention right now -- so here is your chance." He smiled with sharp alacrity. "You were a soldier, Rust. Have you never killed a man before?"




Thomas was silent. Simon moved closer and whispered in his ear. Like the Oracle of Calais had done in the midnight grove, but this time Simon knew exactly what was said; if there was a secret, it was between the two of them and no other. "Thomas Rust," he hissed, "you know you must do your duty." And then Thomas turned his head, put a hand on Simon's waist, snarled, and kissed him.




If there were blood-laws, water-laws, moon-laws, then there were kisses of the same, and this was all of them -- blood, water, moon. Thomas kissed Simon with an antediluvian wildness that they had never shared before, and Simon kissed back just as fiercely, dropping all shyness and lies. He was not the innocent, helpless young man Thomas had imagined him to be, but Thomas perhaps was not what he had thought either; the Rust he had known in London would have never been so feral, so uncivilized, so bright with anger and disdain as he bit bloody kisses into Simon's jaw.




Simon pushed him against the tree. "On your knees," he said. Thomas sucked in a sharp breath, and Simon raised an eyebrow. "I told you. On your knees."




"You bastard," Thomas breathed. Simon did not smile or acknowledge the statement, but when Thomas was on his knees, he made quick work of his trousers. He glanced over his shoulder, briefly, and saw the tigers watching. Good, he thought, let them see. Then he spared them no further thought; all of his attention was for beautiful, righteous Thomas.




He had to say something. "I would have had you like this, always," was what he chose. "In my bed, tied to the bedposts, for everyone to watch -- you are a singular specimen of manhood." He stroked Thomas' hair and kissed him on the forehead.




"Damn your foul mouth," Thomas hissed, but the hiss took on a different calibre altogether when Simon reached into his trousers and grasped his length. Thomas' insults turned into a low gasp and he dropped his head onto Simon's shoulder as Simon began to work him, sliding his fingers up and down before rubbing right on the spot beneath the crown that he knew would drive a man wild the most. Thomas shuddered, moaning.




Simon kissed him again. He could not help it. If this was to be their last, he wanted to steal all the kisses he could. He kissed Thomas wetly, and not particularly kindly, forcing his mouth to open and for him to take Simon's tongue. Thomas' hips were bucking now, in tune to Simon's hand, and as he chanted "oh God, oh God, oh God," Simon had the startling thought that mayhap he did not do this often. Thomas always was so careful to maintain gentlemanly appearances in London -- and look, he was so touch-starved as a result.




Perhaps it was not Simon that excited him. Perhaps it was anybody's opportunity. But it was Simon who had seized it, Simon whose triumphant, sinning hands pushed him through the door and out the other side into the moonlight. Thomas let out a loud, desperate moan that was lost in the pressure of their two mouths joining, and then Thomas was spilling over Simon's hands, bucking so hard that Simon had to use his free hand to hold him steady so that they would not both fall over.




He smoothed the sweat off Thomas' face when it was done, and kissed the wetness off Thomas' eyelashes. Thomas' harsh breathing began to even, and that was when Simon held his hands once more, spreading Thomas' calloused fingers with his own. He moved Thomas' fingers to his neck and wrapped them around on both sides.




The mirror-fish swam underneath the wine-black surface. They had their own concerns, their small fish lives, and they did not heed the mortal performances happening on the shore above. The cord that bound Thomas and Simon to the willow tree had enough length that they could slide into the water, and that was what Simon did. He tumbled backwards, drawing Thomas on top of him with all the kindness he knew how to give, never letting Thomas' hands leave his neck. Thomas' eyes were pepper-dark, and Simon could see the reflection of the eternal Fairy moon in them, a landscape that had never known sun.




"Please," Simon said. He breathed the word on his tongue. Let Thomas trust him, though he had no reason to. Let the price be paid. Let him sleep. He felt Thomas' hands flex and shudder, and in the darkness he saw that Thomas was crying. So this is love, Simon thought. How extraordinary. He raised himself to kiss Thomas' knuckles one last time before Thomas was pushing him down into the water, strangling him among the fishes.




There, on the banks of the silent lake, in the waters of Fairy to which he was tithed, did Simon Carrington finally die.








There was a house in Brighton, by the water. There was sunlight peeling like rhubarb over the bric-a-bracs on his mother's dining table. There was Henry, all of six years old, gap-toothed as he played with his wooden soldiers while the cook's cat nuzzled his ankles. Simon remembered this house, and all those happy summers his family had spent in it. When he was fully alive, the memories were faint and dream-like, but now that he was dead, his mind had no such distractions.




The Queen of All Night's Dreaming was standing in the door, framed by sunlight. Her fox-red hair was tied in tiers of amethyst, and in the doorway she was more solid than she had been in any of his dreams, as flesh-and-blood as the night he had led her through London. He could see the grains of her skin, the points of her canine teeth, the battle-scars on her bare shoulders. She took on the aspects of a true person, then, not merely a monster.




A man stood beside her, tall and primly dressed with a pair of pince-nez perched fussily on his nose. Simon had not seen him for many years, but he recognized him from his father's circle nonetheless. The man and the queen were speaking to each other, and they did not appear to be able to see Simon, who stood watching them by the braziers. For that was what he did best: stand silently, watch, and remember.




"My tithe is dead," the Dreaming Queen said. "His fool of a lover killed him. How do you explain that, Hawthorne?"




"People kill each other every day," the Duke of Forget-Me-Not said. "You are somewhat of an expert on the subject; why ask me?"




"They were mortals, like you," the Dreaming Queen said. "You must know how their minds work -- all that clack-clack-clack about love and forgiveness and ohhhh it is infuriating!" Violets burst through the walls and bloomed around her, but Henry, still playing with his toy soldiers, did not pause or look up.




"You sound as if you wish to understand," the duke said. "The way your ancestors did. In those times when the border between the human world and Fairy was thinner, and our people mingled and were able to live with each other."




The queen laughed wildly. "You think it good for me to learn, you mean? That I should give it my best effort and find myself developing softer feelings for a mortal. That I shall swoon and prance and learn the joys of being some common fisherman's wife, fat with mortal children and too stupid to care." She grinned at the Duke of Forget-Me-Not. "You are too much like them. You are too much like your mother, and that sulky James you so love." She stared out the window at Brighton beach. "I would tear their hateful world down, piece by piece. They have denied me my tithe, and thus broken our terms of peace, so what is there to stop me?"




"I would stop you, Columbine," the duke said.




"Yes, I thought so," she said. "It seems the sort of foolhardy, morally upright cause you would support. To war then."




"I wish with all my heart no, but I know your ways by now. You are not the one I want to see upon the throne, deciding the fate of England and Fairy." The duke paused. "To war then."




The breeze through the open windows brought the smell of market-salt. Simon watched the Queen of All Night's Dreaming tilting her head upwards to drink it in. "If traitorous little Simon had to die, he picked a beautiful day for it," she said. "Do you feel the sun and how warm it is? It is the one thing that I miss." She closed her eyes and breathed. Then she ruffled her skirts. "Well, I must go. There is a party to attend and armies to raise. We shall see each other soon enough."




The queen departed. She walked past Simon without looking at him, taking the front steps two by two, and then Simon was alone with the Duke of Forget-Me-Not, who moved about the room slowly, curiously examining this and that. Henry giggled on the floor, and the duke lowered himself onto his haunches. "Are these your toys?" he said.




"Yes," Henry said proudly, "me and Simon's."




"It is very fine," the duke said. "You must take good care of them, do you hear?"




"'course," Henry said, and proceeded to bash the soldiers with his fist, scattering them across the makeshift battlefield. Simon chuckled out loud, and the Duke of Forget-Me-Not rose back onto his feet. He walked over to the fireplace, where he looked at the family portrait on the mantel. He examined the candlesticks, the china dolls, the bouquet of posies. 




"Can I tell you something, Henry?" the duke said. Henry was no longer paying attention, but the duke went on regardless. "A man's death can be cut from him. Like a peach pit, or a seed. It can be removed wholesale from him, and kept safe someplace else. Then you might never have to die."




"Boom!" Henry said, knocking over the soldiers. "Boom! Boom! Boom!"




"It is awful thing, to never have to die," the duke said. "But it should come only when the time is right. Do you not think so?"




"Kakakaka!" Henry shouted, and he picked up a handful of toy soldiers and ran straight towards Simon, who threw his arms around Henry and picked him up off his feet. "Higher! Higher!" Henry shouted, while Simon's mouth tilted upwards in a hopeful, disbelieving smile and he twirled him round and round. The Duke of Forget-Me-Not watched the two of them somberly, taking a seat with his hands clasped around one knee.




"Simon," he said, "wake up. There is still work to be done."








"I, for one, am feeling highly inconvenienced by Simon just lying around like an overfed porpoise," Wellesley was saying. "If he would wake up, then at least we could do something. As it is I have already eaten three platters of biscuits out of sheer ennui."




"Urggghhh," Simon croaked. "Stop -- talking."




"So the mouse does wake, and he has a temper," Wellesley's face appeared in his vision, looming over -- a bed, yes. Simon sought to rearrange his thoughts. He was awakening in a bed with the covers splayed over him, and Wellesley was playing nursemaid with a ladle of water, which he promptly inserted in Simon's mouth. Simon started choking, but Wellesley gave him a few reluctant, perfunctory slaps on the back, and Simon drank. The rest of it dribbled down his skin and onto his -- he looked down. A night shift.




"Am I alive then?" he said, squinting. "Or this some sort of Hell?"




"How droll," Wellesley said. "If you have enough clarity of mind to jest, then there is nothing to be worried about." He set the pitcher of water and ladle aside. "Let me be the first to celebrate your great return to the land of the breathing. You were dead, and then you were not -- it happens, at times, though yours was particularly spectacular."




"I was dead," Simon said quietly. A figure detached itself from the dark corner of the bedroom, and he looked straight at Thomas. "I was in the in-between place. I saw His Grace there, and we spoke."




Wellesley rolled his eyes. "Of course you saw Hawthorne. He loves nothing more than to wander about saving stupid mortals from themselves. It is practically his favourite hobby."




Simon did not remove his eyes from Thomas. "I did not -- I did not know if I would wake."




"But you removed your death," Rust said. "Or rather, the Oracle of Calais removed it for you when we were at her feast and I had fallen asleep. When I later -- when I strangled and drowned you by the lake of mirrors, you surely must have known that you would not stay dead. All of this was part of your machinations, which you would not share with me at all." His voice turned harsh.




"This is all I knew," Simon said. "I knew I wanted to return. To -- to you."




Thomas was still angry. "The oracle cut your death from you; how dare you say you did not know what would happen?"




"Because I did not!" Simon said. "It was Fairy. She is a fairy, and the Duke of Forget-Me-Not is a fairy--"




"Half-fairy," Wellesley interjected.




"--they are not like us!" Simon insisted. He sat up quickly, but became woozy and slid back down. His fingers clutched his blankets and tore holes into the fine cotton. "I did not even expect to meet the oracle, or any friendly party! Once I did, I confess the ideas began turning, but none of it was certain, and I did not know who besides you to trust. That is why I did not tell you, because I could very well have died in that lake and never woke up again."




"Then I would have killed you!" Thomas said, turning red. "By God, Simon, do you never think of anyone else? I would have lived with the guilt of killing you!"




"So why did you do it?" Simon said. 




Thomas rubbed his face tiredly. "I did it because I realized you are cold and conniving, and I thought surely this was another part of your schemes -- and I wanted to help you. For all that you have done, all the pain you have caused… I wanted you to live. I was your pawn that night, and I would have done whatever you wanted me to without asking questions." He met Simon's stricken gaze. "Why did you have me kill you? Why not wait for the Dreaming Queen, or her tigers? Why subject me?"




Simon swallowed. "I wanted her to see me die, but I did not want her to look too closely. She believes I am dead now. I am free from her."




"It is true," Wellesley said. "Fairies so rarely see death up close that they are rather weak at recognizing its signs. It is simply not part of their language. Speaking of which -- the Oracle of Calais has a gift for you, Simon." He reached underneath the bed and produced a jewel box, which he opened for Simon to see. Inside there was a peach. 




"Your death belongs to you," Wellesley said. "We are never meant to be far from it." He held the box steadily, but the same could not be said for Simon's hand as he reached inside and plucked out the peach. It was warm. He bit into it and tasted a thousand wonders. The cold that had wrapped itself around him eased and lifted. He could breathe more easily again, and the colours of the room were brighter, the sheets softer against his skin. 




"Tell the oracle thank you," Simon said. "She could have let me die. It would not have harmed anyone. Yet she chose otherwise." He lifted his shoulders and shrugged helplessly. "Thank you."




"It would not have harmed--!" Thomas sounded strangled. "Perhaps all of this is beyond me. Fairy and tithes and deaths-that-are-not-deaths. Perhaps I am too simple-minded a man to grasp this after all, and I should return to my farm and raise my pigs."




"I cannot let you do that," Wellesley said. 




"Pray tell why not?" Thomas asked coolly.




"There is a war coming, and you both are needed," Wellesley said. "You are little use to us as a farmer. I did not risk life and limb with Lady Salt and Lady Smoke, or drag you from those tigers, to have you till land and plant potatoes." He pointed at Simon. "This one is a non-entity of a magician, so you shall have to make up for his lack."




"Why should I do that?" Thomas said, and Simon's breathing caught like a fish hook. It was his own fault, and he should not expect more, but it hurt nonetheless. It was Wellesley who answered.




"Because he came back from the dead for you," he said. "He was ready to die until he met the oracle. Terrified, yes, but I believe he would have gone through with it. You changed his mind."




"No," Simon said, struggling to sit up again. "No, Wellesley, enough. I have done great ill by Thomas, and by this country and everything he loves. I do not expect him to stay." He wrapped the blankets around his shoulders and huddled miserably into them. "Go," he said, and so Thomas went.








The Duke of Forget-Me-Not had a house in London, in Mayfair Square. It was where Simon had woken up. He found the whole concept incredulous, but Wellesley seemed entirely comfortable inside it, so perhaps it was not so strange, the idea of a fairy lord coming to London every now and then and living amongst dowagers, viscounts, and the rest of English high society. 




Dying was not easy to recover from, and as Simon regained his strength, he was forced to dwell in the house with Wellesley, who moved about cheerfully and was fond of banging the cupboards when Simon had finally managed to fall asleep. Simon spent most of the next few days convalescing in bed. Wellesley, on the other hand, finished a stack of French novels, cooked an entire lobster turbot, and entertained a handful of guests, among whom was Allegra Fondant, who gazed at Simon and said, simply, "Your parents shall be delighted to know that you are not food for worms."




"He won't let me send a letter," Simon said.




"Truly?" Wellesley said. He turned to Allegra. "My dear lady, remember that I am a second-rate magician with only my looks and my ability to pleasure aristocracy to elevate my station. This fellow is apparently a trickster Hermes. I think if he wanted to get a letter to his parents, he is more than capable."




Simon sighed. "I am not ready yet. Soon, however. They must be suffering."




When Allegra Fondant left, he turned to Wellesley, who was clearing the teacups. "Do you truly think I am a trickster? That like Thomas thinks, I am cold and conniving?"




"I think yours is a head I would never want to get into," Wellesley replied. "Also because it is quite round."




Simon laughed. The sound of it surprised even himself, a laugh like a spark of wildfire leaping from the hearth. The marigold sunlight pressed against the window where he sat, and he thought, with a sudden violent joy, I am alive, I am alive. Could an immortal such as a fairy truly appreciate life, he wondered, if they had never tasted of death? He pushed himself from his armchair and rose to his feet, still bearing a shawl and three layers of clothing. He felt like a puffed up cake, quite ridiculous, but his words were not. "Will there truly be a war in Fairy?" he asked.




Wellesley cut him a swift glance. "Yes," he replied. "Hawthorne believes in making both worlds a better place."




"Better." Simon tested that word. "Yes. Better. By the by, do you know where Thomas is staying in London? Is it with my mother and father?"




"Are you sure you wish to know?" Wellesley said. "Some sorts of anger may never dissipate. You put him through what was quite possibly the most horrific experience of his life."




"I am sure," Simon said. So the next day Wellesley gave him an address in Bedford Square where Thomas had been staying with a friend. Simon took a fustian coat, a hat, and a walking stick, and he hobbled his way over to Bedford where he effected great pains to hide his face. There had been so many galas for him when he was tithed, he was sure to be recognized. However, no one did, and he sent a paper airplane flying through Thomas' window with the note, Come see me.




Thomas met him in the alley behind the tenements. He came slowly, narrowing his eyes, and his arms were crossed over his chest in a wholly defensive position.




"I have something to say to you," Simon said, "though I know I do not deserve your attention, least of all your affections. But do you think people can become better? Do you think our stars are set from the moment we are born, or that we are capable of great works and change?"




"Do you mean people in a general sense, or do you have someone more specific in mind?" Thomas asked dryly.




"I mean--" Oh, how he ached to reach forward and touch Thomas. But though he twitched, Simon kept his hands to himself. "You are a good man," he said. "I have told you again and again, because the sun shines and the trees rustle and you are a good man, the kindest, bravest, most loyal man I know. I hope one day to be as half as decent as you."




"You let an enemy into London. You allowed innocent folk to die," Thomas said. "You stabbed me and then you forced me to murder you while I wept. I am not sure you can become even a quarter as decent as a penny beggar on the street."




"But I want to try," Simon said.




"Because you love me?" Thomas sighed. 




"No," Simon said. "Because I want to be able to love myself, as wretched as I am. Because I love my mother and my father and poor sweet Henry -- and yes, because I love you, and I suspect I always shall. You are the goal that I must one day reach; you are the fixed star I must prove myself worthy of." He took a breath. "There is a war to be fought. I want to help win it and do good deeds. Will you come?"




"Simon," Thomas said. "I do not belong in that world. If the Duke of Forget-Me-Not is air, and Wellesley is fire, and you are water, then I am dull, solid earth, and I must stay where my feet are planted. I have come to see that. Even if you had not wronged me, England is where I belong and where I am best able to use my talents."




Simon bowed his head. "Of course. H-how selfish of me. See, I am failing already. You should do what you want, even if it is returning to your family's farm. If it makes you happy, then you must do it, and I for my part shall not bother you again."




Thomas hesitated and touched his shoulder. Simon's heart began beating a sonata. "Come visit me sometime," Thomas said.




"Do you mean it?"




"Yes," Thomas said. "I want to see what sort of man you become."




"I want to kiss you again," Simon confessed.




"Well now you are being selfish," Thomas said, but it was he who pulled Simon into his arms and kissed him softly. Simon dropped his walking stick and flung his arms around Thomas, stealing as many kisses as he was able. It knocked his spectacles askew. Thomas let him go and adjusted his spectacles for him before bending down to pick up the fallen stick. He handed it to Simon, smiling gently.




"Be good," he said.




"I shall," Simon promised. He stroked Thomas' cheek one last time, memorizing the feel of warm skin and early hour stubble beneath the tips of his fingers. Then he grasped his walking stick and forced himself to walk down the alley, towards the bright, clanging noises of the afternoon, and London, home, and everything to come.






A fragment of a late 19th century letter from Allegra Fondant to her friend Lucas Madrigal, reprinted in THE COLLECTED LETTERS OF ALLEGRA FONDANT, Hawkling Press, 1967:



     ...the last glory days of the Royal Society of Magicians, for it was Thomas Rust who carried on the legacy of Richard Carrington upon his natural death, leading the Society & its studies for two decades. However now the Society is scattered, & who yet knows what the next age of magic in England shall be. Even the oracles in their scrying cannot give me but the murkiest of answers. The end of the war in Fairy has created a new order of things & a new sort of modern magician to go with it. We are of the old guard, I am afraid, & we shall retreat to become relics of history.


     As for Rust's recent disappearance, which splintered the Royal Society so, this is all I know of the matter: that he was with his students at his farm, demonstrating a new version of the Vincenzo hexagram when he froze abruptly. The students looked to the open door to see a man that none of them knew. Young Lawrence told me afterwards that he had never witnessed anything like the keenness that came over Dr. Rust's face then (boring, staid old bachelor Dr. Rust! remember he called him, & remarked that Dr. Rust always seemed like he was waiting for something that never came). But that day, in the sunlight, they watched as Rust went to the strange man. The man took Rust's hand silently & they walked together into the fields of grass & towards the bodies of glittering water. We have not seen them since.
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Beautiful Things Below the Sea

   by Saru no Neko




 




Though for him there was no escape from the heavy brand of geekery, Brian "Brain" Jackson considered himself, despite his alphabetically organized music and societally abnormal fascination in fish, to be nearer to the "cool" side of the spectrum than not. For one, he wore his sweater-vests ironically. For two, more than once had an undergrad's fragile freshman eyes gone wide and round and wet as she or he tried to pull him from the path of propriety, to win his love, his lust, his body, and perhaps a good grade in the lectures he TA'ed.  Yet it's pretty common knowledge that a GPA romance only will carry flirtation so far. There's got to be a chemical component as well -- a bodily attraction that outdistances the scholastic for most college-age youth to try and make bodies hit bed, and to sulk when all goes wrong. What this means is that it was not just for the grades semi-subtle seduction was attempted. Brain, despite it all, was a good looking guy.


 

This is the truth of it. Maybe you've heard some folks say that humans begin to resemble what they work with, just like people begin to look like their spouses, their dogs, or their favorite pair of pants. Yet Brain had loved fish since his first county-fair guppy and he looked no more like a fish than the average proctologist resembles an anus. Sure, he had a swimmer's build, but a human swimmer's build, with broad shoulders and thin waist. His complexion was just a few shades past creamy coffee, just a bit darker than his great-grandma Jolissa, who had passed for white, become a Harvey girl and moved the family out West. She had been beautiful, and honestly, so was he, though sometimes that's not considered a compliment for a modern male. Still, while his looks cemented his popularity in the undergraduate sphere, he'd yet to give his heart to anyone.


 

The problem with people, he often saw, was that they lacked the proper lateral lines, gills, scales and swim bladders that put fascination in fish. The minds of men may be mystifying; the heads of women, closed books; yet fish are the final frontier of mystery. Fish are a glimpse of a different reality.


 

What secrets might scientists reveal with a closer inspection of fish lives? It was possible Utopia existed, but that humanity was just moving through the wrong element to discover it. Yet here was Man, the great upright ape, wrecking both land and sea -- crushing the opportunity to discover truths humankind's greatest dreamers could not even begin to form. Yet it was not the destiny of mankind to play Azrael to the planet. The fish would not remain passive to the bitter, bitter end. Someday soon, in a last-ditch effort to spread their perfect politics to the land-swimmers, the fish were going to come to shore.


 

Brain mentioned this idea to a bonfire circle of friends, though only a few were listening -- tawny Bianca, and crazy-eyed Jeff, and a guy he'd not been introduced to yet, who strummed a steel stringed guitar and pulled from its neck blues-soulful sounds. Bianca and Jeff laughed at him, in the nicest possible of ways. The guitar guy created a sorrowful, bluesy little tune that Brain soon realized was a jazzed up version of The Twilight Zone theme. 


 

They were talking about mysteries, myths and legends, mostly of the sort that makes skin creep and goose pimples rise -- perfect stories for a camping trip on the Oregon coast. The night was cool and damp around them, the fire full of the heat of life. With the ocean to one side and the mossy old forest of the Pacific Northwest on the other it was like being surrounded by possibilities.  Possibilities with eyeballs. 


 

Now, there was a third reason that Brain had not yet broken the proverbial whale shark's back and fallen into the realm of dorkitude: he did have friends -- and friends with interests other than fish.  Friends who pulled him out of his small roommate infested apartment for things other than "Biology Club Frog Finds" and the occasional swing-dance event at Mo's Diner. Friends who brought him to parties to be the necessary more-sober-than-the-majority attendee who organized crazy games of Strip-Scrabble ('More Fun When You're Drunk' ™) and commenced in slaughtering all on-comers. Friends who actually cared whether he spent his summer weekends in the lab analyzing the fishy grunts of Onchorhynchus mykiss, or not. Friends who particularly cared if that forty-eight hour weekend was spent without eating, sleeping, and, especially, bathing. Friends who, when seeing young Brain prepared to settle down for a couple of days of exhausting fishy bliss, were friendly enough to forcibly kidnap him--camping supplies, a change of underwear, and fishing rod in tow -- and bring him to a cold, damp Oregon beach, to ply him with beer and fire-baked potatoes until happiness and contentment were impossible to ignore. In other words, friends like Bianca, Jeff, and Jim.


 

Jim sat across the campfire, commanding the attention of the three other ladies present with the tale of his epic adventure on the 215-mile John Muir Trail, leaving out the part where, back in the city, he burned his boots and swore never to eat dehydrated, freeze-dried food again.  He was of the sort that likes the title of 'outdoorsman' more than the actual outdoors, but his collection of the latest gear meant that for these under-sky soirees he enjoyed arranging, little had to be borrowed from the university's recreation department.


 

Grinning at Jim across the campfire, Brain settled back into his low camp chair, and continued his exposition. "Now listen here: so, I'm talking over-the-top. So I'm talking the stuff of the craziest science-fiction. So I'm making the SciFi Channel look like Jim's cute old granduncle, instead of the Cape Pleasant Moth Man. But seriously, we do not know! Can we really deny that there is culture below the sea? There is more, Horatio, Doubters and Mockers, between Heaven and Earth, and even Sea, than is in your philosophy!"


 

Bianca's fist collided with Brain's arm, sloshing his beer. "Pretension Punch! Danger, Will Robinson!"


 

Crazy-eyed Jeff leaned across his girlfriend's lap towards Brain, a sort of coyote grin on his face, mismatched eyes dancing in the firelight. "Hey, you're a fish-man, man! Someday you'll just vanish into the sea, right, and it'll be like, that's it. Bloop -- you're a fish!"


 

"And you're shit-faced." Bianca righted the man drooping across her lap and handed him a buttered spud. "Here, eat another potato, and give me that beer."


 

"No, seriously!" As half of Jeff's beer spilled in the exchange, he gestured wildly with his potato. "You'll be like Aquaman, but real!" He leaned over Bianca again, getting into Brain's face. "Bray-Bray... Dude... You could, like, talk to fish..."


 

"Dude," the guitar guy interjected, speaking for the first time of the evening, for the first time that Brain remembered. His light, friendly voice had a sandpaper edge to it, "Sorry to break it to you, but Aquaman is lame."


 

Eyes still cast down to the strings of his guitar, the song he now pulled out may have been "The Walking Blues", but it clung more at memory, pulled more at the heart than Brain had ever heard "The Walking Blues" do before, and echoed the roar and hush of the sea. The guitarist's hair was gold-ruddy in the fire's cast, his nose quite long. When he looked up, flames flickered in eyes too dark to determine the color of. Meeting those eyes -- black, black, like city night -- Brain looked away. He'd been surprised -- the guy was more hawkish than handsome, and still something about him stirred in Brain like the shadow of a memory, making him feel as warm and melty as a s'more's marshmallow. 


 

"Hey man!" said Jeff, leaning even further across Bianca, and gesturing with his potato. "You just, like, dissed my best friend!"


 

"Yeah!" When Bianca chimed in, Brain rolled his eyes to the sky. "You just, like, insulted Bray-Bray's very existence! Do you not know that right down to his super-hero undies, Brian, Brain, "Bray-Bray" Jackson, desires, nay, conspires to be the next, the greatest, Aquaman that has ever doggy-paddled the Seven Seas?"  


 

"I've never, in my entire existence, ever, wanted to be Aquaman."


 

Jeff whooped. "Denial is not just a river in Egypt! Jim, man, listen! Bray-Bray says he doesn't want to be Aquaman!"


 

Jim looked over the fire, putting on a look of mocking shock. "My god, Brain! Wake up and smell the coffee! You do realize that for the past few years you've spent the grand majority of your time trying to discover a way to communicate with fish? In their native tongue?"


 

"That's Aquaman, Bray-Bray."


 

Bianca joined in, "And that your dreams, once that project has been completed, focus on creating some sort of apparatus that may allow people to process water-oxygen into breathable air?"


 

"Aquaman!" Jeff crowed.


 

"It doesn't that when you're not deciphering your average rainbow trout's grunts, eating, sleeping, grading, or teaching, you swim. Perhaps it cannot be said that you possess 'tremendous swimming prowess,' but..." Jim turned to the blank faces of those not used to the group's antics-- the three girls he had been wooing with his tales of Wildman lore, and the guitar guy whose irrepressible grin was turned on his steel strings. "Folks, if you couldn't tell, Brain here is an undeniable geek."


 

Extending a middle finger, Brain said, "To which the only proper reply is, 'fuck you'."


 

Jim grinned, "Thanks for the offer, but I prefer women."


 

Bianca patted Brain's shoulder, "Brain, you walked into that one."


 

"Swam into it. Swam into it like a fish." Concluded Jeff.


 

"Bad. No biscuit." Bianca was still giggly, though winding down at last. "But really, you know, about fish people..." incessant chortle completed, the laugh remained in her voice, "There's this story I really like, and this is the right part of the world for it too. Bray-Bray, have you ever heard that your fish might actually have been human once?"


 

"Fairytale." said Brain, somewhat dismissively.


 

"Not a 'fairytale'. Boy, you've known me for five years. I study folklore, not fairytales, and not common-tongue cures for the equally common cold!"


 

"Mmmhm," said Brain. Brain and Jeff's eyes met, and Jeff pulled a face. 


 

"Alright, so, I do sometimes find myself studying the folk-cures of folklore, but this story isn't about all that. It's an origin myth. C'mon guys, I don't need to tell it."


 

"I'd like to hear your story, Bianca." said the blond girl to Jim's left, saccharine--but by then everyone was listening, their eyes all resting on Bianca. 


 

"Okay... The way I know it makes it a short story to tell." With no more prompting, Bianca's tawny voice settled into its storyteller cant. "Back in a time, a long age ago, there came a famine period for the people that lived on the breast of the sea. They were a people that lived on the salt-water lives of the mussels and the fish, and the different types of sea vegetable. But suddenly, one day, it was all gone. The sea which had always been so plentiful was as empty as the women's collecting baskets. The people were at a loss for what to do. So they gathered together, they consulted, they considered. At last it was clear, there was no other option; half of the people were to give themselves so that the others may live. 


 

"So one by one the men and women and children of the people were divided in half, and when it was decided who would go, who would stay, there were no goodbyes. Those that were to leave turned away from the village and walked straight into the ocean brine. All was silent, but for the waves sucking at the feet of the people, then lapping at the knees of the people, then rocking against the waists of the people, then closing, quietly over their heads. The world was silent.


 

"Then suddenly, like a symphony of silver, scaled backs churned the water! Huge fish practically beached themselves on the land! The people that remained rushed to get their fishing gear. There were fish everywhere! Enough fish that the people that remained would have to be crazy not to have enough to survive! For days they smoked and salted and saved the rich pink flesh of the silver-backed fish, until at last the flurry subsided, the spawning was done.


 

"I will tell you now, though; the people that remained had thought that once was it. Even though the initial sacrifice was great, they believed that only once would the people that went into the sea be able to help them. So imagine their surprise the next year seeing the silver backs of the ones who left, returning to the spot they had first come to be, as they would for all the years then on, on into the future, on into lore."


 

Bianca story was short--couldn't have taken more than a couple of minutes to tell, artistic pauses and all--but she had a beautiful voice. With her voice storytelling it didn't always matter what she was saying, more just that she was saying it. Sure enough this time, when the last words of her story vanished into the night, swallowed by the forest, dispelled by the sea's changing waves, even the guitar's strings were silent. Mostly. Another little tune was soon pulled out following the echoes of her words. The guitar guy was grinning again.


 

"Oh, Bianca!" cried the pixie-faced girl sitting next to the guitar guy at Jim's right, "Do you do that professionally?"


 

"Get strong men and tough women to shut up for minutes at a time? Oh yes. It's a hard job in this day and age, but someone's got to do it."


 

"No, you tell stories, right?"


 

"Nah, I bartend and listen to other people talk." Bianca laughed.


 

A chuckle spread around the circle and then, again, silence stretched a few moments thin as people lost themselves in their own considerations. Brain wondered at what the sight of sky from the ocean floor might feel like unhampered by the weights of underwater humanity--the scuba gear, the wetsuits, and the ever-present caution that comes from being outside your natural element. He longed for it.


 

Conversations, erupting as if by consensus-- all at once and all too complicated-- broke the circle's silence. The dark-haired girl talked eagerly, albeit quietly, with Bianca and Jeff. Bianca leaned over Jeff to catch the girl's words, and laughed at what she said. The two women to the right and left of Jim chattered away, Jim leaning back like a lion and interjecting an occasional thought. 


 

Brain might normally have enjoyed watching the interactions around the fire, but now his mind was far away and deep in the Pacific Ocean, considering the creatures still unknown to mankind and bioluminescence like stars in the dark--the act of seeing without the isolation of an ROV, a submarine or scuba gear. Lost in thought, feeling low, wistful, Brain's mind drifted among the fragile creatures of the deep, thinking about how easily humans can upset an ecosystem's balance, wondering what role a sudden influx of Bianca's fish-people could play in the delicate schemes and systems of the intertidal zone. The only other person silent in the rich, cool night was the guitar guy. At the moment even the guitar's steel strings were still.


 

Jim interrupted Brain's thoughts. "Karol!" he shouted, "Karol!" It took Brain a moment to realize the one Jim was talking to was not one of the unnamed ladies, but the guitar player at his side.


 

"Hello!" Karol's head jerked up, and he smiled at Jim.


 

"Tell us that story your mom would tell. That one about the Polish mermaid."


 

"But Jim, you're so much wordier. You tell it so much better."


 

"It's your mom's story."


 

"It's Poland's story, but hey, you can tell it."


 

 Jim didn't need much more convincing than that, his brash voice booming, "My aunt tells this the best," as he broke into the tale, speaking to the girls on either side. 


 

The guy named Karol turned his shaggy golden head to Brain. "So, I didn't mean to insult your very existence there earlier."


 

"Whuh?" asked Brain eloquently, now too busy considering the play of fire and shadow on tanned skin to notice that the comment was directed at him.


 

Karol's teeth flashed in the ruddy light. "I'd no clue you were aspiring to wear the scaled undies of Aquaman. I'd not said anything if I'd known."


 

"Oh. I'm not." Brain ducked his head, "Well, I mean, not really. No desire to try on the 'undies', you know. But I'm an easy enough target for this group, so... Um... Karol, right?"


 

"Yeah. You missed the introductions earlier, yeah? That one, Bianca, said something about a 'bathroom emergency'."


 

"She'd sat on me for two hours straight! I think just fifteen minutes would have been enough, you know, to bring the car up to speed where I'd not tried to jump, but no. Two hours straight!" And Brain knew it sounded awkward, knew it's a "geek-boy and friends" thing to have said, but the guitar guy smoothed it over. 


 

"Ha! You might have to tell that one some time. So... Brian, right?"


 

"Yeah, that or Brain. Not to seem pretentious..." he cast a nervous eye to his right, where Bianca was talking with an intense expression on her face and made a face, "Bianca came up with it back when we met, and it's what most people call me now."


 

"What about 'Bray-Bray'?" asked the grinning Karol.


 

"Augh. That's just the devolution of a name. Jeff did it. I tell you, you introduce your engineer friend to your linguist-slash-anthropologist buddy, they start dating, and then they spend the rest of their time trying to ruin your reputation in revenge. You know."


 

"Can't say I do, really. Sorry."


 

"Yeah, um... It's probably sort of a unique situation. Typically introducing an engineer to an anthropologist is like introducing oil to fire. Or putting two male betta fish in the same tank. You know, not a good idea."


 

"How about introducing a fish studier to a former fish fillet-er? Is that a better combo?"


 

"Um." Brain shook his head and smiled. "So have you worked as a fish fillet-er?"


 

"As a fish gutter at least. When I was living up in Alaska I did." And he changed the topic again. "So, are you really trying to learn the languages of fish?"


 

Brain grinning, looked down and ran a hand through his short, curly hair. "Yeah, well, sort of. My elevator speech has it that I'm studying the communication styles of saltwater/freshwater bony fish--specifically, at the moment, rainbow trout-- and their responses to environmental stimuli. I'm hopeful that this research will offer insight into how both communication systems--and methods of learning--evolved below water. 


 

"But here... Now, with fish, we won't be able to communicate like Aquaman. Our words won't directly, smoothly translate from one language to another, but hell, we've got to remember that more than communicating outside of our species, we would be talking to something with a different genus, family, order, even class, for heaven's sake! Communication happens in a lot of different ways. And even human languages are not smoothly translatable from one to the other, as Bianca keeps reminding me. 


 

"And here's one more benefit: we've got wealth beneath the seas-- not just like minerals and oil and all that stuff we generally put a dollar sign on, but in diversity itself.  With something like thirty million creatures out there, left to be described, and only something point four million creatures already known, we've got to find some way to enumerate their value-- this delicate life, this great, undiscovered ocean of potential. How else can we protect it?"


 

 Then he caught sight of Karol's face, and he settled down sheepishly. Karol didn't look bored, not in the least, but as he rested forearms on the drum belly of his instrument, lips curled into a little smile, leaning slightly towards Brain and his enthusiasm, it was clear that Brain's words were not all that he was interested in. Brain blushed again, though that was probably lost to the night, to the firelight and his own dark skin. 


 

"Hey, man," Said Karol, rocking forward, smiling. "Don't settle down yet. How much have you been working on this other thing? The 'apparatus' that Bianca mentioned?" 


 

"Ah, um, well... That's not really anything. It's a day-dream, a pipe-dream."


 

"Yeah? Try me."


 

"I'd like to find a way to let humans process oxygen like fish do, maybe. But mostly that's just me, being ridiculous. I'd like a way to live underwater."


 

Karol was staring at the fire, his face pensive. Brain worried. He knew he was a bit weird. Some people thought him rather hugely weird. However, he did not want Karol to be among those people that did. So instead, in the silence between them he opened his ears to Bianca's conversation and tried to find a moment to add a comment that might cover his social slip. However Karol spoke before Brain could find his moment.


 

"What'd you think of Bianca's story?" Karol asked.


 

Brain snorted in derision and relief. "If only."


 

"If only what?" Prompted Karol. "If only you had her large hair and way of speaking?"


 

"I've got to say, if I had hair like hers I'd be hard-pressed to use it for the powers of good. . No, what I really mean is, if only there was truth in her stories. Instead it's like as we listen we delude ourselves with their reality. She's too good a story-teller. I want, really too much, to believe in stories, in magic, that might have me laughed out of the scientific community."


 

"And this from the guy who quotes Hamlet."


 

Brain grinned at Karol's tone. "Then what do you believe? Is there some sort of validity in it? How far should I allow my credulity to carry me?"


 

Karol was silent, pensive. His fingers strummed across his strings once, a chord, and then struck up a jazzy little composition. "I agree with you. Not about what you just said, but what you were talking about earlier. It seems to me you do consider that there are a lot of black boxes that still ought to be searched before science can claim it knows everything there is to know. I think you believe there's room for the unlikely to happen, yeah?"


 

"Sure," said Brain.


 

"So with trenches going down into dark infinity, and ocean peaks larger than Everest, and thousands of miles of caves yet to be explored, and rainforests with hundreds of thousands of mostly unknown insectoid-lives, do we have all we need to know to deny the existence of magic?"


 

"Comparing myth and legend to the laws of physics and the theory of evolution, to testable, repeatable processes and science, yeah."


 

"Hey man," Karol reached over and ran calloused fingertips down Brain's wrist. "Some laws are made to be broken, yeah?" And he plucked the half-empty beer bottle from Brain's hands, downing it in one long swig.


 

"Wait, you're not underage are you?" Brain asked dubiously as the meaning of Karol's words struck him.


 

"Ha! That'd be funny." Karol carelessly plunked the bottle down in the sand by Brain's feet and looked up through his eyelashes.


 

As Brain's brain back-pedaled furiously, Karol laughed open-mouthed. "All I meant," he continued, leaning over his guitar strings once more, "is that you know that Polish mermaid story Jim was going on about?"


 

"Yeah, definitely."


 

"My family's said to be descended from her."


 

Brain stared at the guy next to him, and laughed. "But you can't believe that!"


 

Karol gave an expansive shrug, a smile tugging on the corners of his mouth as he tried and failed to keep his face stony. "That's the story. Great-great-great-grandma Syrenka met great-great-great-grandpa Fisherman, and my family is the end result."


 

"This character has a name?"


 

"Yeah, but it's Polish for 'mermaid'."


 

"Wait, your, I can't say what, great-grandfather was human, though?"


 

"So the story goes."


 

"How does that even work?"


 

Karol rocked back, his expression wide and shocked, "Gross, man! How often do you think about your ancestors getting it on?"


 

Brain laughed again, deeply. "I get it. But the black sheep of your family is half fish, and Jim's not crowing it from the rooftops? Whose neck did you stick a knife to for that?"


 

"It helps that it's not a story he knows. Jim's not half the Pole I am, literally. We're cousins on my dad's side, and the old stories Mom's shared with him are a bit more traditional."


 

"And so you pass the less traditional ones on to me. Share a beer," Brain raised the empty bottle from the sand, "and a campfire with a guy and you're closer than cousins."


 

"Hey dude, it's easy to see your mouth is narrower than Jim's. I'm guessing you've not had nearly as much practice with putting your foot in it. Besides, it's not like you believe what I'm saying; I'm guessing these old family secrets," he chuckled, "will be safe with you."


 

Karol continued, looking up at the night sky above them, "And yeah, and maybe, despite how little I know you, I guessed you'd not judge. I've got the feeling that you might actually like me better for being part fish."


 

They sat in companionable silence for some long minutes, staring at the ember-jeweled logs that remained of the bonfire. Around them the conversation began to die off, yawns taking its place. It was well past midnight. Brain shifted in his beach chair, missing the fire's size as the cold of the night began creeping towards his front. He gave a jerk towards Karol as, on his other side, Bianca stood suddenly. "Whelp, kiddos," she said, pulling on Jeff's hand, "We're off to bed. We'll take the blue tent, the girls will get the grey one, and you guys," she nodded at Brain, Karol and Jim, "can take the orange one." 


 

"Oh, like that's fair! Why do the girls get the biggest tent? We're the ones with longer legs." asked Jim. The blonde threw sand at him and grinned, eyes squinting through thick eyelashes.


 

Bianca replied over her shoulder as she and Jeff walked off, Jeff's arm looped around her waist, "I'm no mom. If it bothers you so much, arm-wrestle for it."


 

"I sort of doubt Jim will be sharing a tent with us tonight,," whispered Brain, leaning over to Karol.


 

Soon Jim departed, a girl under each arm, and then the quiet dark-haired girl pulled from her backpack a bivy shelter, which she set up out of the circle of light cast by the dying fire, away from the other tents. Still Brain and Karol sat at the fireside.


 

"You asked me what I thought about Bianca's stories." Brain broke the silence at last, voicing long-unspoken thoughts in a rough-edged voice.  He was a bit tipsy, having drunk two and a half beers, which was a beer and a half more than normal. It was nothing extreme but it softened the edges of the night, made him want to smudge his aura on someone else's. "I'd like to see the world as a fish, brought beneath the waves.  I'd like to look up and see ocean so far overhead it created a dome, like the sky. I'd like to explore the great kelp beds. It might be cool to be a fish.


 

"I understand your great-whatever grandfather. He was a fisherman, yeah, but I imagine that fishing wasn't just a job for him. He gave his life to the sea, and so it was only right that he give his heart to the physical embodiment of the waves--the mermaid, right. And all along he knew that he could not share her world, couldn't see all the wonders below the water, wouldn't know that world of unknown dimension and depth, where light is... protoplasmic, and there are monsters still in the living world... But..."


 

Karol pulled his battered black cardboard guitar case out from behind himself, and clicked open the clasps to put his instrument away, grinning. Then, closing the case, he spoke, "You know dude, nothing but, like, unicorns and dragons are more mystical and woo-woo than mermaids. They've got magic, man! If great-great-great-grandpa wanted to see that shit, I doubt Grandma Syrenka would've let something like him not being able to breathe underwater get in the way. She'd have figured it out. And he would have seen what you're talking about." Karol stood and stretched before picking up the guitar case and heading to the tent. "Mermaids are awesome, man." he called back to the seated Brain, "Have some faith in their abilities!" 






 

The sound of the sea woke Brain up. It might have been the lack of the soft hush-shush of Karol's breathing, but all at once the waves against the sand were about twice as loud, and sitting up he knew he was the only person in the tent. 


 

He went outside without doing more than pulling on his Uni hoodie and goose bumps immediately pimpled his bare, pale legs sticking out below red plaid boxers. The night was preternaturally clear, the three-quarters full moon somehow lighting up the campsite like silver day. A slight breeze had struck up, blowing in warmer air from the sea, but still he shivered. There was more than waves on the wind; in every in-drawn breath of the sea, Brain could hear the tones of a steel-stringed guitar.


 

Trying to convince himself he wasn't stalking anyone, Brain wandered down from the campground, towards the music. He couldn't have stopped even if he'd wanted to; especially not once he heard the husky voice singing longingly over the chords in a language he couldn't quite place--maybe Polish, he thought.


 

Small crabs skittered out of the way as land met beach. His feet created first small craters, and then real footprints as the sand became wet. He could see Karol, somehow silver-edged in the night, seated on a huge chunk of driftwood and bent over his guitar. "I would have called you sooner had I known your name..." sang Karol, changing the tune; it was the first phrase in English that Brain could recognize. Then Karol looked up to where Brain stood, just a bit uphill of that huge chunk of driftwood, and his fingers stilled and his eyes caught Brain's and his teeth flashed the moonlight as he smiled.


 

"Hey." he said, as though this encounter in the heart of the night was par-for-course.


 

"Hey." Brain replied, but it came out slightly croaky, so he cleared his throat and tried again, "Hey. Didn't mean to make you stop there."


 

"Oh, you didn't." said Karol, and his fingers again picked up the tune.


 

Brain found himself wandering closer, but stopped before he could climb up next to Karol, sagging down on the wet sand in front of the log instead, using damp wood for a backrest. They sat there in the night, and despite their distance it seemed to Brain like they were touching. Karol's voice was like gold in the silver of the moonlight. The dark and the breeze were almost chilly, and still Brain felt warm, wrapped in the music.


 

A couple of songs later and the tune faded. The notes emanating from the guitar's belly were wandering and wordless. Karol spoke: "It's not just some story, you know."


 

"Hmm?" Brain was so far away that the sound of Karol's voice took a while to get to him. "What's not?"


 

"I've got a bit of mermaid blood in me."


 

"Yeah?"


 

"Oh yeah. Just a bit..." there was hollow noise as the guitar was set down against the log, "But it's the bit that counts, I'd say." Karol's feet landed next to him, and Brain looked up to see a flat, pale stomach as Karol stretched his arms over his head and his t-shirt rose up. "Come on." In the next moment Karol was leaning over Brain, hand out-stretched to pull him to his feet. 


 

Obediently, Brain got up, standing next to Karol who was, in one swift movement, removing his t-shirt, suddenly bare-chested in the moonlight and the chill. He had a nice chest, Brain noted, before his mind caught up with his eyes.


 

"Whoa!" he said, less than eloquent, eyes round.


 

"Come on." Said Karol again, taking up Brain's hand in his own, and pulling him along. They were heading towards the water, towards where the endless miles of sea stood black, low, and heavy. 


 

"Where're we going, Karol?" asked Brain. The waves were strong here, he knew, and the water cold even in the middle of summer. He wasn't too worried, just curious.


 

"For a night-time swim, I'd say." Karol didn't stop pulling on him, and their hands were locked tight together in Karol's strong grip. Brain was hesitating a few steps behind, but already the water of the steep beach was past his ankles.


 

 "The undertow..." he tried.


 

"It's not that bad here. Come on, as soon as you get cold you can get out. I just want to show you something."


 

"As soon as I get cold? That'll be as soon as I'm in in, with water like this." He was half laughing; Karol's excitement was infectious.


 

"You feeling cold now?" asked Karol with a glance over his shoulder, and Brain realized that he was up to his waist and they were going deeper, but no, he wasn't cold. He shook his head but Karol had turned his face back towards the deep sea. And they were so small at the edge-water of the sea in the night. Waves, though calm for this beach, lapped up over the shoulders of his hoodie threatening to knock him over but for Karol's tight, tight grasp. The sweatshirt was heavy, clinging to him. The next wave brought him off his feet and he bobbed a moment before the receding water set him back down. The next wave lapped up and over his head.


 

Terror gripped him. Karol's hand, clutching hard on his finger bones, pulled him down, evermore down. Frantically he tried to kick up, his lips brushing the surface a moment as he gasped half a lungful of air, and then the water crashed closed over his head. Then he couldn't move. Karol's limbs surrounded his own, pinning flailing arms and legs. Together they drifted deeper, swayed by the pull and push of the ocean. Brain imagined he could see the large, mirrored bubbles he knew he was making breaking out from his lips. Absolute darkness wrapped around them, like Karol's body about his own. Coldness crept into Brain's bones. He fought against Karol, he fought against the entire sea, but everything was so much stronger than him and weakness was creeping in. He was weighed down by the weakness of humanity, the cruelty of the alien element. He gave up. Sand moved against their toes.


 

Dizzy, fading, he swore he'd hold his air until unconscious. He was going to die but to die with lungs burning full of saltwater -- that was too much. Karol's limbs loosened around his own and Brain thought, "He knows I can't escape now, I can't even know which way is up," as the ocean's waves rocked them on to sleep.


 

And then Karol poked him hard in the stomach, where Brain's sweatshirt had drifted up, and a gasp of bubbles escaped Brain's mouth and nose. He opened his eyes and saw Karol, beautiful and luminescent, glowing with some sort of inner candle light. Karol's golden hair was flowing, floating about his head with the currents of the ocean as they were slowly pulled deeper into the terrible sea; his eyes, their color had changed to a starlit midnight blue; his mouth; his teeth; he was laughing. He was laughing and Brain could hear it, despite the saltwater between them. Karol's hands were still tight around his own, Brain noticed, as Karol towed him close. Again he was in Karol's arms but this time the arms were gentle; gentle was the touch of their foreheads together, gentle were the words spoken against his lips: "Breath, Brain."


 

His chest contracted almost against his will and then as it expanded he drew into his lungs sweet air. He gasped, driving away black edges from his vision, clutching tightly at Karol's shaking back. Karol was still laughing but holding Brain snugly against him, his arms tight, his hands soft.


 

Air drove away Brain's fear and brought anger to replace it. "You bastard! You absolute, fucking bastard! Did that seem funny? 'Let's fuck with Brian, he's such a fucking nerd, he won't notice the fucking set up'? Well, you've had your laugh, you ignominious asshole!" Shouted Brain swinging his fist forward to collide with Karol's diaphragm, but the water deadened the punch and his hand thumped meaninglessly against Karol's stomach.


 

"Hey... Hey..." Karol looked surprised despite the softness of his words. 


 

But the anger had gone out of Brain's face. Brain's eyebrows were up, his mouth was forming an "o," and as Karol's eyes turned guilty and he started a refrain of, "Sorry, God, I'm sorry," Brain began to laugh in deep bellyfuls. Brain was gripping Karol's shoulders so hard his fingernails dug in, then he slid his palms up, up Karol's neck, up to cup his chin, to stroke his cheeks, to brush fingertips against the curve of his ears. Karol was laughing again too, now, holding lightly the wrists of the hands that were cradling his face. 


 

"That was quite the panorama of emotions there, dude," Karol said once the hysteria had settled. His eyes were half closed, and he smiled at Brain's thumbs brushing his cheekbones. .


 

Brain leaned forward to put forehead to forehead and whispered, "I was so fucking scared! I was so fucking scared! I thought I was going to die but that doesn't matter now! I'm fucking breathing! I'm here! But god dammit, I was so fucking scared!"


 

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," whispered Karol back.


 

 He was still glowing, Brain noticed, still ethereally beautiful. Even just the movement of Brain's thumbs against Karol's cheeks made Karol's hair dance. Brain watched a moment, enchanted. "Are you really part fucking mermaid?"


 

"Brain," said Karol as seriously as possible, only his eyes still laughing "I'm honest to god 'part fucking mermaid'."


 

"How does that work?"


 

"Does it really matter?"


 

"It doesn't matter does it? We are here. This is now." Brain laughed and crushed Karol in a hug before releasing him just as quickly. Their bodies swayed, slowly rotating in this buoyant world. Brain's heart was thrumming in his chest and he craned his neck upward, looking at the sea around them. Already glints and glimmers of bioluminescence were visible -- star-glow from the midlevel, epipelagic, ocean life-forms in their great nightly migration up the water column toward the air--up to the realm of plenty and of danger. Karol, parallel to him, holding Brain's hands, let him look, mouth soft and pleased. 


 

Brain could now see they'd gone off an underwater bluff to get here -- that's how they'd gotten into deep water so fast. The sandy slope rose steeply to his right. For a moment his mind was caught in the shift, the sway of the sands, and the sea floor's gravitational impotence over them. He'd craved this unbound, unfettered, moving ecosystem. Brain couldn't help but beam his loony grin. 


 

"You wanna go deeper?" Karol asked at last and Brain whipped around to look at him.


 

"You mean, this isn't it? What are you gonna show me? What is there to see?"


 

Karol leaned back into the water, still holding Brain's hands, and gave a push towards the open ocean.


 

"Well now," he said, "You wouldn't want to ruin the surprise would you?" 


 

Swimming one-handed is a difficult endeavor; swimming hands-clasped with another body can be nigh on impossible. Brain knew this from many long pool rat summers, but again this night proved different. Hand-in-hand with Karol, water moved swift around them, an invisible force pushing them forward with fish-like ease. 


 

They descended, swimming steadily a few meters above the sea floor. Lit by Karol's fire-like glow, Brain could see the oceanic plain below them, rolling out flat and broad. Occasionally they'd get a birds'-eye-view of some narrow black basalt ridge or mound, sometimes capped with huge sponges, brain shaped, vase-like, or rising up in layered fans -- oases in the desert of the ocean floor. Brain could just barely make out a fin, fang, or claw of these sanctuaries' sleepy diurnal inhabitants before Karol and he had passed on by. It was impossible to say how fast they were going; twinkling lights blinked and flashed all about, shining and disappearing in patterns that gave no reference point for distance or speed. 


 

Still any count of knots or nautical miles paled in comparison to the light-years Brain's awareness of world and self had traveled. A kind of cold shock trembled in him -- he was so small, in such a big world. Holding Karol's hand seemed his only life-line. Confronting this new, revised, existential awareness didn't dull the awe; it just added a bittersweet spice to the marvel of the night; a touch of grit in his dream-like wonderment. 


 

A school of tiny, bright, shrimp-like euphausiids glimmered past, swirling around Karol and Brain like leaves in the wind, before dispersing wildly into the dark. Another moment and five squid followed in mad pursuit. Under the orange glow from Karol, the squid looked orange, but blue photophores lit blue lines along their bodies, and made the chase of prey and predator visible even after they'd left the sphere of Karol's light. 


 

Further on and they passed a huge, silent, fireworks display -- a siphonophore reaching out with long bioluminescent tentacles to feed the great, fifteen meters, colony of its body. A thought gave Brain pause. The euphausiids they'd seen, each more than a couple centimeters long, and now this huge siphonophore, indicated they were more than 200 meters below the surface of the ocean. With more than 400 pounds per inch of pressure on Karol and him, all Brain felt was a tingling against his skin, not unpleasant, but like exercising shirtless in the cold. 


 

Even in his wildest dreams, Brain never imagined going unarmored into these depths. Maybe, someday, if he was a good boy and very very lucky, he thought he might be chosen as part of the crew for a research submersible. But in this reality, this now, Brain was having a difficult time finding some simile or comparison to express the miracle of this moment. Maybe it was like dashing off a paper and winning the Nobel for it. Maybe it was like randomly dumping two chemicals together and finding the cure for cancer. Part of him was protesting -- because he'd done nothing to earn this! -- and still most of him couldn't give a flying fuck whether he'd earned it or not. This was here. This was now. 


 

Their measureless speed had brought them to a canyon. Karol's glow couldn't reach all the way down it, and Brain stopped at the edge of it, tugging on Karol's hand. "Are we going down?" he asked, face sore with the wideness of his smile, peering into the gloom below, to the bioluminescent sparks of abyssal life.


 

"You'll see," Karol gave Brain a tug forward. 


 

Craning his head to try to see the mysteries hidden below, he asked, "Can we go down?"


 

Karol met Brain's hopefulness with a quirked eyebrow and a rueful smile, "Yeah... we could. But there's something I'd like to show you ahead. Is that okay? Sorry, I won't be an asshole again."


 

Brain nodded, and they went on instead. Faced with Karol's earnestness he couldn't rightfully respond with anything less than yes. Still he felt a little disappointed as they crossed over the wide canyon and came upon more oceanic plain on the other side -- more of the same gray-brown monotony with only occasional interruptions by spiky, migrating sea urchins and small clouds of sleepy fish. 


 

Then, disappointment no more! An escarpment rose before them, sudden, steep, and covered in a rainforest's profusion of life that at this distance gave the abrupt ridge a colorfully mottled appearance. As they drew closer the colors resolved themselves into sponges and deep, cold-water corals. Living, sparkling stars -- fish of a bioluminescent bent -- moved along the escarpment, darting in and out of view, through their coral and sponge homes. Star fish and other echinoderms hunted through the rocks, not equipped with photophores, but featuring every color known to nature. Orange crinoids gave a white lacey sponge animated, grasping flowers. Crabs and shrimp circled delicate, pale pink branches of coral. And high, high above, a kelp forest grew in tissue-thin layers of green barely touched by the glow Karol was somehow making brighter, bigger, like he could use it to light the whole ocean. 


 

"Can anything exist like this in the world?" asked Brain in awe.


 

Karol's hand holding his gave a squeeze. "Hey, Brain, forgot to tell you. You've now entered the Twilight Zone."


 

"I'd believe it too, it seems probable with all I've seen tonight."


 

"But you'd not believe you're dreaming?" Karol looked at him, and Brain felt his unstoppable smile stretching wider, and the seed of pure happiness growing in his belly, branching down his limbs.


 

"I might. I'd believe anything about now. Am I?"


 

"Nah, you're awake. You're really and honestly awake. 'Cause if you weren't, I'd have to be dreaming too."


 

Brain then remembered the first time he'd seen the sequoias -- he was feeling the same echo of blooming joy. The day had been blue and gold, and the deep green of the forest both sharply delineated and somehow blurred with the solid intensity of the sunlight. Looking at the strong red-barked trunks of the world's largest trees, he'd laughed out loud, hanging his head out the car window, as his uncle drove him up the California coast to his Oregon undergrad university, away from the small town in northern Arizona that had been his home his whole life. 


 

"Careful, Brian," his uncle had said, smoothly handling the curves of the road. But Brain's joy was effervescent, and something that could not be held back, something that had to be experienced out and among the giants. He felt his throat tighten and pressure in his nose and kept his face turned away so his uncle couldn't see the sideways, wind-forced journey of his unstoppable tears. In that moment he'd almost given up on marine biology, given up on fish. This world was so great, overpowering, huge, and he'd craved nothing more than to get lost in it, learn it down to the cellular level. Brain had always had a thing for the otherwordly.


 

Now alongside the ridge, among this amazing eruption of biodiversity, feeling the echoes of something similar, a giddy bubble in his chest was just threatening to burst. He had to put this strange energy somewhere or it might make him explode -- and here surrounded by the wet there were no tears in him to cry. Instead he turned to the man next to him – smiling and golden -- and kissed his grinning face.


 

Karol's surprise came out in a bubble of air, before his smile stretched wider a moment, and then his lips softened into Brain's kiss. They were sideways to each other -- Karol's hand fisted in Brain's sweatshirt, Brain's hand around Karol's waist, necks straining. It was awkward, unbeautiful, and Karol seemed to find that unacceptable as he spun Brian, bringing them chest to chest. Brain was a bit shorter than Karol but the water made up the height difference and they cradled together, Karol's hipbones a scant inch below Brian's as Karol held him, hands sliding down to the back of Brain's thighs.


 

Brain, underneath the hands, vibrated in the grip and tightly twined their legs together. Karol smiled against his mouth, and Brain could only chuckle. It was all too much. They were drifting downward together, toward the seafloor, their legs too entangled to kick. 


 

"God," said Karol, breaking the kiss, "slow down. You gotta slow down..." before returning to Brain's lips, sliding Brain up his body and biting his way down Brain's neck. 


 

Brain laughed, head falling back for greater access, and opened heavy-lidded eyes, only to laugh again; they had an audience. Rat-tailed grenadiers circled close, squids and an octopus danced away and returned, probably drawn in by Karol's uncanny glow. "Shit, this is creepy," Brain said breathlessly while Karol's lips searched earlobes and throat, "This is a bad idea of epic proportions."


 

"I'll stop..." Karol was pulling down the neckline of Brain's sweatshirt to nip at his collarbone, "Let me know... I'll stop..."


 

"No." Brain leaned back from Karol, into the palms clutching his ass, to pull off sweatshirt and tee, "don't do that. That'd be an even worse idea." 


 

Brain's motion backwards rocked them together, and Karol sucked in through his teeth. Then he ran his hands up, over Brain's torso, over the skin, apparently enjoying the newly offered expanse. He leaned down again to bite at one of Brain's brown nipples, and Brian's arms came around to cradle Karol's head. "You don't have any tan lines--why is that?" whispered Karol to Brain's breast bone.


 

It was Brain's turn to suck in air through his teeth, "I swim a lot, yeah. Just look lower, tan lines there. Shit." Karol nipped at his chest again. "What's going on here, really?" His voice was strained, almost a groan.


 

"Magic," Karol whispered, leaning up from Brain's navel, where his tongue had been sliding, dipping in and out, before he bit the patch of small tight curls arrowing down Brain's abdomen from just below his belly button.


 

Then Brain's boxers were gone -- pushed away by callused hands sliding down, water softened nails scoring the outsides of his thighs as his favorite, old plaid boxers were sacrificed to the ocean. He didn't give a damn. His attention was focused tight on the underside of his eyelids, and on the lips that kissed his glans once, almost shy, and then the tongue that licked out so strangely tentative. And spit had a different texture than the saltwater and a lightning white fizzle ran up his spinal column. "Shit," he breathed out again, hands still cradling Karol's head.


 

Things moved fast then -- well, faster. Faster as Karol sucked him down. Faster in the rhythm of tongue, lips, and up-down hands, cradling his balls, and running along his length. Faster in the way of "just right," when objectivity was lost, and in the swirl of his head, as all thoughts fleeing but the single fact of 'YES' -- then Brain's toes curled compulsively, once, twice, and he pulled Karol's head away. He jerked and his come made a small cloud in the water. He noticed this as he looked down toward where Karol stood, feet planted in the silt next to the black basalt of the ridge, long nose nestled in the crook of Brain's hip, mouth open and gasping. 


 

Karol held Brain up easily, even while blowing air bubbles at the crease of Brain's groin. Somehow he had wound up entwined in Brain's legs, one of Brain's heels caught in his armpit, the other between Karol's thighs. Karol was jerking himself, desperation twisting his face, beautiful in his intent. A gasp, a sigh, and a vibration -- Brain clutching Karol's head tight to him--and it was over, over so quickly, but for the laughter that bubbled up between them like a living thing.


 

"You up for trying that again sometime?" asked Karol, pulling Brain back down to the silt, wrapping his arms around Brain's shoulders. Karol's glow had diminished to give them a little, private egg of togetherness in the dark, though Brain was still positive they had some sort of audience at the edge of their light. 


 

Brain's laugh turned breathless -- was he even breathing air? Down here, like this, he couldn't find the words to say. 


 

Karol bumped his forehead against Brain's. His unsure smile was out of place on someone glowing like Tinkerbell and magically making somewhat sensible scientists do the impossible: breathe underwater, have too-fast first-time sex. Karol's arms tightened a bit more and he spoke his next words against Brain's neck. "I shoulda told you this before, I know, but I like you. Haven't known you long but I really like you. You're different and interesting. Didn't mean for this to happen but I'd like to do this with you. Again. If you want."


 

With all the awkwardness of a prom-night nerd,Brain mirrored Karol's gesture, laying his head on Karol's shoulder, returning the embrace, and cleared his throat twice to get out the words, "I want." 


 

Then Karol was laughing again--or chortling more like, with a bubbly effervescence that carried up along the tall strands of the kelp as though it could, with just a bit more intent, bring sun to the entire dark ocean. "Yes!" yelled Karol, small jubilation in the greatness around them, pushing off the silt floor towards the night above them, scaring a sand-colored sole out of hiding.


 

"You wanna go see that canyon now?" asked Karol as they rose, hand in hand once more. It was a question that took Brain a moment to answer, not just because his eyes had caught on the red, fleshy body of a Tiburonia granrojo jellyfish (who'd ever suppose he'd get to see one of those from below?), but because it was a question he found hard to answer. Each new height revealed a fresh perspective of the rock and the life living on it, leaving Brain stupid with awe. He wondered how much more he could soak in.


 

They were almost as high as the towering kelp forest when Brain at last found words. "I don't want to jinx it," he said, and Karol slowed them down until they were just floating there, kelp forest rising as tall as redwoods on the slope of the ridge. 


 

Karol let Brain's words hang a moment, then said, "You know, Jim told me about you. Told me he'd a friend almost as nutty about the sea as I am. I'd wanted to meet you, but I didn't know you'd be so... you. In a good way."  


 

Brain pulled Karol's hand, joined with his, to his chest, and bumped their shoulders together. "We going to do this again, sometime?" he asked, looking into Karol's midnight-blue eyes, feeling painfully hopeful.


 

"I'd like it." Karol said quietly.


 

Brain saw truth in that statement, in the earnestness of Karol's face, and he grinned skyward, toward the stars far beyond the reach of the kelp above them. "Well, we'd best leave some things unseen, then."


 

They broke the surface of the water and lounged out against the waves like a couple of sea otters, still holding hands. Brain had no real clue of how long they'd been down there, or how far they'd come. In the east, the faint green of early dawn faded stars from view. Brain knew land was in that direction, but couldn't see it over the dark water and the curve of the Earth. 


 

Karol's glow didn't extend beyond the water, but the warmth he lent the night stayed with them. Brain pulled Karol close and brushed a kiss over the back of his hand, so perfectly happy in the moment. Karol let out a small, pleased chuckle. 


 

With the rock of the waves and the occasional kick of Karol's feet, Brain knew they were headed somewhere and hoped it was toward their beach, their campsite, and their friends. Still he couldn't bring himself to care enough to navigate, topped out as he was in a state of exquisite exhaustion. Eyes weighed down by the whole of the day, his mind began to mirror the drift of his body. Even when Karol began to speak he couldn't wake up enough to give true mind to the words.


 

"The thing that gets me," said Karol softly, like he didn't care if anyone was listening or not, "Is that people care what goes on beyond our planet -- like on the moon, and Mars, and stuff. But what about what's below the sea? We've got mysteries aimed out in two directions -- one's towards the sky, but the other is below our feet, below our boats. There are beautiful things, magical things, below the sea, so why is only space getting the attention here? I just want other people to think about what we've already got. That's what I want."


 

"You do have a way with words." Brain said, but it's all he said, even though he agreed, because then sleep claimed him entirely, rocked alongside Karol, in the arms of the breaking day. 


 



 

Early morning light introduced Brain's eyes to the under-jaw/neck regions of a juvenile seagull (an aspect of the species he'd never truly wanted to see) and a new awareness of the meaning of "shrill" as a woman's scream traveled up through the octaves and hung quivering in the air for a collection of seconds. Disgruntled, the seagull cast a scary eyeball down at Brain's awakened surprise and flapped off from his collarbone perch, leaving a persistent feeling of webbed, clammy feet behind. 


 

"Eurgh," said the hairy weight on Brain's shoulder. Then Bianca's head was filling Brain's entire field of vision, concern, then anger, then heavy amusement crossing her face until she burst out laughing, reached over him and rolled the mass off of Brain's left side. "Eurgh," groaned the thing again.


 

A few facts reached the brain of Brain at once. First, the tide had left them high and dry on the beach. Second, he was naked and the seaweed wrapped around him did not make this reality PG. Third, there was sand in places evolution had never intended sand to go. Fourth, Karol was also naked and the way they'd been curled together when Bianca had arrived almost certainly left no doubts to certain aspects of last night's activities. He opened his mouth to talk and found it too dry. 


 

"Water," he croaked, and Bianca, crouching beside his prone form, handed him a bottle, the amused smirk never leaving her lips. After a couple of welcome gulps he spoke again: "I don't suppose I could convince you I had to save him from drowning and we somehow lost our clothes in the process?"


 

"Only works in bad pornos," she said flatly.


 

"Maybe we got abducted by aliens," offered Karol on Brain's other side. He was lying on his stomach, his head on his arms, looking at Brain. Brain liked the shape of his face in the daylight. It was bony and distinctive in a way that gets better with age, beautifully unbeautiful and Brain wished he was a better poet to describe it. 


 

"Slightly more believable.  But really?" 


 

"Oh god," said Brain, realizing how much he could see as he lay on his back. "Blanket?" he asked. "Towel?"


 

"Nothing." She replied, her teeth showing and her smile positively wicked. "Absolutely nothing. This is revenge for me thinking my best friend was dead. Scariest minutes of my life. You'll give me grey hairs before my time and that I do not appreciate." She'd stood up and was now offering Brain a hand.


 

"It amazes me that your ass is almost as white as Jeff's," she said, pulling him to his feet, and beginning to dust him off. Karol had made his own way vertical, grinning like a sand-monster as Brain began protesting and Bianca's brushing hands arrived in places friends' hands shouldn't go. Then Karol darted forward and grabbed Brain, bodily hauling him away from Bianca. They ran down the wet sand together, tipping over into icy waves as soon as they hit the water, laughing madly all the while. 


 

The morning was amazingly bright, the light cutting through the fog in golden slants from the forest down on the two figures spluttering in the surf, Bianca laughing at them from the shore. They struggled to their feet, and Karol began to splash Brain, pushing water at him, chuckling as Brain stumbled forward in blind pursuit. Finally Brain caught Karol about the waist, and they tumbled back into the sea together, a mess of limbs and elbows. Shivering in the water and way too aware of Bianca's watching eyes, her faraway laughter, Brain still held Karol to him. "Dude," he whispered a little breathlessly as the cold of the water seeped into his bones, his lips almost touching Karol's, "it wasn't a dream? Are you really?"


 

"Yup," said Karol back, through the small space between them, his eyes bright, nervous, and happy. "Honest to god, part fucking mermaid."
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Riaag had a complicated relationship with the stupid horse. He hated everything about it, from the way its eyes rolled (which was horrifying) to the way it smelled (which was delicious), but the worst part was how Sarouth kept insisting he learn how to ride the damn thing. Horsemanship was not something in Riaag's blood: he spent most of his practice sessions clinging helplessly to the saddle, and while the horse had been trained to tolerate the scent of orcs, he could still feel it fighting the urge to throw him every time he urged it around a barrel. It was going to be a long time before either of them was fit to charge into battle, assuming the beast didn't get tired of having seven feet of fat, angry man sit on its back and just kick him to death one morning.




The worst part was how he couldn't just sneak it into the kitchen when Sarouth wasn't looking. For one thing, it was an entirely different breed than the horses they bought for food, and since he'd been present for the haggling he knew just how expensive a trade it'd been; cooking it would be like making a soup with a brick of pure saffron. Most importantly, however, the damned animal had been a present. Sarouth had looked so hopeful when he'd told Riaag about his plans, and as much as Riaag hated the idea of trying to ride, he hated the thought of upsetting Sarouth more. At least seeing Sarouth happy was worth the sore muscles and stiff back.




It had been an ordinary day, for the most part: he'd washed clothes, worked in the forge, and spent time amiably terrorizing some of the stronghold's children in between teaching them songs. He'd also practiced riding the stupid horse, of course, which was why everything south of his neck ached. Riaag had decided halfway through his hour-long ordeal of getting tangled up in the reins like an asshole that the rest of his afternoon was best spent on personal time, and so the day found him soaking in one of Naar Rhoan's many bathing lakes, happily holed up in a secluded corner where he didn't have to talk to anyone.




While he had every intention of not leaving the water until every part of him looked like a prune, Riaag's ears perked up when he heard the crunch of feet on pebbles behind him. Most people left him alone when he was obviously lost in thought. His visitor had been quiet, ruling out a messenger, and given the sound of rustling fabric that followed the footsteps it could only be one person. At least said person was allowed to bother him during his private time.




"Hi, Faaroug," he said, not bothering to open his eyes.




"You know you don't have to call me that," said Sarouth's voice from the bank, followed by the sloshing of lake water as he waded out a ways. Riaag shivered a little as Sarouth brushed against him. He'd shadowed Sarouth for years, keeping his hair neat and his chin shorn and his person as free from injury as possible, and Riaag knew for a fact people had assumed they were sleeping together long before it was even half of an option, but actually being close to Sarouth these days was different, somehow. Every time Sarouth leaned on him or ruffled his hair he felt his stomach clench up for reasons he had yet to entirely figure out.




"How'd your riding go?" continued Sarouth. He splashed past Riaag a bit and started talking again before Riaag could answer. "Mine went well enough. I think I've gotten the hang of Karsta's canter, so I can halfway move my body in time with the hoofbeats." Karsta was the name of Sarouth's horse, because of course he'd named his. He'd probably name a butter churn if he stayed around it long enough.




Riaag cracked open his eyes and grunted. "Didn't fall off. I'm fucken sore again, though." It was an understatement.




Sarouth laughed. He laughed a lot, in the honest, easy manner of someone who found something to be happy about behind every tree, but that didn't make it any less nice to hear. "Not falling off is far better than getting dragged along for a few laps!" he said, his tusks flashing in one of his typical dazzling smiles. "I think you would've challenged Karsta to a duel if I hadn't intervened once I got myself untangled. Demanding an animal fight for its honor is probably not the most productive thing a man can do, you know."




"Yeah, well, I still got my eye on that thing," muttered Riaag. Sarouth's horse wasn't the kind made for eating, either, but Riaag had thought long and hard about making an exception as he'd tended Sarouth's countless scrapes after the unexpected unification with the ground. Riaag took being a bodyguard very seriously.




"I still say we should just eat the fucken things and be done with it," he said, after a bit more thought.




"Why's that?"




Riaag fidgeted. There had to be a way to make his case without hurting Sarouth's feelings, no matter how bad the idea itself was. "It's unnatural, that's why. It's food. You don't play silly fuckers with your food, you just take care of it until it's time to make dinner. Next thing you know you're gonna have me trying to saddle a cow."




"I'd do no such thing," said Sarouth.




Riaag made a questioning noise though his nose. This was leading up to something, that much he was certain, but he wasn't entirely sure what.




Sarouth nodded sagely. "It's true. A man your size, we'd have to use at least a bull."




Riaag groaned in mock irritation. He submerged himself up to his nose, took in a mouthful of water, and rose up to squirt it at Sarouth through the gap in his front teeth. Sarouth sidestepped, yelped, and splashed back; this quickly escalated into a water fight, which itself ended with Sarouth in an affectionate headlock and both of them wetter than fish in a thunderstorm. The chant had a great deal to say about how to treat a god-speaker of Agritakh, and even more about the divine nature of the Faaroug, but Riaag took solace in the fact that it never said he couldn't duck their chosen messiah underwater and muss up his hair. They had to make up for lost time somehow.




The sun had already begun its descent towards the mountains by the time they'd had enough of shoving each other into the lake. Still aching from shins to shoulders, which had not been helped much by the post-horsemanship horseplay, Riaag wrung out his hair and shrugged back into his miraculously still dry clothes; seven feet of broad, fat warrior-poet could displace rather a lot of water without really trying, and the pebbly bank would probably be slick for hours. His stomach grumbled. Sarouth gave him an amused look and cocked his head in the direction of the stronghold's meeting plaza, where smoke already curled towards the sky.




"Want to let someone else make dinner tonight?" Sarouth asked.




Riaag shrugged. "I ain't too tired to do something with rice," he said, mentally cataloging the various meats and vegetables they had in their personal stores. There was probably enough for a thick soup, especially if he filled it out with marrow and some of the small game he'd jarred a few weeks back, though he'd need to go easy on the roux until harvest time...




"Oh, I don't doubt that," said Sarouth as he walked a little closer to Riaag's side than. He brushed his claws and fingertips against Riaag's shaggy jaw. "I was just thinking we could find a better use for what wind you've got left in your sails. I've already finished my divinations for the day, and purified the barrows, and blessed Yana Cold-Iron's new baby. That gives us the whole evening for, you know, personal things." He grinned and waggled his eyebrows as though he thought he was being too subtle.




Riaag swallowed hard. The chant definitely didn't say anything about being flirted with by the Faaroug, or whether it was blasphemy to think he was being too ridiculous for his own good. Still, they'd scarcely had time for each other lately given how busy the settlement had gotten, and he had more than a passing interest in getting a better look at the intricate red tattoos that peeked out from beneath Sarouth's robes. He nodded. "Yeah, okay."




Sarouth beamed and thumped Riaag on the shoulder hard enough to make him grunt. "Let's get going, then! You can find us seats and I'll get our food." Not having to talk to people was a reward in and of itself for Riaag, and he dutifully fell in step behind Sarouth as they began to walk.




The smells of countless cooking suppers filled the late summer air as they headed back towards the more populated parts of Naar Rhoan. It was finally getting large enough to properly bustle: it was good to hear the craftsmen and field workers babbling to each other as the day's labors ended, and Riaag figured that somewhere guards and caretakers were swapping some great stories, but he liked the sound of children at play the best. The closest group was a bunch of hunters' kids who tussled with their dogs while boasting to each other about whose mother would bring home the biggest deer. They were far too old to be native-born Rhoanish, but he guessed a few might have been brought in on their parents' backs. He wondered how many would stay in the stronghold when they grew older, and whether they'd have better luck than he did when learning to balance on a moving animal. At least they'd take the songs and chant with them if they left.




The meeting field was packed, as Riaag had expected, though Sarouth was able to part the crowd like a ship's bow just by being himself. Some of the people already gathered there whispered to one another as Sarouth and Riaag passed; Riaag suspected there was far more talk about how Sarouth had publicly pardoned an untouchable than whatever he and said untouchable got up to in the privacy of a tent, but he missed being able to meander through life invisibly. Now he wasn't just Riaag Bough-Breaker--singer of songs, breaker of faces, cooker of many dinners--but the man who'd been cleansed with the blessing of the Hill God in all His wrath. That was the sort of reputation one couldn't just slink away from. He took comfort in the fact that Sarouth--rather, Sarouth White-Hair, slayer of heretics, builder of walls, buyer of stupid horses--cast a shadow far greater than he ever would, and shadows were perfect for hiding in.




A child who still had her baby tusks in peeked around someone's legs at them. She waved at Riaag, who remembered her from having to break up a fight between her and her sisters a few days previous, then darted out, brushed the skirt of Sarouth's robes with her hand, and rushed back into the throng with a happy shriek. Sarouth glanced over his shoulder at Riaag with a look of amusement. Ever since he'd dueled for Riaag's honor there'd been a noted upswing in local kids daring one another to creep up and touch Sarouth's clothing or blurt out some phrase that was part of the challenge. Sarouth always waved it off as children finding a way to handle fear of the unknown in a way they could control and understand. After all, didn't servants of Agritakh seem strange to everyone else? Better for little ones to learn that there was no danger from an Agritakh-ruhd by proving it through dares rather than simply taking someone's word for it.




Riaag sometimes wondered how much of that explanation was for his sake and how much was for Sarouth himself.




They parted as they drew nearer to the food tents, Riaag making a beeline for an empty bench under one of the vine-heavy pergolas as soon as it didn't feel rude to hustle out of the way. His back remembered every bump and jostle from riding as soon as he sat down. Riaag closed his eyes wearily and let the sounds of other people's conversations wash over him while he waited for Sarouth to come back.




Most of what he heard was the same smattering of gossip, stories, and dirty jokes as before, though he started noticing a common trend: the missing hunting party. A man whose wife was one of the hunters confided in a friend that he'd been having troubling dreams about her, two small boys whose father had joined the search effort loudly asked their mother why their papa wasn't home as usual, and a pair of passing rookery workers anxiously commented on the lack of messenger ravens in the past day. A dark feeling started stirring in Riaag's gut. The hunters had left on what had sounded like a routine trip over a week and a half ago, keen on heading south, and even if pickings had been slim they would have at least returned to restock their supplies by now. What made things worse was how the search party kept sending back birds whose messages said nothing more than "nothing yet." Naar Rhoan didn't have any formal enemies, but it didn't have any friends, either. Riaag didn't like the implications.




He was rescued from himself by Sarouth arriving with a tray of steaming food. Sarouth sat just far enough away from him to put the tray on the bench between them, and since it had only been a few weeks since things had gotten very interesting between them, Riaag didn't touch any of it; someone he used to be had picked up the habit of waiting for everyone else to finish before pocketing some scraps for himself. Old habits died hard. If someone had found him as a child and told him that ten years from then he'd be splitting a meal with an Agritakh-ruhd, he'd have been hard-pressed which to believe less: that a god-speaker would be talking to him or that he'd have anything to eat at all.




Sarouth picked up a bowl of pilaf and handed it to Riaag with a nod. "Eat up," he said, his smile kind. "I doubt it's as good as your cooking, but it still smells pretty good, right?" The broth was hot and smelled chickeny, and Riaag noted with satisfaction that the peas mingled with the rice still had plenty of color. He plucked a cube of spiced chicken off the top and popped it in his mouth. It was, indeed, rather nice. Sarouth was also giving him a look that Riaag had learned meant I'm not eating until you do, so he did his best to push away the lingering ghosts of the past to tuck into his meal.




People buzzed around them, dipping in and out like dragonflies. Being the de facto leader of the stronghold, Sarouth's opinion was in constant demand; he could scarcely go a few bites without someone new popping up to ask for a moment of his time. The other Rhoanish had learned that his more-than-occasional breaks from tradition were an acceptable tradeoff for keeping their families safe and their bellies full, and lately there had been an upswing in the number of new converts who were willing to give agriculture a chance. Riaag wasn't quite certain if the trend would last, but at least it was proof that the stronghold's people were more concerned with a strong community than cleaving to the letter and word of the chant. Who had time to complain about tending fields when there were scavengers to reform?




They were most of the way through their meal--Sarouth on his second dish, Riaag on his fifth--when a worried commotion sprang up at the edge of the field. Riaag's hand unconsciously spun his eating knife into a more offensive grip. No alarm bells sounded and nobody was shouting, which was some small comfort, but Riaag still had to repeat a few personal chants to himself to help center his mind as the source of the fuss drew nearer. Her clothes proclaimed her to be a lookout and slinger from the south gate, and she had something propped in the crook of her arm against her roughspun tunic. She genuflected to Sarouth without disturbing whatever it was she was holding.




"Holy one," she said, and to her credit she wasn't even out of breath despite having presumably run all the way there, "we found something just outside the walls."




"Bring it here," said Sarouth, and the runner placed it gently in his hands.




It was a raven, large and fat and very badly injured; the metal band around its leg marked it as a messenger bird. How it had been able to fly with such awful wounds was a mystery. It croaked in pain as Sarouth gently unwound the strand of beads affixed to its leg band. He whispered to it and stroked its blood-caked feathers until the raven closed its eyes in sleep.




"Clean it up and make sure it has food," Sarouth said, handing it back to the runner. He sighed. "I don't know any healing charms that work on animals. If it's going to die, at least we can make its last hours comfortable." The runner bowed her head respectfully before leaving for the rookery, the raven cradled in her arms.




Sarouth clucked his tongue thoughtfully as he studied the beads. He ran them across his knuckles like he was practicing a parlor trick, and Riaag found himself leaning in instinctively as Sarouth's expression grew increasingly darker and more puzzled.




"Something wrong?" asked Riaag, his hand still toying with his knife. It was difficult to relax when Sarouth was upset about something not immediately obvious.




"I'm having trouble reading this. The beads are messed up. Some are in the wrong order, some are missing... I've got maybe half an idea here." Sarouth held the strand taut between his fingers as he translated the strand of coded shapes and colors. "Remains found, trouble, forest has shapes, river, danger." He fell silent, pursing his lips




Riaag grunted. "And?"




"And that's all. Like I said, it's not a finished message. There isn't even a day or time. Something's very wrong here." He looked up at Riaag. "Did you notice anything strange about that bird?"




Riaag's brow furrowed in thought. He had noticed a few things. "It don't smell right. They're supposed to reek of hawk oil before they fly out, yeah? Like have it on every feather?" Sarouth nodded. Hawk oil stank of rot; it didn't bother ravens or orcs, but larger birds kept their distance from anything doused in it. Riaag cocked his thumb in the direction of the rookery. "Not that one. It has maybe a little splash on there, like someone was in a real fucken hurry to send it off."




Sarouth frowned, his forehead knitting in concern. "Anything else?"




"Yeah," said Riaag. "You saw how torn up it was? Animals don't leave wounds like that. Metal does. Someone wanted that bird dead."




Sarouth swore under his breath. "I thought we'd cleaned up or converted any bandits in this region," he said, his fingers tapping against the side of his leg. "If the search party ran into them, that'd explain why they aren't back yet." He stood up and started pacing. "Moving with injured people, especially if they're with the hunters, would be pretty slow going, and if there were any extended fights with bandits, that'd consume more time, so..."




Riaag let Sarouth mutter to himself; he'd long since gotten used to it, and Sarouth tended to get irritable if he couldn't walk and talk while thinking through a problem. Granted, he usually did so in the privacy of his tent and not in the middle of a public supper, but they weren't getting any more odd looks than usual. It wasn't like he was the only Agritakh-ruhd who talked to the empty air, after all. The only real problem was how instead of meandering towards a solution, the way this sort of thing normally went, it sounded like Sarouth was actually becoming more frustrated than he was when he began.




After finishing the last of his share of dinner, Riaag pushed himself off the bench and rested a hand on Sarouth's shoulder. "At least they ain't out there fucken around on horseback, right?" he said. Hopefully a reminder of how hilarious their respective attempts were would lighten the mood.




It didn't seem to have the desired effect. "This is exactly the sort of thing I was talking about!" exclaimed Sarouth, throwing up his hands for emphasis. "We're hamstrung by our lack of riders! If we had mounted scouts, they could've covered twice the land in half the time, and they would've been able to carry wounded with them on horseback! To say nothing of how they could trample attackers with furious efficiency!" It was a nice sentiment, but not something Riaag saw happening anytime soon; in his opinion, any brigand who could be overrun by a horseman going at a trot with their eyes shut probably didn't have any business being a brigand in the first place. Sarouth's ranting began to slide back towards issues like self-sufficiency and sustainability the longer he went on, which Riaag took as his cue to start tuning him out.




A young man that Riaag usually saw herding sheep sidled up to them, his face pinched. He tried getting Sarouth's attention; once this proved to be very much in vain, the youth looked pleadingly at Riaag. Riaag, his hand still on Sarouth's shoulder, tried to point him roughly in the same direction as their supplicant visitor.




"Holy One?" asked the shepherd, wringing his hands. "We've heard nothing about the hunters and now more people are missing. We're starting to worry. What should we do?" He had brown flecks in his left eye and short, stubby tusks: a twin to the leader of the search party. It came as no surprise to Riaag that a family member be one of the first to approach them about the matter.




Sarouth was still too embroiled in one of his unending internal logic puzzles to answer, his expression the same far-off look he adopted whenever he talked about the long-term future of Naar Rhoan as a whole, so Riaag improvised.




"Y'all are gonna organize another group to go into the woods," he said, raising himself up to his full height and using his herald's voice. For some reason people listened to him when he did that. "Something weird's going on, so make sure everyone who volunteers has armor that covers their junk and knows which end of a fucken spear goes in the enemy. I'm going with. We leave tomorrow morning after breakfast, and we're gonna bring them missing folks back, yeah?"




The shepherd nodded and bowed to both of them as he backed away. Riaag eyed the rest of the crowd. "That goes for the rest of you lot!" he barked. "Something's fucken weird and we're the only ones who can fix it! I expect to see people at the south gate tomorrow afore I have to start volunteering your asses myself!" Heads nodded. Leadership was not something he'd ever been comfortable with, but it wasn't so bad so long as he thought of it as just amplifying Sarouth's will very loudly.




Sarouth himself took a while to come back from wherever his mind had gone, and by that time his hand was covered with marks from the beads where he'd pulled them against his skin too roughly. He swayed dizzily; Riaag caught him before he collapsed and helped him back to the bench. They were thankfully left alone as Sarouth recuperated. Riaag kept to his usual routine: he brought water, mentioned what all had happened while Sarouth was away, and hoped his concern wasn't too obvious as Sarouth's modest appetite returned. Any god-speaker's aide knew the value of making sure their charges were in control at all times.




As good as it was seeing his charge keep food down, Riaag was relieved when Sarouth handed off their dishes and gestured back towards the sacred hill. Holy ground was always good for getting a little privacy--said privacy was in fact one reason he kept his tent there, though far from the only one--and Riaag didn't feel like talking to people after having to give stronghold-wide orders on very short notice. He walked slowly and closely to Sarouth, ready to catch him in case the divine vertigo came back.




Sarouth fidgeted with the message beads the entire way to the hill. He stopped at the cave entrance that led into the earth, his hand resting against one of the designs they'd painstakingly carved into the rock when first investigating the place; their tents were only a little ways further, but he didn't look like he was going to be retiring any time soon. The strange fumes that wafted from underground eddied around his sandals, brushing against his feet like eager puppies. Sarouth gave Riaag a slightly embarrassed smile.




"I'm sorry, Riaag," he said, and it really was nice hearing someone say that and mean it, "but I really should pray about this. We're going to have to do those 'personal things' we'd planned another day. Is that, you know, okay?"




Riaag grunted an affirmative. Why the Faaroug cared so much about his opinion when there was soothsaying to be done was still a mystery to him, but he'd resigned himself to the fact that Sarouth had a dire case of giving a shit, which had every sign of being a lifelong malady. He leaned in to place a chaste kiss on Sarouth's forehead--another weird-but-nice thing he was acclimating to--and stepped back a ways.




"I got some clothes to mend anyway," said Riaag. "Have a good talk with the Hill God, Holy One."




He didn't realize he'd been holding his breath until Sarouth's silhouette had disappeared entirely in the smoky darkness.











There were, indeed, a few clothes that needed time with a needle and thread, but those were folded neatly in Sarouth's--correction, their--tent, and Riaag had a personal project of his own that he'd been neglecting as of late; sure, it was disappointing that he wouldn't be able to fool around with his best friend, but Sarouth being out of commission for a few hours had its perks. Riaag unlaced the flaps of his private tent and stepped into his own personal space.




His cot was still there, as were a few of his older gear racks, though he'd moved the vast majority of his armor to his new quarters already. More important was the chest he kept of personal things, which he started rummaging through busily; here was an interesting feather he'd found, there was the too-small bracelet he'd traded for when Sarouth was first teaching him how to barter, here was a pair of very worn gloves with the fingers cut and rolled down to fit his hands, there was a shabby waterskin that was a hair's breadth from falling apart. It probably looked like junk to the average observer, which suited Riaag fine, as people were more inclined to leaving junk alone. Digging deeper, he pulled out what he'd been hiding there for who knew how many months: a set of dark gray robes lined with amber fabric, the embroidery along the edges as yet incomplete. Riaag sat himself on his cot, laid out his sewing kit, and began carefully stitching patterns into being.




Making pictures with colored thread was not a task he'd expected to be any good at when he first tried it, but there was something soothing about the repetitive motions that made it easier for him to piece songs together in his head. Most of his first pieces had been on little scraps of fabric as he memorized different clans' colors; each swatch helped him visualize the people they met just a little better, and he was confident that he could place the approximate allegiances of anyone within a hundred miles so long as they were dressed traditionally. Once he'd run out of clans to learn he'd turned to decorating sashes with whatever came to mind, and after much coaxing from Sarouth--who'd gone on at length about how well the sashes worked as trade goods, among other things--Riaag had even embroidered some of his own clothes. Sarouth had gushed about the results. Riaag had taken the hint.




He worked on the texture of a bird's wing as he thought of fresh verses. The business with the injured raven definitely needed to be set to record once they'd found out what happened, since it was far too interesting to leave alone, but it was hard to nail down the tone with so much missing information. If everyone came home safe then it could be framed as the main subject, but if anyone was hurt, or worse, dead...




The hours dribbled away like water in a cracked bowl, and before Riaag knew it the half moon was high and bright. He admired his work: vultures wheeled above a long-horned ibex prancing in a field of flowers, most of which had actually been filled in by then. The colors were bold and bright, and he could already picture how well they'd compliment Sarouth's pine green skin. Riaag carefully put everything back where it belonged before he extinguished the lights, closed up the tent behind him, and slipped next door to prepare for the evening.




Aside from simply being bigger, complete with a hanging partition so there were definite public and private halves, and aside from having Sarouth in it more often than not, which could make a haywain look inviting, Riaag liked the shared tent because it looked worthy of an Agritakh-ruhd. The armor was his, of course, as anyone with eyes could see that the wolf-pelt helm and metal-scaled coat were sized for the kind of man who took his meals with another meal on the side, but they were simply one thing amid the display of interesting knick-knacks and gifts Sarouth had picked up over the years. Even the rugs on the ground had stories behind them. Behind the partition were additional wonders, like the collection of potions Riaag still didn't know the origins of or the lantern that could make different colors dance across the tent roof, but since these weren't the sort of thing other people were expected to see he didn't think as much about them; to him it felt a bit like getting excited about a chamberpot. He sat on the edge of the bed, winced as the day's aches gave him a final parting blow, and began shrugging out of his clothes.




They'd had to have a larger bed built. Sarouth's old one had been large enough for one person, but trying to fit another man on it--especially one as big as Riaag--was a losing proposition. Eventually Riaag had opted to just sleep on a bedroll instead of spending all night trying not to tumble off the side. He would've been happy enough just sleeping that close, but Sarouth was determined, and it was very difficult getting Sarouth to sway from a goal once he'd gotten his mind set on it. One day the old bed was gone, an enormous one was in its place, and Sarouth had gently encouraged him not to sleep on the floor.




Of course, while sleeping on a mattress was a delightful luxury, years of spending the night on what amounted to a glorified dinner tray had left their mark: with just Riaag in it, it felt like a wool-stuffed ocean. He had to keep close to the side to keep from getting lost in it. There was plenty to think about to keep his mind from fixating on his new surroundings, at least, since there was soon going to be an entire second search party to yell orders at. He checked to make sure his axe and boots were close enough to grab in an emergency and pulled the light summer blankets up around his chin. Search parties made him think of messengers, which made him think of messenger birds, which made him think of the poor creature probably croaking its last in the rookery.




It was enough to capture his attention from the already nerve-wracking thought of having to organize other people. Riaag mentally reviewed every sort of wound he'd seen (some of which he'd been directly responsible for) and compared them to what he'd seen on the raven. Nothing really matched up. An axe or sword would've cut the bird in half, a spear wouldn't've left it in any state to fly, a sling bullet couldn't leave the gouges he'd seen...




The tent flap rustled. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as he heard someone step inside; the footsteps sounded like sandals, and based on how slowly they were moving and the light smell of oracular smoke in the air it was probably just Sarouth lacing up the tent before getting in bed, but Riaag's hand began creeping towards his axe anyway. He'd only lived as long as he had by distrusting everything he heard at night.




"It's me," said Sarouth's voice in the darkness. Something clinked, which might have been the agate-fronted circlet Sarouth wore as a symbol of authority but might have been something else. Riaag felt a familiar warmth slip behind him, followed shortly by a pair of comforting nips: one on his ear, one at the nape of his neck. He let himself relax. This was okay. Sarouth made everything okay. He rumbled an acknowledgment and tried to make a little more room on the mattress, regardless of how little he was taking up himself.




"Can't sleep?" asked Sarouth. He cuddled up against Riaag, tucking his chin over Riaag's shoulder. The weather was finally cool enough that they could actually stand to sleep spooning against each other. "I was down there for so long I thought you would've been out by now. Do you want to talk about something?"




"I keep thinking about that bird."




Sarouth made a thoughtful noise. "Poor thing's hopefully not hurting any more. We can make an offering for it when you get back from searching."




"That ain't what I meant," said Riaag. "It's just...I don't like not knowing what fucked it up so bad. What if it means something bad is gonna happen? I keep thinking, is this the way the end starts? Is this gonna be my last day happy?"




Sarouth kissed him on the ear. "You worry too much, brave warrior," he said, and Riaag could hear the smile in his words. "I sat in there divining until my ass fell asleep. Every portent I got said this would end well for us. We'll have countless eyes combing the woods. I'm sure we'll find out what happened soon and everything's going to work out fine. It'll be good practice for the guards to be on alert for a bit, right?"




Riaag half-shrugged, catching himself before he clocked Sarouth in the jaw with his shoulder. "Maybe. Still gonna dwell on it a bit, though."




"Would you like something to distract you? I'm not that tired." Sarouth snuggled up closer to him, one hand resting against Riaag's stomach. That alone was enough to distract him; it was hard for him to worry too much when his thoughts kept drifting back to how warm Sarouth was and how little fabric there was between them. Everything would be all right, or at least it would be until sunrise. Until then, he was sharing a bed with a man as toned and lean as a hunting hound who was interested in mutual orgasms. It wasn't a difficult decision.




"Yeah. That sounds pretty nice."




There was a brief bit of awkwardness as Riaag struggled to roll over without squashing anything important on anyone important, but the pair persevered; soon Riaag lay chest to chest with Sarouth and pulled him close in an embrace that, much like spooning, was a lot more pleasant now that the air had started to cool at night. He found Sarouth's mouth in the dark and kissed him shyly. Keeping their tusks from locking was still a bit of a challenge, especially since theirs pointed in different directions, but Riaag was willing to try anyway. It still felt like he was getting away with something.




The heavy felted wool of the tent blocked out the moonlight and the firepit's coals had long since grown cold, so Riaag had to let his imagination paint in the details: Sarouth's gentle yellow eyes, the red of the tattoos that swirled across his arms and shoulders, his namesake white hair falling like silk in front of the left side of his face. He could've spent ages just being as close as they were, but things were helped along when Sarouth started kissing back a lot more fiercely. If Riaag hadn't been certain of Sarouth's intent before, the erection nudging him from beneath Sarouth's sleeping skirts clarified it. Riaag had to break the kiss and rest his forehead against Sarouth's to catch his breath. His sore back was now the absolute last thing on his mind.




Sarouth chuckled and scratched Riaag under the chin. "Want me to touch you?" he whispered. Riaag nodded. He relaxed his hug, allowing Sarouth to roll away just enough to rest his hands against his scarred, hairy chest. Sarouth's claws were barely sharp enough to dig, much less break skin, but Riaag shivered happily as those fingers made their feather-light way across his body and got themselves acquainted with various parts of his anatomy. It was as though Sarouth was remembering him an inch at a time. And that was the thing, really: Sarouth always seemed genuinely happy to touch and explore. Whenever they actually found time for sex he didn't ask for Riaag's mouth--or anything else--but gladly took anything he was offered, and he never came off as anything less than thrilled whenever Riaag so much as brushed his cock. For now, though, Sarouth was the one guiding things, and this was comforting to Riaag in a way he couldn't easily explain.




With a wriggle Sarouth freed himself completely from Riaag's arms. He sat up and pulled the blankets away with him, rearing back like a snake; when they had enough light to see by this was where he'd take his time and just look at Riaag, as for some reason Sarouth thought this was worth doing, but this time he went straight for stripping Riaag of his trousers. He was rather good at it, too, knowing when to gently nudge and when to just yank on the cloth, and he also had the maddening habit of getting just friendly enough in the process to make sure Riaag was fully erect by the time he was properly nude. The whole affair took a matter of seconds. Riaag already longed for winter weather and the extra layers it would bring.




He could feel the mattress shift as Sarouth shed his own clothing to sit between Riaag's legs. Claws prickled at the fat on his thighs, and Riaag yelped and squirmed obligingly when Sarouth gave him a playful tweak; even when they were fucking--making love, Riaag corrected himself, because the distinction was important--Sarouth treated everything like a game. There was movement in the dark and he felt a kiss next to his navel, then things shifted and he felt the pleasant, raspy tingle of tongue against his nipple. It was hard to guess what sensation would visit him next, or where. Somewhere Sarouth was giggling to himself. Riaag had already been worked up from being disrobed and teased, to say nothing of the slow burn he'd been managing since that afternoon by the lake, but hearing how happy he was making Sarouth could've flipped him from dormant to full arousal all on its own. Even if being able to sexually satisfy the Faaroug wasn't something the chant called for in a disciple, the knowledge that he could was a small and private source of pride.




They came together to kiss again, Sarouth's weight pressing down on him with both hands cupping Riaag's face, and Riaag must have whined a little when they parted because the next thing he knew they were lying flush against each other, Sarouth between his legs. By the feel of things Sarouth was not just amused but equally aroused, so Riaag tried to angle his hips to make the best of the situation. Sarouth's shaft ground into his, which was very nice, and then Sarouth's hand pressed their cocks against each other, which was even nicer. His palm was soft in spite of the labor he did in the fields; Riaag noticed it every time, but never got around to asking if it was an Agritakh-ruhd thing or not. There were more important things to be worrying about, after all, like the long strokes Sarouth used, or the thing he did with his thumb right underneath Riaag's glans.




The first time they'd ever made love Riaag had shared a song he'd written, which had delighted Sarouth to no end, but this time he simply let his throat make whatever noises it wanted to. Whines, gasps, and a jumble of ecstatic vowel sounds punctuated Sarouth's attentions. As Riaag felt himself getting closer he unclenched one hand from its death grip on the mattress and fumbled for Sarouth's shoulder, pulling him near; it was kind of fun being in complete blackness, but some things weren't obvious enough that way. Riaag whispered in the clipped, desperate tones of a man fifteen seconds away from orgasm, and when he heard Sarouth whisper back he sagged with relief.




He tilted his head up, exposing his throat, and Sarouth accepted his submission with a soft but meaningful bite as he coaxed Riaag into coming. It was wonderful.




Riaag basked in the afterglow like a lizard in the sun, his head cottony and his belly sticky, and he didn't even wriggle too much as Sarouth tidied him up with a wet cloth. There was probably a mark on his neck now, but between his beard and the high collar on his armor it was doubtful anyone would see; he'd cherish it all the same while out in the field the next day. He could've fallen asleep right there and then. Riaag wasn't so drowsy that he was going to be rude, however; he reached for Sarouth and lay a hand on one well-formed hip, his fingers resting next to Sarouth's balls.




"Can I?" he asked, wetting his lips nervously. He knew the answer already, but it still thrilled Riaag to be able to ask someone as important as Sarouth if he could touch him.




Sarouth's voice belied his smile: "Only if you want to."




"Yeah, and I wanna."




"By all means, then," Sarouth replied, guiding Riaag's hand to cup him with greater enthusiasm.




Thanks to his height it was much easier for Riaag to touch Sarouth's cock while kissing him, which was a very important detail. Riaag had a good half-dozen verses in his head dedicated solely to how good Sarouth's mouth tasted; he could've spent hours doing nothing but, and only broke the kiss when it came time to focus on actually helping Sarouth finish. It wasn't a very involved process: he mimicked Sarouth's earlier motions, both the leisurely stroking and the thumb thing--which he suspected he wasn't doing quite right, but that was okay--and gradually increased his speed until Sarouth hissed his name between gritted teeth and came into his hand.




After Riaag licked his palm clean they shared another, briefer, kiss. Sarouth ruffled Riaag's hair when they pulled apart. "So, was that distracting enough?"




"Yeah," Riaag replied. He rolled over onto his side with a snortle. "You got a real knack for taking my mind off things."




Sarouth chuckled to himself as he snuggled back up against Riaag, his fingers laced just below Riaag's sternum and one of his ankles twined around Riaag's own. There were barnacles that clung with less force than Sarouth at bedtime. He'd probably start snoring soon, but that was also okay, since it was an easy way for Riaag to tell he was asleep and well. After all, if the Faaroug couldn't be forgiven a bit of loud sleeping, who could?




Safe and cozy, Riaag let himself drift away.




And then someone rapped furiously on one of the tent poles.




They both sat bolt upright. Midnight awakenings had only happened twice before in Naar Rhoan's brief history, and both times it had accompanied dire news. Riaag busied himself with getting a lamp lit before they both busied themselves with pulling on discarded clothes. Neither spoke to the other. Riaag kept his axe at his side as he opened up the tent; a panoply of circumstances swirled in his head, the most pleasant of which involved a bandit sighting. He tried very hard not to think about how much he already missed the moment he'd shared with Sarouth.




A watchman with a rushlight in one hand stood outside. He looked like he'd sprinted all the way from the wall given how out of breath he was; some of his hair was already stuck to his forehead and his breath came in gasps. Unlike runners, watchmen were chosen more for keen eyes than swift feet. He made a game attempt at bowing without falling over as Riaag ushered him in.




"Report," said Sarouth, his previous mellow demeanor melting as quickly as snow in a soup pot.




"One of the search party finally got back, Faaroug," said the watchman, wheezing. "He's bleeding out. We've bound him up, but I don't know if there's enough left to save."




Spitting a curse, Sarouth grabbed his potion box and hustled to the infirmary, Riaag loping along after him. No alarm had sounded so most of the settlement was still dark, but the knot of burning torches surrounding the medical tent said enough. The healers inside looked guardedly hopeful when Sarouth made his entrance. There were few patients spending the night there, and most of those were still asleep thanks to the poppy teas the healers brewed, but those who hadn't been drugged looked rattled by the night's excitement. Riaag made a mental note to come sing for them once things had resolved themselves.




The wounded man lay on one of the triage tables, his bandages already soaked through. Someone's rolled-up shirt was serving as a pillow. A small dish with some broken sticks in it lay on a tray to one side, sharing space with various tools of the trade. Riaag recognized a few of them--the mortar and pestle left in mid-grind looked like it was preparing a salve, while the saw and bucket of pitch were thankfully not necessary at the time--but he'd never seen the sticks before.




Sarouth pulled out a slender glass vial and tapped the side with a claw. "Can he swallow?" he asked one of the infirmary workers tending to the fallen man's wounds. She shook her head.




"We tried getting some tea in him when they brought him in," she said, "but he kept spitting it up. I think he ripped up his guts when he crawled back here."




"Crawled?"




"They didn't tell you? He was pulling himself along on his elbows when they found him."




Sarouth looked like he'd been struck. "Is that enough bravery for you?" he hissed through his teeth, so quiet that Riaag almost didn't hear him. The chant didn't say anything about what to do when an Agritakh-ruhd spoke harshly to the Hill God Himself. Whatever Agritakh's response was, Sarouth apparently accepted it; he placed his hands over the man's chest and closed his eyes.




It didn't look like anything was happening, but divine healing never looked very impressive at first. The only sign that anything was working was how the man's breathing came a little easier, how his skin looked a healthier shade of green, and how the muscles in his face relaxed ever so slightly. Sarouth waited at his side. Sarouth had waited at a lot of people's sides over the years, Riaag mused, and it was therefore unsurprising when Sarouth stayed put until the tracker whimpered and cracked open his unbandaged eye.




The man's voice was cracked and torn when he spoke. "Holy One?" he managed. Sarouth nodded and gestured to the woman who'd been cleaning the tracker's wounds; she brought a bowl of tea, which the man drank awkwardly. He coughed a few times but kept it down.




"Found the hunters," he said, a little less raspily. "Dead. Cut up like animals." He took a few rattling breaths before continuing. "Way southeast. We found them way southeast."




"Where's the rest of your group?" asked Sarouth.




"They found us. The others got taken. I ran but they hurt me bad." His eye started unfocusing, though it looked more like the work of the poppy extract than death tightening its grasp. "I'm tired, Holy One."




Sarouth sighed. "I'm going to give you the only healing draught I have. It's going to taste strange, but it should make sure you wake up again." He carefully raised the tracker's head and tipped the contents of the vial into the man's mouth. "Who did this?" he asked, and Riaag couldn't help but notice the twinge of desperation in his words.




"Shadows," said the man as his muscles loosened further. "All we saw were shadows in the forest..." Sleep took him, then, and Sarouth eased him back down onto the table.




The healer began preparing fresh dressings for the tracker again as Sarouth stared off into the distance, his hands already fidgeting with the empty vial. Riaag left him alone to think; Sarouth would approach the problem in his own way, and when he came up for air, Riaag would be waiting with fresh details. Of course, said details had to be learned in the first place. He watched as the healer cut away the old linens, cleaned the wounds with water, swabbed them with ointment, and began bracing the tracker's body to be wrapped again. Before she could finish, however, something caught Riaag's eye.




"How'd this guy look when they brought him here?" he asked, eying the bandages that looked next in line.




The healer shrugged. "Like you see him now, but worse, and bloodier. He had those weird wooden quills stuck in him, too," she added, indicating the sticks on the nearby tray. "The tips are barbed. We had to break them to get them out without hurting him worse."




Riaag sucked on his teeth. "Can I see one?" The healer nodded and handed him the tray.




They looked like little spears, though the metal heads were far larger in proportion to the shafts than they should've been. There was a notch in the butt end, with feathers slid into grooves in the wood surrounding it. When the pieces were held together they looked to be about as long as the distance between his elbow and the tip of his middle claw. It looked too delicate to parry a blow, however, and while it was longer than a dagger it was balanced all wrong for slashing. There was also the matter of the barbed head: what kind of maniac would carry a weapon designed for tearing flesh with such a twig-like handle? Surely the shaft would break after the first few stabs. And why the feathers? Attached loosely near the head they'd be a fine source of distraction, certainly, but these couldn't flutter about and were stuck on the wrong end, besides. It looked like a bad idea waiting to happen, yet here was at-this-moment-still-living proof that whatever the quills were, they were extremely dangerous in the hands of whomever had made them.




It was even more concerning when he held the head of the quill next to one of the many clay lamps lighting the triage area: it was shiny and gray, like a typical piece of worked metal, but had a sheen to it that didn't look quite right. It didn't appear to be iron, steel, or even silver, and tin didn't keep the edge it had. Riaag tested its strength with his fingers and was surprised when it didn't bend. He hurriedly washed his hands when he felt his fingertips tingling, and looking at the quill-tip again it was obvious he'd rubbed off some sort of toxin. Riaag hurriedly ran the metal through the lamp-flame to burn away the remaining residue. Who knew what the stuff did? He certainly had greater appreciation for the injured man to have crawled as far as he did with poison racing through his veins.




The healer, having left Riaag to his investigations, cut open another bandage with practiced ease. Something about the shape of the revealed injury caught Riaag's eye, but he couldn't be sure if he let the healer cover it up too soon. He gestured for her to wait a moment. Kneeling down with the lamp in one hand, he took a good, long look at the freshly-unwrapped flesh. It confirmed his suspicions.




"These look like some of the wounds that bird had," said Riaag. The healer made a curious sound; he straightened up a bit to explain. "There was a messenger raven brought in earlier that was all fucked up. You know how when you wing a boar with a spear it gets this furrow on it? And how that becomes just this fucken hole through it if you get a good hit in?" She nodded. "These look just like that. Just...tiny."




The healer nodded again, more thoughtfully this time. "So this was no accident," she said. Her hands worked nimbly to clean and re-dress the wound Riaag had studied. If the tracker passed in the night it would certainly not be for lack of skill on her part. She beckoned to an apprentice, who brought her a bucket of fresh water to rinse off her hands. "Do you--" and the subtle inflection in her voice marked that as a very plural you, "--have any plans yet?"




Riaag wavered a hand. "I'll be taking the next group out in the morning--"




"We are leaving tonight," said Sarouth, jumping to his feet and looking up at Riaag. His eyes were furious and his voice was dead. "Just you and me. Nobody else is going to die for this. I need...I need half an hour. For a ritual. Get your things together." His fists were clenched so tightly that his claws cut into the meat of his hand. Riaag wasn't sure if Sarouth even noticed.




Riaag scarcely had the time to thank the healers for their work; Sarouth had already packed up his kit and was storming back towards sacred ground. He didn't bother taking a light with him. Riaag, not being guided by the tremors of the earth or whatever it was that kept Sarouth from bumping into things in the dark, pulled a firebrand from one of the pits outside and hurried afterwards. Given how fast Sarouth could move when he wanted to, it was a mystery why he was so intent on learning to ride one of the damned horses. The thought of keeping such a pace when he'd yet to have full night's sleep on top of his aching muscles made Riaag's stomach sink. Hopefully Sarouth wouldn't insist they run anywhere until after they'd both had a few hours to recover.




Save for a brief moment when Sarouth was putting his potions away, Riaag didn't see much of him during the tense half-hour before they left. Rituals were generally something best left between a god-speaker and Agritakh alone. He sometimes heard shouting from deep inside the hill, but he tried his best not to listen; he hadn't traveled with Sarouth for the better part of seven years without learning when it was a bad idea to know exactly what words were being exchanged.




It was a straightforward process for him to gather his things. They wouldn't have the luxury of storage so there was no point in bringing spare clothes, they had plenty of rations more or less already prepared to go, and Riaag's bulkiest items--namely, his armor, shield, and axe--were things he'd have at the ready anyway. Had it been a longer trip he might've tucked away some embroidery, but this was a rescue mission: they had to move fast and efficiently. Once everything was packed and his armor was all secured in place, he did his best to tidy things up and convince the feeling of creeping dread he'd been trying to ignore that of course it mattered if the bed was made, wouldn't it be nice coming home after the mission to a made bed? Because both of them would be coming back. Of course.




After he emerged from the hill Sarouth didn't have much to say, instead simply changing into fresh robes, scooping some gear into a satchel, and lifting his mace from its stand to hang heavily from the baldric on his belt. He only seemed aware of how fiercely he'd been balling his fists then, and even then all he did was wipe the lingering blood smear across the blackened metal head of his weapon, making it briefly shimmer as though it was hidden by a heat haze. Riaag winced. Sarouth usually didn't feed the thing until just before a fight; the ritual must not have gone very well at all.




They didn't bother saddling the horses, as even at his most boundlessly optimistic Sarouth would agree that neither of them were skilled enough to be rescuing anyone while mounted, instead opting for their most durable footwear. The years they'd spent wandering the hills before Naar Rhoan was built had never truly left them: their way might be lit by a fancy brass lantern instead of a torch, and they might be working out of a full-blown stronghold instead of a few tents in a clearing by a cave, but Sarouth's staff of rank still doubled neatly as a walking stick, and the weight of Riaag's shield was comforting against his arm. If he didn't think about it too intently, Riaag could almost pretend he was back hunting heretics in the highlands instead of leaving to search for whoever murdered people he'd started thinking of as his own.




The lowlands spread out before them beyond the open gates as they neared. Sarouth stopped for a moment as they passed the watch station and rested his fingertips against the earthwork foundation. "Safety and rest for anyone inside these walls," he said to nobody in particular. He looked up at the gates themselves, adorned with bright flags and the crow-picked remains of Naar Rhoan's enemies, and Riaag followed his gaze to one of the corpses hanging there. Even in the darkness Riaag knew who it was: Heiwog Lost-Gather, collector of bastards, taker of strays, the only man bold enough to threaten Sarouth in his home, and the man indirectly responsible for having Riaag's untouchable status--and subsequent cleansing--made public. He'd challenged Sarouth to an honor duel and lost gorily. Riaag still had to come out at times to assure himself Heiwog was actually dead.




They stood in silence, staring up at the torchlit corpse. After a while Riaag placed a gloved hand on Sarouth's shoulder. "We oughtta go," he said.




"Ought we?" replied Sarouth. "I'm not sure if this is the right thing. I don't even know if I'm living up to the promise of the gate."




Riaag gave him a squeeze he hoped didn't seem too nervous. He decided not to mention the questionable wisdom of two men heading off alone into the night with a day's worth of muscle aches and zero sleep. "You're doing it," he said instead. "Any day of the week, look around, you see mamas crushing up bones for their babies, you see kids running around, you see people who ain't scared. Them walls go deeper'n the stone and wood that makes 'em." It didn't have any obvious effect at first, but after a while Sarouth sighed, took up his staff, and began walking away from the stronghold.




The lowlands were safe enough, having long since been cleared for the fields of grain that now bobbed lazily in the starlight, but Riaag still kept scanning the darkness for phantoms as they walked. Much as he hated to do it he had to keep his helmet off; it was too bulky and blocked too much of his peripheral vision to wear this time of night. The top of his head felt naked. In the past when he'd gone helmless Sarouth would cheer him up a bit with a little joke about how his hair was too nice for a bandit to want to get blood on, but this time Sarouth's handsome face wasn't smiling and his attention was fixated on something Riaag couldn't, and could never, see. Riaag missed that easy laugh already.




Plains became hills, which then dipped down into valleys, and after a few hours the valleys rose again and they could see the forest spreading out towards the distant river. Sarouth, his stride unbroken by the stones and ditches Riaag's feet kept finding, guided them towards a small cave beneath an outcropping. They didn't bother making a fire. Riaag prepared his bedroll, taking care to leave room next to him, but Sarouth pointedly sat cross-legged at the cave's entrance with his face towards the trees. He might have been meditating or he might have been doing something else; either way, Riaag went to sleep alone and awoke to find Sarouth in the same position, silhouetted against the pinkening sky.




Riaag kept a respectful distance away as he repacked his things. "You, uh, need to lie down a little?" he asked. Sarouth didn't reply, so he opted for a slightly different approach. "I could make us some soup or something while you rest up. Hot food."




"I'm not hungry," said Sarouth, which felt like a punch in the gut. When they used to travel he'd raved about how Riaag could make even boiled roots taste delicious. It wasn't the right time of year for him to fast, either. "I can't sleep until we reach our destination," he continued. "We have so much to do. I can't waste any time."




"You gotta keep your strength up, though. How about a little carrion?" Riaag had already started breaking the seal on a jar of well-aged meat as he spoke. Sarouth might be willing to miss breakfast, but Riaag was his own man, with his own appetite. "Come on, even god-speakers gotta eat."




Sarouth didn't answer that, either. Riaag sighed and helped himself to a helping of fermented pork with half a loaf of bread; dealing with an Agritakh-ruhd in a mood was not one of the more glamorous parts of his station. He ate as quickly as he could. It was a small breakfast, especially with no fruit to go with it, but it helped him shake off some of his morning grogginess. He said a small prayer to the Hill God that most of his soreness had vanished overnight.




Save for a sip from a skin full of small beer Sarouth didn't eat anything at all, but as soon as Riaag had put away the carrion jar Sarouth had stood up and began pacing anxiously. He practically strained to leave the cave. Riaag checked their camp for any tells that could lead a tracker right to them, nodded, and pulled his helm on over his head; dawn was enough light to see by even with its heavily-reinforced sockets, and when there wasn't diplomacy to be done it was his turn to walk in front. He did his best to focus on the task at hand and worry about apologies later. Time spent arguing over hurt feelings could cost lives.




It was only a short descent to the treeline, which started off as little more than spindly saplings before spreading out into a proper forest of slim-needled pine trees and savin shrubs. The odd patch of ginkgos broke up the curtains of green; Riaag found himself veering away from them by instinct, heedless of the fact that in full armor he had no better chance of blending in with their fan-shaped leaves than he did the pine boughs. He could only imagine what it was like for the Old People, eschewing gods and fire and good, honest steel to live like animals in the wild places. A twig snapped in the distance and he found himself very glad indeed to have more than his ancestors' whispers to keep him safe.




Once the initial adrenaline wore off, their hike was more boring than anything else: Sarouth wasn't very talkative, Riaag wasn't about to sing on a rescue mission, and save for a pheasant that flew from a bush a little ways from them some time around noon absolutely, nothing interesting happened. Riaag found himself daydreaming as his boots crunched through the curly ferns. Daydreaming! His adopted kinfolk had been captured, quite possibly being tortured or worse, and here he was trying to think of how many words rhymed with "sling." It was just as well he'd been sold by his birth family or they would've had reason to disown him on the spot.




After lunch on the second day--which Riaag ate and Sarouth, once again, did not--they found a little creek, which Riaag used to refill their water stores before they began following it. It weaved roughly southwest, and whatever method Sarouth was using to home in on the battle site synched up nicely with it. Keeping his feet dry was just enough mental activity to keep Riaag's mind from wandering again, a detail for which he was grateful. They'd only been walking along it for a quarter-hour or so when Riaag heard the sound of branches shaking and heavy breathing; he pulled Sarouth into a hiding place among some junipers and craned his neck to pinpoint the source of the noise.




A figure snuffled around in the clearing ahead of them, bright green against the yellow leaves. She was one of the Old People. Her hair was wild, her skin was streaked with dirt, and her claws were ragged; like most Old People, she was also entirely naked. She had also found something fascinating on the ground and was digging at it with her hands. The greens carpeting the ground were trampled and there was still the odd splash of blood marring the scenery, and while they were still a ways away the sight of more of the metal-tipped quills stuck in tree trunks proved that this was, if not the scene, then one very much like it. It was also being upturned by a wild orc who would've been more likely to eat evidence than share it. That problem, at least, was easily solved.











Riaag lunged from the junipers with a bellow, clashing his axe against his shield and letting his size and volume do the bulk of the work for him. It worked: she screeched like a wounded boar and dashed off into the trees. Her smell--as high and acrid as any of her kind--lingered in the clearing behind her, but Riaag noticed something strangely familiar underneath it. After checking for signs of other Old People, and feeling a brief pang of remorse when it looked like she'd been foraging without a pack of her own, he signaled an all-clear to Sarouth, returned his axe to its carrying loops, and went to investigate what all had been worth spooking an innocent woman over. He kept to the edges of the clearing just in case there were any nasty surprises waiting for nosy people playing bloodhound.




Shards of a clay vial, its stopper still clutched by a crescent of pottery, lay scattered along the ground where she had been digging. Based on how they'd fallen, the vial had probably been either thrown or knocked from someone's hand with great force; a few had been disturbed by the Old One's efforts, but for the most part the pieces looked to have been untouched since their fall. The air stank of rotting corpses.




"Guess we found what happened to the rest of the hawk oil," he said as Sarouth appeared at his side.




Sarouth nodded. "I guess so." It was the first thing he'd said since they left the cave. Riaag did his best not to sag in relief; for Sarouth, two whole days of stoicism might as well have been a lifetime of silence. He poked at a potsherd with the butt of his staff. "Well, we've found where someone was ambushed. Any ideas?"




While he was still putting hypotheses together, Riaag opted to start with the most obvious. "I don't think it was Old People what did this. They don't understand shit fancier'n rocks and sticks."




Sarouth nodded again. "Makes sense to me. And there's more of those feathery things here, too."




"Yeah," said Riaag. "You don't think it was a manticore or something, do you? Those are supposed to have quills."




"Those don't live this far north, and are probably a myth anyway," said Sarouth, tapping one of the embedded spear-shafts with his knuckle. "Besides, between the beads and the tracker who came back to us, I think they would've mentioned a man-faced lion at some point." This was a good enough reason as any for Riaag, who turned his attention back to hunting for more clues.




They combed the ambush site intently, studying everything from the bloodied ground to the angle of stray blows on the trees. It was tedious work, but experience had shown them in the past that the smallest detail could hold great meaning; with no bodies, however, they were left fumbling blind for anything that looked like a lead. They could only find two major sets of prints that didn't belong to orcish feet: some had the distinctive paw-shape of wolf tracks, while the others were so small and light that they looked like little children had left them. Whoever had left them had also done a damned good job at concealing their trail outside of the clearing, since there were no trails actually leading from the clearing. It was as if the attackers had appeared out of nowhere, done the deed, then vanished. The lack of remains was also concerning. Bandits would strip corpses of valuables and leave the rest behind, and heretics often desecrated the bodies of the fallen to make a point, but here there was nothing but the echoes of a fight.




Riaag had been measuring the distance from the tree where they found the hawk oil vial to the one on the opposite side of the clearing when he felt a firm hand tugging on the sleeve of his scale coat.




"Riaag," whispered Sarouth just behind his left shoulder. "Don't move and don't say anything."




Riaag froze in his tracks. He hadn't seen or heard anything out of the ordinary, and all he could smell was the usual deep-forest mix of leaves and damp soil. He risked a reply in the softest voice he could manage. "Why?"




Sarouth stared past Riaag into the trees. "They haven't all left."




Right on cue, a huge timber wolf erupted from the brush, teeth bared and jaws slavering. Its hackles bristled as it circled them slowly. The wolf might not have been the meanest Riaag had ever seen, but it was certainly the biggest; more interestingly, it had a woven charm around one leg, tied in place with a knot that was blatantly impossible with paws. Given how clean its gray and cream coat was, Riaag figured it as either a companion animal or a skinchanger, and either way it was far more dangerous than a wild animal. He matched its circling and strove to keep himself between the wolf and Sarouth at all times.




If it wasn't a man in wolf's skin, it was very well trained: it didn't go for sloppy bites against his plated boots nor attempt to trip him in his current stance, instead keeping both orcs in place like a shepherd's dog rounding up sheep. It also had the maddening ability to remain out of reach of Riaag's axe while still being close enough to threaten Sarouth's very unarmored shins. Riaag didn't doubt he could kill the thing if he had to, nor would he have issues keeping its teeth at bay, but he couldn't shake the feeling that the wolf was trying to drive them towards something. It was even bold enough to snap at Sarouth's sandals! No beast he'd ever seen could compare with a good iron shield, but this one was certainly trying.




He was so focused on the wolf that he almost didn't see the second figure slip in after it. It was more person-shaped, though whether that meant it was the wolf's owner or the wolf's man-shadow he couldn't tell, but what Riaag did know was that someone was getting far too close to the man he loved. He reacted in the way he knew best.




"Not so fast, shitbird!"




While the shadowy figure dodged the worst of the blow, Riaag still clipped it with the edge of his shield, sending it staggering backwards. It said something in a language he didn't understand but didn't need to; he knew profanity when he heard it. The wolf retreated to the figure's heels and hunkered down as though it was preparing to leap, though its attention was now fully on Riaag instead of Sarouth. They found themselves at something of a standoff.




Now that the figure was fully in the light it was possible to get a better look at them. They were smallish, like a youth yet to grow into their teeth, and certainly appeared to match the child-sized tracks they'd found before, but there was something slightly off about how they stood, as if their muscles attached in different places than they ought. More unnerving was how they weren't dressed in any colors Riaag could recognize, and he had long since memorized even the smallest family differences that currently walked the hills. The close-fitting garb beneath the figure's cloak was completely devoid of patterns or beads, save for a slight mottling that broke up their silhouette like a snow leopard's spits. Even jackals at their most base would display their clan colors. Who was this person?




The question didn't have to wait long, as the figure unwrapped some of the scarf that had previously concealed their features to cough in pain. They were unlike anyone Riaag had ever seen, even among the strange people who sometimes accompanied the foreign caravans: the figure's face was all angles and sharp edges, their skin was only a few shades darker than the pink on a dog's belly, their ears were so long their tips poked out past the headdress they wore, and in spite of being shorter and lighter than both orcs they carried themselves with the same confident ferocity as a mad fox. They definitely weren't an orc. Riaag wasn't entirely sure if he was looking at a man or a woman, or if those terms could even apply to whatever they were. Aside from a knife tucked in one oddly-cobbled boot and what appeared to be a walking stick, Riaag didn't see any weapons on their person. Had they somehow used magic to slaughter people? Was this what wizards looked like?




Between coughing fits the figure spoke more words in the same strange language as before. The syllables lilted and bent like reeds in the wind, which Riaag might have thought sounded rather nice had he not been standing in the middle of a previously haunted killing floor. The voice sounded masculine, but he still hesitated to assign a gender to the speaker; he'd heard stories about wandering spirits that took great offense when not addressed in the way they pleased, and there was still no evidence that the figure with the wolf wasn't a fleshy shell being puppeted by some greater power. Riaag strained to pick out recognizable words in the figure's speech but found himself unable.




Sarouth was thankfully a bit more prepared for the occasion. "Do you understand me?" he asked, first in their tongue and then in an increasingly esoteric collection of others. Most people knew several dialects even if they never left the same cave, and with all the traveling Sarouth and Riaag had done they'd both picked up bits and pieces of what felt like dozens more. None of them seemed to get a reaction, however, and soon the figure began rattling off their own set of unintelligible questions. It was impressive just how much both parties knew without finding any common ground at all. The wonder wore off quickly, however, leaving Riaag exasperated.




"You tried Trader Cant?" he asked, forcing his mouth around the unfamiliar words. Not even merchants used Trader Cant half the time.




The figure's slitted eyes lit up. "I speak that, some," they said. "This is good. We talk."




It was a guarded conversation with a limited vocabulary, but it was better than nothing. The figure--whose name Riaag could more or less make out as Etxeloi, and who was, indeed, male--claimed he lived as an outsider in that part of the forest, and that he had been hunting for strangers in the forest on orders from someone he did not name. There'd been rumors of bandits coming through as of late, which was unusual given how most bandits didn't head that far south from the mountains, and Etxeloi had been looking for signs of them, as well. He conspicuously neglected to say where said bandits might be going, simply where they came from; Riaag suspected that this was to keep himself and Sarouth from sussing out the location of Etxeloi's (or perhaps his clanfolk's) home. Things were going calmly until Sarouth asked about what happened to the most recent raiding party.




"They came in with spears and stones and heavy swords," said Etxeloi. "There was so much food, so much fresh meat and berries and tree-nuts, that they must have been planning for a long fight. My anloixa--" which was a word he didn't bother translating, but which Riaag assumed from context was the equivalent of a band or clan, "--saw this, and knew what we had been told, and they came down like a storm. It is good they did this, because soon after more came, these with trained birds--"




"They were a search party!" roared Sarouth, and Etxeloi's wolf snarled and snapped at the sound. "You killed our people and then you killed the search party! Your anloixa spilled innocent blood!" He was so furious that red showed all the way around the iris of his visible eye.




Etxeloi scoffed, and had the safety of the missing trackers not been at stake Riaag would have tried to behead him right where he stood. He pointed at the quills embedded in the trees. "You see this? This is the result of a fight, a fight for one's life. This is what we do if we are attacked by warriors, or by fierce animals. They would not rain down like this if they were trying to kill farmers."




"But that is what they did!" Sarouth took a moment to compose himself before asking, "Are there any survivors?"




It was maddening how casually Etxeloi shrugged. "Possibly. They were taken away. Why should I tell you where? You will kill me and try to go to them, and that would bring death to the hearth." Riaag hated to admit that this strange man with the green cat's eyes knew them both better than some people they'd known for years. Then again, he didn't know them entirely.




"I will go as a hostage, then," said Sarouth. Riaag gawked a bit, but recovered as quickly as he could; there was almost certainly a good reason for such a bad idea. He hoped so, anyway. How long had it been since Sarouth had slept? "Take my weapon, take my staff. Tie my hands. I swear I will do nothing but defend myself until I am freed."




"You are sure?"




"Yes."




"What of the big one?" Etxeloi asked, cocking his thumb at Riaag.




Sarouth sighed. "He will--"




"I will go with," said Riaag, cutting him off. He lowered his axe and shield. "I will give up my things. I swear I will be good, too." Trader Cant made him sound even duller than his typical drawl did at the best of times, and now that he was under pressure he found himself limited to the words of a child on her mother's hip. At least most anyone else who spoke it had similar woes: Trader Cant was nobody's native tongue.




Once Etxeloi had warily accepted their surrender, Riaag knocked together a simple sledge of evergreen boughs--for some reason Etxeloi was unwilling to handle iron goods directly--and they laid their things atop it; Riaag even took the time to find all the knives he had hidden on his person as a show of good will. Sarouth bound everything in place with a length of knotted rope he always traveled with, then handed a second coil of rope to Etxeloi and crossed his wrists behind his back. Riaag did the same. They were tied together with a skill that surprised Riaag, the knots pressed tight against his gloves but not so much that they threatened to cut off blood to his fingers, and once they were properly hobbled Etxeloi began to lead them into the trees once more. The wolf followed along behind them, pulling the sledge with its teeth.




It was a quiet walk. Riaag was too busy listening for ambushes to make conversation, Sarouth was off in his thoughts again, and Etxeloi seemed to be a man of few words most of the time, so between the three of them the one most likely to talk was the wolf, which as far as Riaag could tell was just an ordinary (albeit large and well-trained) animal. A few hours of following the river bore fruit when it opened up into a much wider channel, the banks now broad and muddy and the trees thinner than before. A little ways downriver Riaag could see what looked like marshy farmland. He clucked his tongue at himself in irritation; this looked like an established community, but none of their scouts had even known it was there. He glanced up at Sarouth to see if he'd had a similar reaction. Save for the back of Sarouth's head and the band of his ornamental circlet, it didn't tell Riaag all that much.




They walked past the fields, some of which lay untended and some of which were worked by the same dainty, fox-faced people as Etxeloi, but none of the crops looked very healthy. Given how close they were to the river they should have had plenty of water and fish to nourish their crops, but a pall of desperation hung over every patch of tilled land they passed. Riaag wondered how many were close to going fallow. He was hardly a farmer himself, save for the times he'd helped clear land or unstick a plow from where it'd wedged itself between some rocks, but living in Naar Rhoan had exposed him to plenty of ideas of what a thriving field was supposed to look like, and these were not it. There was a good chance of things rotting before the harvest if they kept up at their current pace. Had the water gone bad? It certainly smelled clean, but then again, not all toxins had a scent.




The sight of two orcs being led by a whatever-Etxeloi-was did not go unnoticed. Some of the farmers watched them as they walked, while roving flocks of children followed in their wake, chattering at each other in their own language as they kept their distance from both orcs in general and Riaag in particular. Fishermen stared at them from reed boats anchored against the river's current. Soon a settlement of sorts appeared, and with that settlement a brazier-flanked gate; a vaguely feminine figure in quilted armor and armed with what looked like an enormous bow drill met them there and spoke in hushed tones with Etxeloi. The fringed black cloak she wore across her shoulders was not lost on Riaag; with the hood up and in the confusion of a fight, she probably looked like a shadow. More bouncy-voweled words were exchanged before the guard waved them through, her silver snake's eyes scowling from behind her mask.




Past the gates were buildings as alien as the rest of the place, each one raised up on long stilts with stairs or ladders leading to the main floor, as well as more river-moored boats that looked big enough to be houses themselves. There were neither tents nor earthworked buildings to be seen. There were, however, plenty more cloaked guards, who quickly cleared the muddy streets as Etxeloi led them further in; most had the same oversized firemaking tools as the gate guard, but some also carried spears or slender, curving swords at their sides. Riaag was unsurprised to see that the metal was the same lustrous stuff as the heads on the quills they'd first seen in the healers' tent. Many were also accompanied by wolves of their own, or balanced on the backs of scythe-horned deer as easily as they might've sat in a chair. The mounted guards were quite imposing in spite of their petite builds. Maybe there was something to Sarouth's obsession with the stupid horses after all.




There was something about the route they were taking that made Riaag suspicious; it felt like they were being kept away from something in particular, though it wasn't until he spied a knocked-together pen hidden behind some storage buildings that everything clicked for him. There were people milling around inside the pen, most injured, and all of them save one were dressed in Rhoanish clothing. The Old One he'd scared off what felt like a lifetime ago was curled up in one corner--and how they'd caught her so quickly he'd never know--and someone in a green cloak was trying to examine her. He couldn't be sure from the distance, and Etxeloi hurried them past before he could count how many survivors there were in total, but Riaag would bet one of his best knives that if he saw the cloaked figure's face that she'd have brown flecks in her left eye and short, stubby tusks.




After winding their way through the village and picking up quite an entourage of masked guards, they finally found themselves at the foot of a brightly-colored stairwell with a brass bell hanging to one side. Etxeloi rang it sharply and craned his neck upwards, the orcs following suit, while his wolf dropped the sledge at his feet. The stairs rose up towards a finely-ornamented building covered in carvings of birds, water, and fish, perhaps a palace of some sort, and two more of Etxeloi's kind stepped from behind its curtained threshold at the sound of the bell. They were just as ostentatious as the palace from which they came.




The one on the left had a short beard and wore long robes like a merchant. Given how his hat was the fanciest and his clothes had the most cloth-of-gold worked into them, Riaag pegged him as either the leader of the village or something very close to it. The other was a solemn woman with her hair pulled back in a soldier's dreadlocks, wearing both a quilted hauberk like the guards and a shirt of shimmering mail made from the now-familiar not-quite-silver metal. She had an armlet around her left bicep made from tusks strung on a piece of cord; Riaag's stomach sank when he realized that they weren't taken from a boar. At least now he knew who the fiercest warrior in the village was.




Etxeloi announced himself to the pair, then gestured at Sarouth and Riaag as he presumably described their offer. Much ado was made about the sledge with their gear on it. After a long and boring stretch of listening to other people talk about him in a language he didn't understand, Riaag was snapped back to alertness by Etxeloi switching back to Trader Cant.




"This is Zigornne, shepherd of us," he said, pointing first at the man and then at the woman, "and Bixenta, defender of us. They are our leaders. Explain to them why you are here."




Riaag and Sarouth exchanged glances before Sarouth stepped forward.




"I am Sarouth White-Hair, of Naar Rhoan," he said, and even in Trader Cant he was able to project authority. "With me is Riaag Bough-Breaker, also of Naar Rhoan. We come seeking fallen friends. We were told they might be in this place. To show we mean peace, we tied our hands."




The bearded man--Zigornne, Riaag corrected himself--rubbed his chin, his expression dark but his features still too unfamiliar for Riaag to read well. The woman--Bixenta--remained stone-faced. After a long minute of silence it was Zigornne who spoke first.




"You speak well for monsters," he said, his voice soft and light. "We still have no reason to trust you. Your kind come, they kill and kill, then they go. This time we were given warnings in the movements of the water. This time we killed first. You want to trick us into letting the others go so you can come back another day?"




A detail from before that had been chewing on the back of Riaag's mind came to light again. He cleared his throat and Sarouth nodded at him to speak. "Hill bandits do not come south much, yes?" he said, struggling to sound as eloquent as possible. The leaders nodded. Taking a deep breath, Riaag continued. "Why think they would be hill bandits, then?"




Zigornne shook his head. "Maybe not hill bandits, then. But we still see green folk who come for blood. Some have swords and some are naked like wild beasts, but they hurt us. We cannot afford to be hurt if we can prevent it." He gestured at the thin faces of the assembled guards and the crowd milling around behind them. "I have brothers, sisters, and sons here. They and theirs are my duty here, not outsiders. Would you tell me I should do it another way? Can I tell them I invited suffering to our door when I could have tuned it away? Can I tell them their kin lie bleeding because we did not dare raise our hands against them?" Riaag had never heard someone speak so purply in Trader Cant before. It was like listening to apprentice skalds who'd just learned what metaphors were.




The memory of the wretched Old One cowering in the corner was still fresh in Riaag's thoughts. "What about the ones you locked up?" he asked. He didn't realize he'd spoken until he saw the puzzled look on Sarouth's face.




"What about them?" snapped Zigornne. Riaag was already not terribly fond of the man, but the arrogance oozing from his voice did him no favors. "They would be bait, or sacrifices, or maybe we would ransom them. Some we send to the river already. You will challenge us for this?"




"What is done is done," said Sarouth. He managed to look quite dignified despite being unarmed and hobbled with rope. "I won't demand a blood-price for those who fell. I only ask that those who still remain be let go, so I can take them home, and I ask that we be allowed to bury what is left of the others. That is why I am here." It sounded as genuine as a cry for water in the desert. Riaag felt his skin prickle in fascination in spite of the language barrier. He wondered how long Sarouth had been preparing those words, or if the Hill God Himself had left them on his tongue instead. Perhaps this was the sort of thing Sarouth heard in the smoke beneath the earth.




The war-leader made a questioning noise in the back of her throat. She eyed Riaag and Sarouth in turn, sizing them up as though they were bolts of silk in a bazaar. "You are not here for revenge, then?" she asked, her words much harsher than Zigornne's. It was the voice of a woman who didn't talk more than she absolutely had to.




"If we wanted revenge, would there not be more of us?" said Sarouth. It was a fair point: there hadn't even been a call to arms sounded and the two orcs were outnumbered fifteen to one already. Those sorts of odds were fine in sagas but not so much in real life.




Bixenta's fingers tapped against the flat of her scabbard. "So why come here alone?"




Sarouth grinned like a cornered lynx. "Simple. If I send my people to you, I am a murderer who solves nothing. But if I go to you and disappear, my people will follow, and if they find me dead, then they will fall upon you until both you and they are dust. It will not come to that, will it?"




"A martyr with a death wish," said Bixenta, her voice cool.




He laughed bitterly. "I do not want to die. But if I must, I would rather make my death a weapon."




The leaders spoke to each other in their own language then, Zigornne's movements animated and Bixenta's as still as an owl in a tree. Riaag still had no idea what they were saying, but based on the tones of voice used he suspected Bixenta was far more sympathetic to their cause than her companion. He tried not to think about how fresh the tusks on her armlet were. After a while Bixenta barked an order to one of the guards, who fetched the sledge and brought it up the stairs; metal clattered against metal as the guard upended it. Both leaders inspected the assortment of weapons (plus shield) before them with curiosity. Watching how much effort Bixenta expended in keeping Zigornne from actually handling Sarouth's mace, Riaag wondered just how often she had to keep her fellow leader from carelessly injuring himself. It was easier if he pretended he was dealing with another matching set of speaker and guardian, perhaps even another pair of lovers; even if it was a lie, the faux common ground was preferable to the reality of being miles from home and at the mercy of two unknowable river people and their cohort of armed guards.




It took another few minutes of debate before the leaders reached a decision. Zigornne spoke briefly to the assembled crowd before switching back to Trader Cant.




"We do not trust you," he said, "but your story has touched Bixenta. Because of this we are willing to hear you plead your case further. You will be held in a safe-house until the time of your trial. Until then, you will be unarmed. If you cause trouble we will consider this to be proof of your guilt, and you and the others we have captured will be killed. Do you accept?"




Sarouth bowed as best as he was able around the ropes. "Thank you. We accept your offer."




Zigornne snapped his fingers and a retainer materialized at his side. They marked on a piece of paper with an inked feather as Zigornne talked. Riaag couldn't see the marks themselves from so far away, but he suspected they might have been some form of runes. Perhaps they would ask their own gods for a divination? It gave him something to think about while Zigornne dictated. After far too long Zigornne waved his retainer away; they disappeared as swiftly and silently as they'd arrived.




"You are ready to be put away?" he asked Sarouth.




Before Sarouth could even take a breath to reply, he was interrupted by shouting from the north side of the village. Whatever it was sounded bad, as Bixenta gave some quick orders to the guards before leaping from the top of the platform onto the roof of a nearby house; she drew her sword as she ran from rooftop to rooftop in pursuit of the commotion. Most of the guards bolted after her on the ground, but a few lowered their spears at the captured orcs and made worrying-sounding noises at their wolves, who began to circle. Zigornne was nowhere to be seen, though the swishing curtain leading into the palace marked his retreat. There was a great deal of chaos stirred up in a very short amount of time. Sarouth and Riaag exchanged puzzled glances. It definitely didn't sound like a Rhoanish warband at the gates, but the voices were most certainly orcish.




Something pulled harshly on Riaag's hair and hit him soundly in the back of the knee. He staggered backwards in pain, and when he shook off the fog of agony he found Etxeloi's knife pressed against his throat beneath the collar of his coat. It felt very, very sharp.




"Your plan all this time?" growled Etxeloi into his ear. Someone so slight shouldn't have had such a strong grip, yet here he was, bent until the smaller man's face was even with him. Riaag shook his head, careful not to shred himself on the knife edge. "No?" said Etxeloi. "You distract us. You pull most people here. Your friends break the gate, they kill more because we are not ready." Riaag shook his head again. He could feel blood beading against his skin right over the little mark Sarouth had left him days ago, ruining it. If Sarouth wouldn't have been at risk for it Riaag would have throttled Etxeloi for the insult; instead he fought the nightmares bubbling up from somewhere he'd closed up a long time ago. It was hard to prepare ahead of time for someone holding him in place like that.




Sarouth stepped in just in time. "Let us fight with you. We will prove we meant what we said." He smiled and turned his back to Etxeloi. The ropes were still firmly tied around his wrists, which he wiggled demonstratively. "We cannot help much like this, though," he added. He sounded so calm he might as well have been talking about the weather.




Etxeloi stared at Sarouth, looking from him to Riaag and back again, then released his hold on Riaag. He sawed through Sarouth's bonds. "You are too bold to be lying," he said as Sarouth shook out his hands. "But if for some reason you are, I will finish what I started here." He ghosted away after that, leaving Sarouth to deal with his hobbled ankles and the ropes still keeping Riaag trussed up. A few guards remained with their spears at the ready, but most bolted off after Bixenta. Sarouth cut the last few coils of rope away with the knife Etxeloi had left him. He pressed his palm against Riaag's chest and rocked up on his tiptoes to soothe him.




"You going to be okay?" Sarouth whispered in more familiar words. Riaag swallowed hard. He mentally ticked off details to center himself: he was a fierce warrior of Naar Rhoan, there was a battle somewhere that needed him, their weapons were still ten feet up in the air, and Sarouth was with him. Everything was going to be okay. Armed with that knowledge, Riaag allowed himself a nod. Sarouth smiled, his eyes sparkling, and kissed the tip of Riaag's nose. "Good. Let's go pick a fight."




With another wildcat grin Sarouth bounded up the stairs two at a time; he tossed Riaag's axe and shield down to him before descending three stairs in a stride. It was like something had clicked inside him that pushed all of his exhaustion and frustration into a furnace of manic energy. Riaag could do little more than follow in Sarouth's wake, but at that point there was nowhere he'd rather be.




They followed the sound of the melee through the village, vaulting over chickens and crashing through more barrels than anyone could possibly need, and as they wove their way through another forest of long-legged houses they finally caught sight of the attackers. It was orcs, all right, though they wore tattered remains of old clan colors and most of their clothing patterns were from minor families that were a generation or two from dying out entirely. They poured in through the shattered northern gate in a blind charge. They didn't fight nearly as well as the river people, and quite a few already lay dead and bristling with wooden quills, but it wouldn't matter for long; each orc could hold their own against three soldiers, and if the village was as bad off as it sounded the soldiers' strength was likely already flagging. Even the advantage the trained war-wolves gave couldn't last forever, since it took multiple animals to pull down a single invader, leaving their unarmored flanks open to axes or cleavers as they tore open bandit throats.




There was, however, a way to even the odds.




Scrambling atop someone's porch, Sarouth brought down the butt of his staff with a loud crack that threatened to splinter the wood beneath it. He looked far beyond caring. "Repent!" he cried at the top of his lungs. His hand curled up like an eagle's talon as he motioned dramatically at the raiders. Their attention was his: some slowed their charge, while others stumbled to a full stop. It wasn't all of them, as some were far too busy clashing with guards to hear, but it was enough. Sarouth took a deep breath and began a variation on a speech Riaag had heard many times before but had yet to tire of. "Wayward children of Agritakh, hear my voice! I bring to you a new way..."




This was usually the point where any heretic priests in the bands they fought would make themselves known; Riaag was actually taken aback when Sarouth's promises weren't met by curses and spellfire this time. What was a band so large doing without a god-speaker? One clever bandit had crept past the worst of the fighting and made to club Sarouth in the back of the head. Ignoring the large man with the axe watching over the sermonizing Agritakh-ruhd was the last mistake he ever made, as immediately thereafter his neck parted company with his shoulders. Riaag hefted his axe in satisfaction. This he could do.




Some bandits had already succumbed to their awe by then, but there were still too many harrying the river people forces to consider it a success. Sarouth made another sweeping gesture. He made another grand statement, likely something about nourishing the Hill God with rivers of blood--Riaag had always liked that one--but there was more than one clever bandit to be taken care of; Riaag had his hands full defending the platform where Sarouth stood and didn't have the luxury of enjoying Sarouth's oration this time around. It felt good having an enemy with a face for a change, one he could knee in the chest or bash with his shield instead of impotently worry over in the dark. He was protecting the Faaroug, and all was as it should be.




Everything blended together for a bit, leaving Riaag to float along in a haze of violence and satisfaction in a job well done. It was comfortably familiar: not a siege, not some elaborate tactical affair, just a big, messy skirmish. Skirmishes never lasted longer than they had to. People died around him on both sides, but that was how this sort of thing went. You fought hard, and well, and you either died gloriously or lived to sing another day. It was a welcome relief from being talked down to by a weird-faced man in a funny hat.




Riaag found himself in an unexpected patch of calm amid the chaos. He shook off his axe and scanned the battlefield, marveling at how little of the village was on fire. It was then that he realized that the orc nearest to him wasn't trying to kill him or Sarouth, but was instead leaning against a nearby wall, her mouth hanging half-open as she listened to Sarouth's words with tears of wonder in her eyes. He knew that look well. He'd worn it himself the better part of a decade ago.




The thing about fresh converts, Riaag had learned over the years, was that it didn't matter so much how well they did in a fight so long as they were no longer actually on the opposing side, since every invader on their knees was an invader not trying to actively murder someone. The bandits' advance faltered as more and more of their numbers succumbed to Sarouth's voice, losing progressively more ground until they finally routed; some even escaped despite the flying quills and harrying wolves. It didn't matter. Losing a fight with that great an advantage wasn't something the average raider's morale recovered from easily.




His work done, Sarouth finished off his speech with a simple blessing of good fortune. He staggered down the stairs to lean on Riaag and steal a drink from Riaag's waterskin. Riaag would later notice certain similarities between how Sarouth looked after converting heretics and how Sarouth looked after sex; at the time, however, he simply readied himself to catch Sarouth in case he had one of his post-miracle fainting spells again.




Bixenta hopped down from a veranda and landed gracefully in front of them. Her sword was still in her hand, though while she kept it between herself and them her stance was ever so slightly relaxed. "This does not make sense," she said through gritted teeth. "Nothing here happened as we were told. I do not understand what our god tells us."




"Oh, you too?" said Sarouth.




She gave him a puzzled look and continued. "These ones left, they bow to you. We put them with the others. They will wait for your trial, also, yes?"




He nodded. "Yes. I have not forgotten."




"Good." Bixenta wiped off her sword before she slid it back into its sheath with deliberate slowness. "This is a strange day. I am kind because it is strange. Do not make me regret it."




Sarouth waited until Bixenta was occupied with debriefing one of her snipers before he tugged on Riaag's sleeve. "There's something weird going on with these people," he whispered. "You saw how some of the soldiers are quick to do as that woman says, while some of them waited for the man with the stupid hat before they actually did anything? I think there's a schism trying to happen here."




"So a bunch of swimmy idiots are having a slap-fight when we ain't looking. What's that mean for us?"




"It means we're probably in this pretty deep," said Sarouth. "Someone is using us. I don't know who, or for what purpose, but I don't think they planned on trouble-finders like you and me showing up in the middle of this." He peered over Riaag's shoulder. "The guard-leader is coming back. Best behavior!"




They oversaw the collection of the ex-bandits at Sarouth's insistence; the captives had repented in good faith, he argued through the language barrier, and therefore were his charges now, which meant it was his responsibility to make sure no one's hand slipped and "accidentally" cut anyone's throat. The river people were less than pleased to do so--more than just wolves and soldiers had died in the attack, after all--but Bixenta stood behind his request. Her marble features looked slightly off every time she had to explain herself to another grieving family. Given how passionate her voice got at times, Riaag suspected it was more than just confusing divinations that troubled her.




Each bandit was restrained with bits of rope or rags before being ushered towards the holding pen. They muttered to one another uneasily as they hobbled through the streets, as god-speaker or no god-speaker it was hard to ignore the venomous glares peering down from each stilt-legged house.




Riaag and Sarouth didn't accompany the captives the entire way; Riaag couldn't blame them, really, since the whole of the village had just seen how much sway Sarouth had over his own people. Instead, the pair was guided towards a gaily-painted bridge connecting the shore to a river island covered with willow trees. The wood creaked painfully as Riaag made his way across, and for one nauseating second he thought he felt it start to give beneath him, but the bridge stood firm for both him and his lighter-footed companions.




The island itself was big enough to house a building that looked much like a smaller version of the palace, concealed tidily by the willows' drooping branches. A path of mossy river stones connected the bridge to the building's front porch. It wasn't raised quite as high as the houses built on the mainland, and the closer they got the more Riaag could pick out water damage or old paint hidden behind stands of reeds, but the building's age seemed to give the place character instead of make it look shabby. There were certainly worse places to wait out a trial.




Zigornne waited for them at the door; much to Riaag's astonishment he didn't immediately begin talking at them, opting instead to point out their rooms and pantomime which of the decorative clay vessels in the corner was for making water into. After this most cursory of walkthroughs, he strode to the threshold and turned around to give them a calculatedly neutral expression.




"You are a guest of the island's now. Do not leave it until you are called." His voice was flatter than it had sounded before. Was no one in the village thinking of less than a thousand things at once? "You may keep your weapons. The island will know if you try to use them badly." With that, he and the guards crossed back over the bridge, leaving them alone again.




Sarouth had vanished somewhere between Zigornne's warning and his final step off the bridge. Riaag forced himself not to worry. Sarouth was likely just tired, or perhaps in need of a private place to commune with Agritakh, so why disrupt that? There was also the matter of the building itself, which deserved being explored in more depth. Riaag shed his armor in the room that he was fairly certain was supposed to be his, kicked off his boots, and began to retrace the steps they'd taken before.




Even discounting the separate bedrooms--entire rooms meant for sleeping in, each larger than a family tent--the island palace had its share of wonders: its kitchen was stocked with a few raw ingredients Riaag began planning recipes around the moment he saw them, another chamber was filled to the brim with tapestries, and it even had an entire room dedicated to bathing. It was like something out of one of his nicer dreams. Riaag could scarcely imagine why the lantern-hung halls weren't filled with river people and their tiny, tiny children. Someone must have been murdered there, he figured, or maybe there was a curse on the foundation, because there was no other way such a luxurious, functional place could go disused.




Being away from prying eyes made it easy for Riaag to focus on things again. He was so involved with preparing one of the fish their hosts had left, in fact, that he didn't hear Sarouth pad into the kitchen behind him, and it was but for the grace of the Hill God that he didn't attempt to brain Sarouth with a ladle upon being embraced from behind. Riaag only exhaled after Sarouth let him go.




"What's for supper? It smells interesting," said Sarouth as he peered into the fat ceramic pot bubbling away on the hearth.




Riaag grunted. "Soup. Probably. I still gotta figure out what some of this bullshit is." He squinted disapprovingly at a pungent leaf he'd never seen before. Was it a spice? Was it sour? Was it just something they'd picked up off the ground for a laugh at his expense? How could he be sure nothing was poisonous? There wasn't any point in Sarouth getting his appetite back if he was going to be fed toxic sludge for his first meal in days. Riaag sighed. "You might wanna nap until I'm done here."




"That sounds like a very good idea." Sarouth squeezed Riaag's arm and wandered off dreamily.




Taking a nap was apparently such a good idea that Sarouth hadn't gotten any further than Riaag's assigned room, where Riaag found him sprawled out on the still-folded pile of bed linens. His snoring sounded peaceful. Had it been any other time Riaag would have left him be, but standing trial for dozens of lives on an empty stomach sounded like the worst possible decision they could make. Riaag knelt next to him, put down the tray he'd brought from the kitchen, and shook Sarouth's shoulder until he stirred fitfully and cracked open one eye.




"Hrnnn?" he said. Truly this was a man who could talk down an opposing army.




Riaag picked up a wide, shallow bowl from the tray and held it out to him. The soup steamed merrily. "It tastes fucken weird, Holy One, but it's what we got."




Sarouth sat up to accept the bowl. He took a sip of its contents and wrinkled his nose. "Weird is right," he said, then drank another mouthful. "Not bad, though. It probably goes well with the fish. Speaking of, is one of these for me?"




They ate and chatted about nothing much between bites. The soup was definitely an acquired taste, but it did go well with the roasted fish on the side; it had a sort of salty-savory aftertaste that kept the sad-looking vegetables bobbing in the broth from being lumps of boiled nothing. In the middle of talking about how exactly he'd seasoned the fish heads for the stock, Riaag was struck by how normal their conversation seemed, and said as much.




"We've been fucken around with Old People and scavengers and whatever these people call 'emselves so long I'm starting to miss falling off that stupid horse. Now we're sitting here in the middle of all this weird shit talking about frying up fish skins and it just feels...nice."




"I'll bet," said Sarouth. He licked his bowl clean. He'd always done that with Riaag's cooking, ever since Riaag had taken on that task out of culinary self-defense. "I was meaning to ask," he continued, "you looked pretty rattled when that hermit had you pinned down. You said you were fine when I asked. That still true?"




Riaag nodded. "Just took me to a bad place is all. You know how I get when people spook me like that." He didn't go into detail; Sarouth already knew everything that could be said, anyway. Riaag had reasons he hated people touching his hair. That Sarouth knew all this and still wanted anything to do with him was no less a miracle than the earth rising up to meet them. "I'm okay, though. I reminded myself I'm not there anymore."




Sarouth smiled gently. "You know yourself best. Remember that you can talk to me if you ever have trouble reminding yourself of things, yes?" He ran his thumb along the inside of his empty bowl and licked it. "This soup is reminding me of something, too. And I mean it's reminding me I fasted for the better part of three days. Is there any more of this?"




The answer turned out to be yes, with just enough remaining that each of them had a full second bowl. It wasn't carrion, but it would do.




After supper they left their shoes behind and walked along the riverbank as the sun painted the river with molten gold. Riaag's toes dug furrows in the sandy mud as they strolled; the river water was cool where it washed against his feet and filled in the tracks he left. Across the bridge the villagers lit fires against the dark, lights flickering across the bright colors painted on everything, and on their side of the river firefly tails danced. Even with the guards on the opposite shore shooting them dirty looks it was a lovely sight. There was at least one song's worth of verse there as they watched the stars come out through the willows. Once Sarouth's hand found his own, Riaag figured he could probably think up a few more.




Nice as it was, though, they couldn't stargaze forever: both of them were still slightly grimy from battle, and who knew how early they'd be summoned the next day? They grudgingly went back inside, their claws clicking against the floorboards as they made their way to the baths. Once he got the water heated Riaag was all business, shaving Sarouth's chin of downy stubble and washing other people's blood from Sarouth's hair; if they'd had time he would have put serious thought into laundering their clothes, too. Riaag sated himself with scrubbing them both with a jar of the sweet-scented powdery soap that someone had left with the towels. The island palace was definitely the nicest place he'd ever been held prisoner.




Riaag made them each a pot of tea before retiring to his room, though he found himself much less alone than expected. Sarouth, still drying out from the bath, lay sprawled on the linens again, his loose outer robe doing a poor job of preserving his modesty. He accepted the tea with a grin. Riaag sat down beside him with guarded enthusiasm; after all, he had been meaning to get a better look at those tattoos of Sarouth's.




One thing was bothering him, though. "They, uh. They said you were supposed to sleep next door."




Sarouth laughed. "Honest mistake," he said, waving it off. "They didn't give us a chance to say we sleep together. Unless you'd be more comfortable alone?"




"Nah. I'm happy like this." It was certainly one way to put it. Back before they'd become lovers Riaag had spent his share of private time imagining Sarouth's robes falling off one shoulder the way they were doing now. Said imaginings usually hadn't included Sarouth resting his hand against Riaag's leg, and they definitely hadn't involved light conversation over fresh-brewed tea, but the changes were welcome ones.




The way things usually went, Sarouth would touch him gently to see if he was interested, then (assuming this was the case) move in for more intimate contact. Riaag had come to expect certain things if he felt fingers brushing against his skin a particular way. It had been a long, strange trip, though, and the man was running on half an hour of rest, so Riaag decided to be absolutely certain. "Are you tryin'a get into my pants, Faaroug?"




Sarouth cocked his head to the side. "Oh, am I not being clear?" he asked. He slid his palm higher up Riaag's thigh and squeezed. "Yes. Yes I am."




"Oh. That's good." He scooted the teapots as far away as his arm could stretch. "So, you wanna make out, then?"




This time there was no room for confusion.




The fall of Sarouth's robes hadn't covered much when he'd been reclining on his side, and they covered quite a bit less once he pushed himself into Riaag's lap. He kissed as though he hadn't seen another soul in months. This time their tusks did lock, and half-hearing, half-feeling Sarouth laugh as they untangled themselves was wonderful.




Riaag let Sarouth push his back against the wall; strange as it was not being in a tent for this, solid walls had their uses. Sarouth's clever little fingers wasted no time in untying Riaag's sash. Being half-clothed was the order of the day, it seemed, since Sarouth skipped relieving Riaag of his trousers in favor of pulling them down just far enough to expose his cock. Each heartbeat nudged him that much more erect. Sarouth paused then, his weight braced against the wall with his hands, and growled happily. "Let me get a good look at you," he breathed. It wasn't the sort of request Riaag was about to deny.




While Sarouth was a perfect specimen of an orc, Riaag felt he was anything but: he was scarred and hairy where Sarouth was smooth, broad where Sarouth was compact, and even adjusting for muscle mass he weighed about as much as two and a half Sarouths put together. The Faaroug could do a lot better than a fat, ugly man with bad teeth. For whatever reason Sarouth wanted him, though, and Riaag had to admit it was getting easier to believe what Sarouth murmured to him when they were alone. He shivered as Sarouth's eyes wandered across his face and along the various curves of his body. From anyone else this level of scrutiny would have made him feel grotesque. From Sarouth? It was like sharing a secret, one where maybe, every now and again, he might be worth looking at. Lantern light was a lot more conductive to this sort of thing than the blackness of a woolen tent.




Teeth stung at Riaag's earlobe as Sarouth leaned in to kiss at his neck. "Who knows what tomorrow will bring, brave warrior?" whispered Sarouth. Riaag was surprised, though not unpleasantly so, when he recognized the patter in Sarouth's voice as the one he used when speaking before a battle. "We know we have tonight, and that is enough. Tell me what you want from me. What I want is for you to be satisfied."




It was a harder question than he expected. There was a backlog of years' worth of fantasies he wanted to explore at some point--like the one where he knelt at Sarouth's feet to suck him dry, or the many variations on letting Sarouth spread him open and tease him until Sarouth got bored of it--but the thought of trying any of them now made his blood run cold, no matter how much he wanted to. How could anyone expect him to be ready for that kind of thing? They'd scarcely had enough time to learn how to sleep together without his night terrors waking them both up! Riaag couldn't help but whine in frustration; nothing he could think of would make this properly special. Just when he thought things were hopeless, though, the the answer came to him in one perfect, horrible moment. Actually gathering the courage to ask for it was going to be the hard part.




"You always clean up after I come," he said. He felt like he was going to die from embarrassment. At least Sarouth was occupied with nuzzling his shoulder so he didn't have to worry about making eye contact. "This time, before you do, would you, uh. See how I taste first?" There. The deed was done, and there was no way to un-say what had been spoken. Riaag couldn't help a small, worried smile as he added, "I kinda like the way you do, so..."




"For you, Riaag? Anything." Sarouth nipped his ear again before he leaned back to focus on the task at hand (to say nothing of the shaft in hand).




It wasn't a position they'd tried very much, this business with Sarouth sitting astride him while touching him in all manner of interesting ways, and that was a shame, since with Sarouth so much closer Riaag could appreciate all the little faces he made when he was concentrating on what to do with his hands. They weren't close enough to kiss, but that could always come later. Riaag made a mental note to try and make a joke along those lines next time he had the chance.




Goofy faces or no, Sarouth knew what Riaag liked. Riaag writhed with delight as each deft motion nudged him closer and closer to the edge. Soon he was just a little ways from coming, chewing his lip and curling his toes and everything, and then Sarouth slowed down before taking his hand away entirely. What was this? His confusion was replaced by anticipation as Sarouth touched him once more. Again he built up to a climax and again Sarouth stopped before Riaag could get anywhere, and then it struck him: this was a game. Here he was, Riaag Bough-Breaker, strong enough to throttle a saber-toothed cat to death with his bare hands, letting a man a fraction of his size keep him pinned down and mercilessly teased. Because it was Sarouth doing it he knew he'd be allowed to come at some point, so each time things rose there was always the chance that this time Sarouth would keep touching him, but because it was Sarouth doing it who knew when that would be. Riaag threw himself into his part: he writhed (though not too much) and begged (though not too pitifully), and every time he came close he thanked Agritakh for letting him keep the company of such a wonderful, maddening man as Sarouth.




At long last the time came and Riaag was seen through to the finish. It was the strongest orgasm he'd ever had in his life. He felt boneless, and weightless, and probably other-things-less too, but he was pleased with himself for managing to get a few spots himself on the chin. Sarouth waited for him to shake off the worst of his post-coital delirium before shifting his weight a little in Riaag's lap. He dragged his finger through the spots of come that were threatening to get in Riaag's beard and studied it like a piece of jewelry at a bazaar. Looking up from his finger he held Riaag's gaze with his own, slowly ran his tongue from the meat of his palm to the tip of his claw, and swallowed theatrically.




It wasn't as natural-looking as Riaag might have liked, and the way Sarouth licked his lips like a lizard struck him as just a little silly, but he didn't care; he could've come a second time right then and there. Sarouth, however, wasn't finished. He shuffled backwards on his hands and knees with mischief in his eyes that Riaag immediately both mistrusted and thrilled to see. Sarouth's moistened lips left little kiss-prints down Riaag's chest, slowly moving towards that little smeared streak he'd tasted, but he veered to one side just before he would have planted a kiss there. Riaag whined. Sarouth chuckled to himself and kept moving down, his mouth coming tantalizingly close to each patch time and time again before changing direction. He only stopped when he reached Riaag's inner thigh.




"Want me to leave something here?" he purred. There was only one answer as far as Riaag was concerned; he nodded furiously, though he had to squeeze his eyes shut to do so. He felt hot breath against his skin where his trousers had been pulled away, then a kiss against his leg fat, then a little dab of tongue against his flesh, then...nothing. He had almost untensed when the bite came, fierce and sharp and wonderful, and he cried out with such joy he startled himself. Once it set this would be a mark he could see any time he wanted, and by the feel of things it would be a magnificently ghastly bruise that would look like he'd been on the wrong end of a warhammer. It wasn't until the pain numbed a little that he realized Sarouth was still down there.




They'd talked before about how far Riaag could go before getting upset, and things he wanted to accomplish first before Sarouth did them for him, and what things were welcome and what were not. Sarouth had accepted that Riaag wasn't comfortable with a lot of things, and each time Riaag figured out something new they were quick to discuss it. It was a relief being with someone who understood that there were going to be a few more barriers to entry than usual before he could so much as accept a blowjob. Sarouth liked experimenting, though, so it probably shouldn't have surprised Riaag when he felt a hand covering up his half-hard shaft and the rasp of a tongue where his come had been cooling on his stomach.




The chant definitely didn't say anything about being licked clean by a major religious figure.




It didn't entirely work--there was some business involving his navel that was too ticklish to be very sexy--but when it did, it really, really did. Sarouth had tasted him and not recoiled in disgust, which was astounding. Better still was how this felt good. He could see himself doing this, his beard dark against Sarouth's white thatch, and he could imagine Sarouth praising him as he lapped up every errant drop. Maybe he could bring in one of those clever little ideas of his and do it on his knees. Riaag shuddered. That settled things: he was ready to go again.




Sarouth sucked on one of his fingers and pulled it out with a pop. "I see that had an effect," he said, grinning. He sat himself in Riaag's lap again with his robe spread out behind him like a peacock's train. Riaag hadn't expected being kissed on the mouth after that, but that was okay; Sarouth probably hadn't expected to have his ass grabbed through a layer of dyed cotton, either, but he seemed to like it.




"Want me to finish you off with me?" said Sarouth with a shimmy of his hips. Riaag gasped out an affirmative as his head fell back against the wall. Sarouth took them both in his hand and began to stroke with short, fast movements; save for the way they frotted against each other every time he thrust forward it was not a terribly fancy technique, bereft of subtle wrist movements or the mysterious thumb thing. Not that it mattered. Riaag came first, moaning, and he felt more than saw the way Sarouth tensed up a few seconds later to make his own contribution to the come once more streaked across Riaag's front. This time there were no complains when Sarouth brought out the damp cloth. Riaag, once clean, slid down the wall to drape around Sarouth like a fainting ingenue, getting a pat on the head for his efforts. They panted like dogs in the sun.




"This was how I wanted today to end, you know," said Sarouth once he caught his breath.




Riaag, who had honestly wanted the day to end with him somehow back home with his embroidery and a jug of whiskey, rose to the bait. "Yeah?"




"As soon as I saw this place, I thought, 'Mood permitting, I have got to bang Riaag in there.' It's too pretty not to." He ruffled Riaag's hair. "We're lucky, aren't we? Not everyone can say they've gotten laid in a palace."




True as that was, it left out an important detail. "Ain't we kinda...hostages, though?"




Sarouth laughed. "That's a political thing. We've got a trial tomorrow, sure, but it's down to nothing but talking. Talking I can do." Riaag couldn't argue with that. It was getting Sarouth to stop that would be the hard part. "Come on, let's appreciate the scenery while we can."




There was no one else around so they didn't bother to tidy themselves up. There were more important things to do, after all, like look out the window for a while and drink the last of the nearly-forgotten tea. The stars looked different with the trees in the way. Sarouth had his arm around Riaag's shoulder; even though he couldn't reach all the way without stretching a little, it felt nice. Given how picturesque the place was without even trying, Riaag guessed the river people who had first abandoned the island must have loathed doing so. Maybe




Soon the lanterns in the village went dark until nothing but stars and glowing bug tails remained, and one by one even the little tails went out. Riaag remembered something he'd heard as a child but had never thought to try. He pointed out the final yellow-green dot twirling in the reeds.




"Last firefly of the night over there," he said. "You gonna make a wish?"




"Sure," said Sarouth. He settled himself into a cross-legged position as though preparing to meditate. He closed his eyes, made some exaggerated thinking sounds, then opened them again with a smile. He kissed Riaag's cheek. "I wish one of these days you can be as happy with yourself as I am with you."




Riaag wasn't sure how to take that. "So you're saying don't change?" he grumbled. Living stuck with a reflection he hated just because Sarouth liked it didn't sound very satisfying. Sure, there was something to be said for giving himself up that much--and oh, my, but that was a lot more fascinating than he'd expected--but he'd only gotten this far by making changes. He'd probably feel naked if he ever shore off his beard, and the less said about not feeling his hair brush against his shoulders the better.




Sarouth headbutted him like a cat. "I'm saying I love you, Riaag, and I wish you felt comfortable in your own bones. If you change, make it be in a way you want. That's all." He hugged Riaag tightly and gave him a playful growl. "And if it makes any difference, I'd rather spend the night curled up with someone big and soft and battle-hardened than someone who could be my double. I'm all sinewy. It'd be awful."




Damn that man for knowing how to coax a smile out of Riaag when he was in the middle of a sulk. There was just one thing left that had been bothering him, though.




"Sarouth?"




"Yeah?"




"Did you really mean that thing you told the leader folks? 'Bout using your own death as a weapon?"




"Oh, that? I was bullshitting. You think I'm about to tell a hostile party that I got too angry to think straight and barreled off into the woods without so much as a cage of ravens?" He chuckled to himself. "Not my best moment."




"You sure? You sounded real convincing."




Sarouth sat up with his hands propped against Riaag's shoulders and looked him in the eye. "I came out here because nobody should have to die for this. Not even for a good cause. Nobody! It sets a bad precedent. If I throw some runes and they tell me things are going to be fine, they better damned well be fine, because I can tell you now the families of those people who aren't coming back won't think so. And if I lost you..." His voice wavered. Sarouth took a deep breath and continued. "I'm not going to accept half-answers from He Who Sleeps Beneath the Earth. I may be His agent in the world of the waking, but I am not going to invite Him to jerk me around."




Riaag furrowed his brow. "So you're also pissed off at Agritakh?" Was the Faaroug even allowed to do that?




At least Sarouth had the decency to look a little awkward upon hearing it phrased that way. "A little. But I think He took the hint." Sarouth's intense stare softened and his familiar smile crept back onto his face. "It's late, though. We're going to be walking corpses in the morning if we don't get some sleep. We can talk more tomorrow."




They made up a proper little sleeping place on the floor before bedding down properly, arranging the reed mats and linens until there was a slightly less hard part of the floor big enough for them to sleep on. It was no fancy Rhoanish mattress, but it wasn't too bad, actually, and they had just enough of a blanket left over to keep away the pleasingly cool river breeze. Sarouth was out like a candle as soon as his head touched the pillow. Riaag took one final look out at the water before getting in bed, his thoughts buzzing with ideas. It still felt strange that he hadn't recited a single verse this whole time. That would have to be fixed tomorrow.




As soon as Riaag pulled the blankets over his shoulders Sarouth shuffled over in his sleep and clung to him, never once breaking his rattling snore. It set a pleasant mood that, combined with Riaag's already fertile mind, made it easy to paint a little picture to help him sleep: it would be cold, but not too cold, and there'd be snow on the hills and cider in jars and hot, greasy pheasants to eat by the fire, and there would be plenty of time to explore the concept of layered clothing behind tent walls with no stronghold emergencies to interrupt them. Riaag's weary cock plumped a bit at the idea. If they didn't have things to do in the morning--important things, well-being-of-all-of-Naar-Rhoan things--he might have tried seeing if he could coax himself into coming again, perhaps even waking Sarouth up to watch, but this was not the time. Instead he simply basked in the thought of revealing red-inked skin an inch at a time and let himself drift away.




He'd just fully settled into the dream of a warm, happy winter with a warm, happy friend when there was a loud noise from Sarouth's (currently empty) room.




It was a sound like tearing fabric and smashing pottery all at once, with a sort of deep, groaning echo underneath it like a drowning man trapped under ice. Riaag was up in a half-crouch within moments. "Fuck's sake, is this kinda shit gonna happen every time now?" he snarled, fumbling for anything he could use as a weapon. Having an unexpectedly romantic evening ruined for the second time in half a week had left Riaag in a bit of a mood. He side-eyed Sarouth, who was still tangled up in the sheets. "If there's gonna be a disaster every time you touch my dick, I'm gonna go back to being fucken celibate. No offense, Holy One."




"None taken," said Sarouth as he tied up his robes with Riaag's discarded sash. Modesty preserved once more, he paused. "I left my mace in there," he whispered.




Riaag hefted a squat-legged chair in one hand and an eating knife in another. Not as good as real weapons, but they'd do. He grinned. "Let's go get it back."




There wasn't too much point in trying to be stealthy--even if whatever made the noise wasn't aware of them now, the hallway floor creaked too much to hide them for long--so Riaag adopted his boldest stance before pushing aside the curtain leading into the other room.




It was a mess inside. One wall had erupted inwards, spraying wood and tile everywhere, and splatters of dried mud clung to surfaces that had been spotless a few hours ago. The room smelled like stagnant water as though a marsh had sprung up amid the willows. In the middle of it all was Zigornne and the same soldiers that had escorted them to the island palace earlier. Zigornne had seemed a little off before, but now something was officially very wrong with him as he dug through the rubble with his bare hands, his face pulled back in a ghastly rictus. One of the guards with him nudged him with her boot when the orcs stepped inside and he jumped as though he'd been burned. When he looked up at them his pupils were so dilated they were almost round.




"You!" he hissed, pointing at Sarouth with a slender hand. "You were supposed to be here! I showed you here and said it was where you would sleep! Why were you gone?" He was so worked up that his Trader Cant was borderline impossible to understand.




Sarouth shrugged and cocked his thumb at Riaag. "I sleep with him. Is there something wrong?"




Zigornne screamed with what might have been anger. "Everything! I read the waters and they said if you were here it would solve so much! But it is all wrong!" Riaag could see straight through the hole in the wall, and he could already spy a few lights drawing closer on the other side of the bridge. At least there would be more witnesses to whatever was going on. The masked guards who had come with Zigornne seemed to know this, too, and they shifted uneasily in their armor. They could already hear approaching hoofbeats in the distance. As for Zigornne himself, he seemed lost in his words the way only a god-speaker could get, and Riaag felt a twinge of guilt for how angry he was at a man who was probably half arguing with the River God or whatever they had here.




Being monologued at was not something Riaag took well unless it was Sarouth doing the talking, even with his newfound points of sympathy, so he almost didn't catch the snippets of Zigornne's fragmenting Trader Cant. There were words like "sacrifice" involved, and phrases like "only way" and "had to be like this." It would've been poignant if his hands hadn't then started to smoke with mist and dribble murky water onto the ground. Riaag bristled; he'd seen enough heretic priests in his lifetime to spot an invocation tell from a mile away. At least they knew what had ruined the wall now.




There was also the matter of their gear, which Zigornne had finally unearthed from beneath a beam carved with stylized water lilies. The strange black iron shaft of the mace protruded from what was left of Sarouth's carryall, still glinting red and hungry.




"Do not to touch that with your bare skin," said Sarouth as Zigornne's hand neared it.




"No?" he replied. His curled lip shared the same angle as one of the feathers in his hat.




Sarouth shrugged. "A gift from Agritakh, our god. It is much like a tooth from His maw. I would not risk it if it does not call you its master." He shifted his weight, nonchalantly edging a little more behind Riaag. "It eats pain. Yours, mine, someone else's, it does not matter. I do not think your god would be happy about that."




"How dare you!" cried Zigornne. Or rather, that was what Riaag guessed he'd meant to say, as all that came out was a long stream of river people speak that sounded angry enough to shit on the floor at a funeral. Zigornne grabbed at the mace, which was exactly as bad an idea as Sarouth had made it sound: the vapor leaking from his fingers disappeared as soon as his flesh touched the metal, the droplets of sacred water started to eat into the rubble at his feet, and he vomited from the sudden pain. He dropped the weapon immediately. The tell returned to its normal misty state once he was no longer handling the mace. Upon striking the ground the mace itself just so happened to roll along a broken shelf and along a dip in the floor to gently bump against Sarouth's toes. Riaag was getting used to this sort of coincidence when it came to Sarouth's more important things.




The livid god-speaker began waving his hands again, summoning up a breeze that smelled of salt water, but Sarouth's stalling had bought them just enough time. Bixenta, mounted on a riding deer with a pair of small brass lanterns hanging from its horns, guided her steed through the willows, then dropped from the saddle, rolled, and leapt through the hole in the wall. Her blade was in her hand the moment she landed. Riaag snortled. River people seemed compelled to do everything flashily.




"Zigornne!" she said, followed by a lot of other syllables. It was certainly a dramatic confrontation, but the effect was ruined by not understanding a word of the language. Bixenta pointed, Zigornne flailed, and the soldiers gasped at the exchange, while Sarouth waited out the affair on the sidelines with his shoulder propped against Riaag's arm.




"Looks like my guess was right," he said, keeping his voice quiet enough to not interrupt the scene before them. "I think the one with the sword has had enough of the one with the hat."




"You don't say," replied Riaag.




Perhaps fate was tired of their flippancy, because Zigornne chose that moment to try to take Sarouth's head off with a gout of scalding water from the ether. Riaag spoiled his aim by throwing the chair at him before he pulled Sarouth to the ground just in time. The light spray that caught him across the back was agonizing. He bared his teeth; they'd come all this way and done everything asked of them and more, only to be betrayed this lazily? Was he never going home again just because this madman was challenging him to the deadliest of splash-fights?




Ignoring Bixenta in favor of trying to boil Sarouth alive was the wrong decision. She cracked him on the head with the butt of her sword; he swung around, struggling to create another spell, but the moment he raised his hands against her she jabbed her blade through his throat. The guards did nothing to stop her. She gave another brief speech in her language before placing her foot on Zigornne's chest and pushing him off her sword onto the ground. His hat fell next to him, the cheery color of its plumes at odds with the grisly scene. Riaag figured Bixenta to be a better soul than he since she didn't take the opportunity to crush it with her boot. He would have. It was just too perfect not to.




A mist had begun to rise off the water during the standoff, which Riaag had taken to be another of Zigornne's doings. It flowed in through the hole in the wall and flowed around Zigornne's corpse, then left again as strangely as it came. The dead man looked no different, and the river people didn't seem too bothered by the goings-on, but Riaag whispered a prayer to Agritakh under his breath just in case.




After standing up and re-tying his sash Sarouth inclined his head respectfully to Bixenta. "Thank you," he said. "What just happened?"




"Zigornne wanted you dead. I think he did not want you to have your trial."




"But why?"




Bixenta sighed. Riaag knew that sigh: it was the same one he made when he didn't feel like speaking to anyone but was going to have to anyway. "He spoke to the River God. He saw warnings. He knew some of us followed him and some of us followed me, and he could not stand it. He wanted everyone to follow him. So he told us what he saw, but in a way that would send us into danger. He told us to attack many people. We did this. We angered those who survived. I think we angered the River God, as well. Zigornne had trouble hearing Her words. He kept telling us more and more things to do. He hated that you could speak the way he used to. He said the River God had shown him death following green-skinned men. He put you here to be holy food. He said if you lived things would change forever." She allowed herself the barest hint of a smirk. "It seems it was so."




The strain of so much talking looked to be wearing Bixenta out, but there was one last question that needed asking. Sarouth glanced around the ruined room. "So what happens now? Do you choose a new Zigornne?"




Bixenta shrugged. "There is no reason to. The river is cruel. The crops are bad. Everything smells of famine. Zigornne would not listen to the River God's warnings, so we are punished. Now we slowly die." Her features were grim as ever. It was amazing how good she was at keeping her composure.




Sarouth rubbed his chin like he was doing a tricky sum in his head. "Why?" he asked, tilting his head.




"It is what happens if our food runs out. If not this year, then the next, or the next. We have angered any who could bring aid. Who will help us when our god is silent and we are alone?"




He steepled his fingers and quirked his eyebrows. "Tell me, Bixenta," he said, pleased as a frog in mire, "have your people ever thought of making allies...?"




In the end a deal was struck: Naar Rhoan would align itself with the river people's village--called Usoa, Riaag later learned, though it took him quite a while to actually puzzle out the name--and they would send supplies throughout the winter in exchange for Usoa's aid in any future fights and support in the foreign world of politics. This oath of loyalty was to last for one year for each hunter Bixenta and her soldiers had slain, though Sarouth cheerily noted that their agreement's terms could be negotiated again once the limit was up. Any other grievances between them would be, at least for now, forgotten. They were close enough to one another to easily trade, as well, which Riaag was thankful for; they simply didn't have the provisions to take the hunters, the search party, and the converts back at the same time, so all but a handful agreed to remain behind and help rebuild the village until enough food arrived to get them back home.




The thought of the stronghold smelling of marsh deer and peculiar seasonings was an odd one, indeed, but Riaag was tentatively excited for things all the same. Even Sarouth, heavy under the weight of all the delicate talking he'd have to do to keep the people back at the stronghold from trying to retaliate, seemed chipper, and he let the stub-tusked woman who'd led the search party do the bulk of the task of deciding who would go home and who would wait for the next food shipment. The only real surprise they encountered as they prepared for the journey back was when the Old One slipped through the open pen door and ran away, keening. Nobody pursued her. The Old People were wild at heart, and sad as it was to see her alone, she would at least have a chance on her own instead of slowly dying behind walls and doors. At least it was one more loose end tied off.




At long last they were ready to follow the morning sun back home. Six hunters, two trackers, an Agritakh-ruhd, and a poet were more than enough to travel safely through the woods, and now that they knew they'd not be ambushed by river people their sleep promised to be deep and restful.




Etxeloi met them at the gate he'd first led them through, his face shadowed and his wolf at his side. He raised a hand in greeting. "I hear things are changing," he said, eying the others with Riaag and Sarouth. "We are allies now?"




"That is so, yes," said Sarouth.




Etxeloi nodded. "You are lucky. They say people who are bad for Usoa are taken by the water if they go there."




"So that is why it is not used as a palace anymore?" asked Sarouth. Riaag nudged him in the arm with a knuckle; it was a bit too soon to be making jokes.




"Trade between our villages will be good," said Etxeloi, ignoring the question. He popped his lips. "We trade goods, not people, yes?"




"Food, clothes, tools...all good trade things. No river people will have to take Rhoanish dowries. What is the point? It would be like pairing cats and dogs. You get no children that way." Sarouth grinned. "Besides, you little things would break if you tried it."




Etxeloi laughed, the first time they'd seen him do so. "That insult is bad. You should try it in my tongue instead. We can teach the ones who stay here, they can teach you when they go back. Maybe you visit again to see if you know any good swears?"




Riaag looked back at the river with its layer of bobbing boats, then followed the line of buildings on stilts towards the distant shape of the willows that shrouded the island palace. He could already picture how Usoa might look all lit up for a harvest festival. He thought of how the water had glowed as the sun set over it and the feeling of Sarouth's fingers entwined with his own as the stars came out, and how at least until the wall exploded the river's sloshing had lulled him to sleep. The place was alive: chickens cackled and dogs--or maybe wolf pups--barked, fishermen sang and farmers argued. It was still a culture he didn't understand practiced by people he still didn't know what to call, and he knew it would be many seasons before Naar Rhoan and Usoa were as friendly with one another as they claimed to be, but this time he didn't feel quite so alienated by everything. He didn't even mind the pointy-faced children (who had a ways to go before they could hide as well as their parents) watching them go.




"Maybe we will," he said.




They went into the forest proper, then, leaving the village behind. It would be a long trip back, especially over rough ground with a large group, but now they had the answers--and even most of the people--they'd come looking for. There was half-finished embroidery waiting for them through the trees, and sheep-herding brothers, and fields of rice and barley, and stupid horses. It didn't matter how long it took, this time. Somewhere on the other side was home.







click to leave the author feedback









The Missing Pieces

   written and illustrated by Imouto (芋うと)




 










He raises the missing half-inches: five incomplete fingers, an incomplete greeting.


 

I stare, wondering if I've finally cracked and shattered, if the shards carved him into the freezing air of my doorstep. I have half a mind to reach out, touch him, grab that coat by the lapels and tear him into the house, throw him to the steps like a rag doll and drag him to where he'll never leave. The other half wants to shut the door.


 

So I stare.


 

I cannot remember the last time I saw him. His face is hard like granite, gently treated with a burin pick for his eyes, his lips. His hair is tar, the curls matted with oil and dust from days of neglected wash. His eyes are the color of a sky smeared with mud. A flash of memory: I see his face three years younger, three ashen countries divided by borders of tears. Now he is clear-faced, shadows buried deep in the eyes.


 

I step back. He steps forward. The door stays open, a window to a world lost and terrifying. I lead him to the table. He walks like a whipped dog, shuffling now to the opposite side so we are diametric. I've forgotten what it's like to have someone, and figure that even a delusion might like a cup. But he's not a delusion, not with those eyes.


 

In the kitchen I brew tea while contemplating what could and did not happen. I spill half the liquid at the table until he takes the kettle with his stubbed hands.


 

"It's gotten worse," he says.


 

My hands shake rebelliously in consent. "How are you?" I manage to ask.


 

"Could be better." He grimaces.


 

"Why haven't you visited?" He looks down.


 

"I am now."


 

We sit in clattering silence. The china chatters with the wooden table and the metal spoon. He sighs, looks up with steel eyes and says, "I came here for something."


 

He unbandages his hands; the white gauze curls like flayed flesh. I take his outstretched limbs. They are stiff stones turned in hesitant investigation. I see marks of torture engraved in missing skin. It is obvious that the nails were removed first. Then the tips, dissected, pulled in pieces, removed completely--revealing stark bone, which was ground to a flat surface. Amputation to sever the hangings. I release his hands. My own quake like bouncing steps.


 

"Who did this to you?" emerges thinly from my mouth. He turns away, stands, browses the room. He picks up the violin bow. "Can you still play?" The question drops heavy from my lips.


 

"No,"--he flexes his decapitated fingers--"the strings cut into them." His voice is a drowned man's. My hands continue shaking, shaking. He can't play anymore. All that talent fallen into the dimple of fate's sneer.


 

"Why would someone do that?" It is impossible to hide the dismay in my voice. He doesn't turn around, even when he says: "That's what I wanted to find out." I hear the metal shine in those words. My hands knock over the tea; the cup shatters on the ground. The piercing shriek sounds like the voice of all broken things. Dark liquid trails like blood splatter. There is a rain of dripping silence, and then he asks in a voice like a burial: "So, why?"


 



 

"Do you think you can save me?"


 

Carl's head jerks away like he's the one who was slapped. I laugh, sharp and ragged; it's the sound of the violin strings snapping and biting my flesh with their rejection. There aren't any paths left for me. If I were a God-fearing man I would say this was punishment for my sins, but I have never loved or feared God.


 

I only hate him.


 

"Don't--don't do this, Mitch," Carl says, sad-eyed and stepping forward hesitantly. I glare at him, the trail of my eyes a burning whip. He flinches, so like a puppy which foolishly approaches the owner who abandoned it. My lips pull tight in a sneer. I turn away.


 

"Leave, Carl."


 

He doesn't. He moves closer, stepping over the shattered remains of a vase and the corpses of its residents.


 

"I told you to leave!" I twist around, fumble for the lamp to toss it at his stupid, pitying head. My useless hands knock it to the ground and it breaks, adding to the sea of shards scattered about me.


 

"Mitch!" He lunges at me, desperate, as I flail for something else to grab and shatter. "Stop it! Stop! Please!"


 

I snarl and beat my hands on his shoulders and chest, struggling to break free. It's sickly satisfying to see him shake, too, each time my fists meet his fat lump of a body.


 

"God," he says, tremulously. "God, stop it, please." He's choked up, sobbing into my chest and holding me tight against him. He's cold and vulnerable, and it's only too easy to press my shaking hands around his neck.






 

"I didn't," I start to say, but the words flash like searing pain and whatever I meant to say had run off too far for me to capture. So I swallow, the empty sentence clawing my throat like a ball of needles. "I... I don't..."


 

His gaze bores into me, a great pickaxe cleaving the dirt and dust piled high on the dim corners of my memory. God, stop it, please, I think, but I've never asked God for anything. I feel like I've just grasped the tail end of a distant thread.


 

I let it go.


 

His face contorts, hard lines carved into the portrait of fury. His eyes hold some unnamable emotion and he hisses a breath from his teeth. His shortened fingers flex, like those of a man seconds from gripping them around another's neck. And he is that man. He takes the neck of my broken violin and dashes it to the ground, the splinter and crack of wood a thunder to the prior silence. I can only watch as the rage bleeds from his face and crumbles into the shock and despair of someone who has just realized they'd broken something precious and irreplaceable.


 

I have half a mind to comfort him. Everything here is already broken, I might say. But the other half revels in his anguish, so I stay silent, even as he stumbles out the door into the cold, burning air.


 



 

I didn't expect to see him again, but I didn't expect him last time, either. I stare at him from the doorway until he is shivering, then step back. He steps forward, and it will be a ritual, I'm sure, if he comes by a third time. But I make a change: I close the door behind him and can almost taste the spike of fear. Ignoring the halves of regret and pleasure, I make my way back to the table. There will be no tea this time.


 

When he enters the dining room, he stops and stares at the fragments of the violin he destroyed weeks ago. He almost seems like he'll turn around and march back out the door, but he doesn't. He shuffles to the corner seat, and we are diametric.


 

"How are you?" I ask, laying my hands on the table. We are calm with a façade of control, a full contrast to his panic, his jerking fingers and twitching limbs.


 

"Fine," he says.


 

"That's good."


 

And so we return to silence.


 

He fidgets, glances at the violin's corpse, looks away, shrinks into himself. He's fascinating, especially now that his face has lost roundness and shows better the stretch of his frown.  Finally he flattens his hands on the table, body rigid, face severe.


 

"Why? Why is it--what did you want me to do?" He searches my eyes for answers I don't have. I shrug, observing the remains of the violin.


 

"Leave it alone," I say. His expression twists.


 

"You can't just leave it there. It's--" It's making a mess, are the words he stops himself from saying. He shuts his mouth and rubs a hand across his face. "I can't just leave it." He drags the words out by the hooks of his regrets. "Just--let me--let me try to fix it."


 

"It can't be fixed," I say calmly. And it can't; it's shattered, wood pieces bursting like thorns from a bastardization of what it used to be.


 

His eyes continue searching for ghosts. He asks, in a voice like the falling snow, "Doesn't it matter to you?"


 

Half of me wants to laugh. I compromise with an almost-smile, a tilt which makes him tense and glance to the side, to the door. But I don't move. I only say, "It was already broken. There's no harm in breaking it even more."


 

When he leaves, it's with white-knuckled fists and primal fear--not of me, but of himself.






 

Before the recital Carl pulls me to the side, in a small corner of shielding curtains and stifling cloth. His body blocks the sliver of an opening. He holds my arm tight, his mouth a thin grim line, as his gaze pierces through me. I try to not struggle, to not show any acknowledgement of his accusation. His normally jovial face darkens as if taking in the shadows of our surroundings. His grip tightens.


 

"I know you're hiding something, Mitch," he hisses. "Just tell me. If something's wrong--if, if you have some kind of trouble, I'll help you. Just--" He breaks off, takes a deep breath. He was never meant to suffer the worst parts of people, and it shows in the shine of his naïve hope.


 

"Just tell me."


 

I say nothing.


 

He watches me, his hope dimming, his delusions of friendship snapping apart with each second of silence.


 

"Don't you trust me?" he asks.


 

I start to shake, not for any reason but nervousness. I tell myself this is normal three times before I smile, brilliantly and exhilaratingly, because if I don't he will see the burning and blazing hatred clawing from my eyes.


 

All he sees is what he wants to see, so he lets go, defeated but hopeful. "I hope you'll tell me someday," he whispers. "I swear--I swear, Mitch, I'll do anything for you."


 

I say nothing in response. I simply take my violin case from the floor and walk to the stage.


 



 

It's been a month. He holds something in his hands--a gift, clumsily wrapped and decorated with a skewed bow. I look past him to the neighboring houses, observe the inflated plastic and garish lights and realize only my house is bare, white and frozen.


 

"Happy Holidays," he says.


 

I nod and step back. He steps forward. Through the threshold yet again, but now the dining room is an old game so I lead him to the lounge. He looks at the years-old sea of broken glass and porcelain and says, "It hasn't changed."


 

I hold my hand out to take the package. He hesitates, and I stare.


 

"It's delicate," he says.


 

My hand drops. I sit on a sofa and gesture for him to do the same. He sits on the one opposite mine and slides the gift onto the table in between. His hands linger above it.


 

He coughs, glances away. "Should I--open it for you?" he asks.


 

"It's best if you do."


 

He nods, prying apart the wrapping with his too-short fingers, and I imagine the twitching of his missing fingertips as he sinks his hands through the creases. The red ribbon unravels, the paper unfurls. There is an intricate wooden box, carved and painted by hand to resemble a Beaux-Arts mansion. He lifts the roof and there, nestled in swathes of velvet, is a faux-Fabergé egg.


 

He takes it in hand and holds it out to me. "Can you...?" I relax my hands, form a loose cup shape with them, and nod. The gilded egg rolls into my barely-trembling palms. I form a cradle on my lap and trace the metalwork with a shivering thumb. It's a beautiful rendition of waves and vineyards arching around a golden surface. A finger dips into a groove at the top, and I freeze. A wail rises from the waves, siren-like, meant to lure me to suffocation.


 

It's the sound of a violin.


 

His hands wrap around mine before the egg can fall. My chest heaves. My expression pulls tight and pinched, and I only now realize how soft it was before. I shake off his hands, gripping the egg in a vise so tight it cuts into my skin, and drop it in the velvet box. I stand. I can't bear to look at him. I turn away, towards the kitchen.


 

Walking is a simple process: one foot forward, then the other. Talking is also simple. "How about some tea?" I ask. Halfway to the kitchen, I hear him stand. I hurry my pace.


 

"Tea's not good for you," he says. Somehow he's behind me, stubbed hand heavy like a manacle on my wrist. His breath is ragged, and it's not all from exertion. I flinch, try to break away. He's a spider, his silk unbreakable. It makes me want to sob, half from despair, half from hilarity.


 

"No," I say. The tremors wrack my body and my voice quavers. Breathing hurts, harsh and rough air breaking from my lungs and rushing out in a harried rhythm. I shake my head. "I, I'm not..."


 

He pulls me against him. I don't resist. He's hard, the heat of his body like a searing brand from a fire. He desperately mouths the back of my neck like a dog.


 

"I remembered," he says, hushed and heated. "I remembered when you said--you, you like this stuff, don't you? You looked so happy, so beautiful. God." He grinds harder against my backside. His hands trail across my body, the stubbed fingers foreign like wriggling worms. A whimper escapes my throat and he smiles against the back of my neck.


 

His hands dip down past my navel, tracing the hem of my pants. He whispers, "Love you, love you." And the hand drifts down.


 

When his decapitated fingers reach my soft organ, he stops his movements entirely. Three seconds we're frozen together, him with his arms and hands around me and me, shaking and trembling.


 

But he pulls away with a hurt sound, a cry of confusion and disbelief. He spins me around. When he sees my deadened expression face twists in the most beautiful manner, pain and anger and betrayal all mixed in a mélange of despair. He's broken in the deepest way, his heart almost audibly shattering.


 

And then he bursts.


 

His fury erupts through his face like lava. He snarls and throws me to the wall, slams his weight onto my limp body. I can barely breathe with the unforgiving cold of the wall to my chest and the violent heat of his anger, his arousal, to my back.


 

He presses hard against me. He hisses, "You just never--you can never admit it, what you want--"


 

He breaks off with a growl. My pants have been loosened, dropped to my knees. He works his own open so he can press his bare flesh against mine. When his erection is freed he shoves me back against the wall. He rubs and grinds into my bottom for his own sick pleasure, tracing his tip against the opening and smearing it with fluid.


 

"Beg me," he says, voice hushed and frenzied. "Beg me to stop. Or I'll take you, ruin you and break you!" He roars the final words. The silence after is sharp, punctuated by his fast breaths.


 

There is nothing I can do.


 

His fingers clench. Slowly his weight disappears. I hear the sound of rustling, a zipper pulled up, a half-choked noise of defeat. I half turn back towards him and pull up my pants, slowly, slowly. I raise my emptied gaze to him, to his face where the shadows have spilled and stained every wrinkle and contour.


 

We stare at each other as if for eternity.


 

When he speaks, it's as if he dragged the sound through the battlefield in his soul.


 

"Why?"


 

"I'm the violin," I say. 


 

He shakes his head, gaze never leaving mine. He backs away, eyelids shuttering closed, the bridge of his brows wrinkling as the anguish overtakes him. With a hand pressed to his face he sobs, bending and overcome with emotion, and just barely chokes out "I'm sorry" before running away.


 

I stand there until the room is dark, dying rays of the sun extinguished. The moon sheds cold light onto the scene of my play, and I wander to the table where the box and the egg lie. The tremors return when I reach out. The egg, delicate and beautiful, slips from my fingers and falls with a cry like the voice of all broken things.








The tremors started the day after. I thought they were a product of nervousness, maybe of some temporary and ridiculous heartsickness. I ignored it, buried it deep, so deep I would never think of it. But the tremors didn't stop and they are an earthquake, shaking apart the very foundations of all the lies I tell so I will never have to face my dirty, sinful shames. He finds me crying but I run from him, like I do every time I see his eyes light up with his smile, every time I feel the warmth of his hand on my shoulder.


 

I can't bear it.


 

He knows it. Behind his dumpy, fumbling exterior is the sharp mind of a man who plays the dark horse. There is the man whose music is like the voices of angels crying for wayward souls, the man whose music can bring the audience to tears.


 

And what am I to him but a foil?


 

Just one last show, I tell myself. I can take my fall gracefully, bow out one more time before resigning myself to my failure. I stare at my traitorous hands and their calm stillness as they lay on my lap. The noises of the café are a low buzz, the clinks of silverware almost relaxing. I raise one hand to take the glass in front of me. My fingers jerk; the glass tips over. Water spills across the table. The waiter looks aghast and rushes over, mopping up the mess and asking if I am all right.


 

I can only smile.








The year passes in the world beyond my window. I hear the neighbors shout for their new beginnings, their fledgling resolutions, and can almost believe in change.


 

Time comes and goes. My cells are dying, and new ones are born to take their place. But they will die, too, and soon enough the deaths will outweigh the births. I am deteriorating, my iron rusting from his brief touch. I will be nothing but particles and dust, a half-man of half-truths in a citadel of buried lies.


 

As I lay on the divan I ponder the meaning of existence while tracing the form of the broken egg. It is in halves, and no matter how many times I push it together it only breaks more, never to become whole. The missing pieces are scattered on my stomach, across the floor, on the table between the sofas. I find them in my bed, digging into my back and sides as I search for a mindless sleep. I find them in the kitchen by the bags of tea I no longer use, and I find them in the dining room around the slowly rotting, sinking corpse of the violin.


 

When I rub a finger in the split groove at the top, I imagine I can hear the melody of angels, and the sound is enough to bring me to tears.








"Hey, Mitch! Mind if I join you?" Carl sidles over, his smile bright and his olive face colored with red. His performance during practice went far beyond imagination; whatever misgivings the others had about him were now cleared by the proof of his God-given talent.


 

"I don't," I say, and return to studying my sheets. From the corner of my eye I see him freeze in shock for a split second before he all but flies into the seat opposite mine. A quick glance upwards rewards me a vision of his beaming face, like I'd just given him a diamond. I allow my amusement to show, a wry smile gracing my lips.


 

He laughs nervously, pulling one of his curls. "Sorry, I'm just... You never let anyone sit with you. I'm just kind of..." He looks up with something bright and hopeful in his eyes.


 

I shrug, returning my gaze to them music sheets. It's difficult to focus when he's fidgeting in the corners of my vision, anxious to strike up conversation. I set down the papers, figuring I can indulge him for the moment. With the contents of the papers now visible, he glances at them and asks, "You're, ah, reading music?" as if it weren't obvious.


 

"Yes."


 

He bites his lip, smiles nervously. "Can I ask why? I, I mean, you're always reading here by yourself. You don't get bored?"


 

"It doesn't matter," I say, shrugging. "And I don't get bored. Music is beautiful, whether performed or written."


 

"Oh," he says quietly. "Sorry for--do you mind that I'm intruding?"


 

"I said I didn't."


 

A smile splits his face, his bright teeth matching his bright eyes. "You're the only one I don't mind," I find myself saying, and just like that, the rest of his tension bleeds away. He laughs, the sound sparkling and happy like a wind chime. It's strange but not unpleasant, much like the rest of him. When he quiets, the sparkle remains in his eyes.


 

"I'm glad for that," he says, "though you probably shouldn't say that around others. They're all nice people, and I'm sure they want to get to know you better, too." I raise my eyebrows at this; the other musicians are prideful and snobbish, for the most part, and watch Carl as if he plans to smuggle their wallets and purses into his violin case.


 

But I don't contradict him. I shrug and say, "That doesn't matter. Their beauty is far too lacking to be fit for my company."


 

He looks shocked by my brazen declaration.


 

"Huh. That's, uh, huh." He blinks, runs his hand through his mussed hair as he turns my words in his head. "That's an interesting way of choosing friends. But," Carl says, chuckling anxiously, "well, you know, I'm not exactly pretty, either." His face flushes after he says this and he watches, waiting for my reply with nervous eyes.


 

I take in his features: bulging eyes, a severe nose, a round face. He is short and fat and clumsy; his hair is a wild bird's nest and he dresses as if he has never set foot in a proper clothes store. Yet I can't help but see him as he pulled the bow across the violin, eyes closed and face beaming pure exhilaration as his skin shone with the sweat of his concentration, and I don't think I would ever see something more breathtaking in the rest of my life.


 

I don't tell him this. Instead, I say, "But your music is."


 

And that's enough for him. Carl smiles, and the world rights itself.


 

Later he asks, "So when you say beautiful, what kinds of things do you think about?"


 

You. I smile and begin listing odd trinkets and architectural styles, explaining their appeal as he listens with wide eyes and flushed cheeks.








I hold a shard up to the sunlight. The rest lays scattered across me, the fragments of eggshell torn and sharp.


 

Something was born within this metal egg. Now it is free to haunt, its prison smashed by my cursed hands. It sits on my chest, heavy, angry, its rancid breath cloying my lungs. I pretend not to see it, raise my gaze to the blinding sunlight filtering in from the distant window.


 

It is easy to ignore. It is easy to forget. I have spent years letting go of these threads around me, allowing them to fall at my feet and disintegrate. Now I am the one disintegrating. I let my hand fall.


 

Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I hadn't let go.


 

The egg's prisoner rumbles and eases from my chest. It offers a single shining thread to me, and I hesitantly take it by the tail end.


 

At the edge of the darkness from which the thread comes are the outlines of ragged memories. My hands, no longer shaking, pull them towards me.






 

He doesn't fight me when I choke him. He stares, sad and desperate, and sobs with crushed groans.


 

When he goes limp in my quaking hands I nearly throw him down to join the rest of the broken trash around me. Instead I drag him upstairs, to my study. There is a table in the center. I place his body on it. He looks like an offering, an innocent and naïve lamb. A sacrifice for me.


 

When the thought takes root it goes deep. The urge to make him sacrifice himself makes me giddy with crazed euphoria. He can be just like me: useless, never good enough, such a fucking piece of shit why the fuck didn't I kill you and it's somehow so wonderful to me that I smile, then grin, then laugh aloud until my sides ache. I can take away half of his soul and he will fit perfectly with me, and wouldn't that be so beautiful. The laughter trickles out of me in giggles, washing away my anger.


 

I've found the perfect solution, the way to make all these shards come together.


 

I make my way downstairs to find the tools necessary. Pliers, tweezers, a butcher knife and a steak knife. Scissors? No, useless to me now. Towels and bandages make the bottom of the pile I bring back up with me. I lay them next to his unconscious body and smile.


 

As I work through the procedure I hear a violin duet playing somewhere in front of me. A violin string snaps with a piercing shriek each time I cut away one of the fingertips, and the beautiful melody distorts into an almost crying sound. When the last finger is cut away the music dies with a shrill wail, and the silence that follows is heavy with a distant and shadowed sorrow.


 

I bandage him carefully. At the end I look up and his eyes burn me, their darkness stabbing me, the emptiness an echo the music died, the music died, the music died and Carlos Mendoza died there is shadow and blue eyes brown the bloodstains from shards breaking skin


 

burst from my heart I can see Oh God, I couldn't I could never have done this to


 

Why did I?


 

--you always screw up at the end, I can't help but see him as he pulled the bow across the violin and the music screams out you fucking waste of one last show, I told myself I could take my fall gracefully, bow out one more time before resigning myself to my failure but look what happened he was never meant to suffer the worst parts of people and SEE WHAT YOU DID TO HIM God, stop it, please, I cry into my hands and dig my nails into the skin of my forehead, my cheeks.


 

I stumble onto my feet and tear my way up the stairs to the study, but Carl is already gone. There is just me, the dead and decaying half festering and poisoning the other half, the one that loved but could never admit it because it was afraid of breaking.


 

Everything's in pieces. I fall to my knees and let the tears fall with me.








He raises the missing half-inches: five incomplete fingers, an incomplete greeting. I begin to weep at the sight of them.


 

"I'm the one who should be sorry," I whisper, voice breaking on the last word. He doesn't move, doesn't react, until I step back. He steps forward and half of me desperately wants to wrap my arms tight around him. The other half tells me to push him away before he can step into this house of shards and glass and broken minds, and in the end, neither side wins.


 

I shut the door. We stand in the foyer and I have no desire to show him more of my shattered remains. He stares at me as I weep, his face tired and weary.


 

"It can't go on like this," he says, finally.


 

He's right; it can't.


 

He walks to the lounge and I follow. He pauses at the sight of the box still on the table, and when he approaches he pauses again when he sees that the egg is broken.


 

He tenderly picks up the pieces.


 

"What happened?" he asks, shifting the shards in his hands.


 

I can barely speak through my heaving sobs. "I, I tried... tried to put it back together, but it...'s broken," I wail, covering my eyes with my shaking, broken hands.


 

I hear him step closer. He pulls one of my hands down and looks at my face. I am ugly now, blotchy-faced, broken and cruel. I look away. He grabs me by the chin and turns my face to him. I close my eyes, still sobbing quietly.


 

"Michel," he says, and my heart leaps. "I want you to look at me."


 

I open my eyes. Everything is blurry from the tears, and I can't tell what expression he wears. It might be for the best. I couldn't bear it if he looked at me with disgust or hatred.


 

But his stubbed fingers are gentle, and his half-thumb strokes the side of my chin with a strange tenderness. When the rest of my tears fall I see him clearly. His eyes are bright, his face no longer like hard stone but smoother.


 

"Michel," he says, "I want you to answer my question."


 

"I love you," I whisper, and his eyes flicker with blue fire.


 

He leans in, tilting my face down so he can press his lips against mine. It lasts for only a few seconds before he breaks away. He strokes my cheek with the hands I loved and destroyed.


 

"I'll come back," he says. He leaves with the shards of the egg.








You would never tell from looking at him that he is one of the best musicians of our time. He stutters and mumbles when he introduces himself. He doesn't believe he has a right to be here, and the group feels exactly the same.


 

The situation doesn't improve in the following weeks. His skills are decent, but he doesn't shine like he did the first time I saw him. His performance is marred by his nerves. He makes more mistakes, can't follow the pace of the group. It only worsens when he's given a solo for the next recital.


 

I observe this from a distance. It is not rare for new members to simply not mesh with the others, and until now I never cared. But the sound of his music haunts me, and that is why I approach him in the empty hall where he sits, head in his hands, defeated.


 

"Carl."


 

He looks up, and his face is wet with tears. He looks resigned, as if waiting for me to insult him like the others have.


 

Something in that expression makes my chest clench and I kneel down and grasp his hand. It's damp with his tears. He looks faintly surprised, but still wary.


 

"I think your music is beautiful," I tell him. I smile, the unfamiliar expression tugging at my cheeks.


 

It's one of the worst attempts at providing comfort ever made. Even so, Carl smiles, softly, hesitantly, and the world rights itself.








When I wake he is there. He smiles nervously, rising from the opposite sofa. He holds out the egg. Still bleary-eyed from sleep, I don't notice its deformity until I take it in my quaking hands. It's a patchwork laced with milky spider web scars.


 

I laugh.


 

"It's hideous," I say, turning it in my hands. It's not whole. There are parts missing, and it seems that at the slightest push it would crumble.


 

He sits beside me, holding up my shaking hands with his own. "It doesn't have to be pretty to be beautiful."


 

I smile through the tears.


 

We set the egg in its velvet nest and sit there, pressed side-to-side. He wraps an arm around my shoulder and I lay my head against his. We are warmth, our soft breaths mingling in the shell of stars. Our eyes gaze forward past the walls of my house to the open space beyond, into the distant and hazy future.


 

He makes a soft noise. I turn to find him staring at me, his gaze warm, his eyes the color of river and honey. I lean forward, brush a shaking hand against his rough cheek, and say aloud again the words I've felt for the past five years.


 

"I love you."


 

He swallows, Adam's apple bobbing. His gaze flickers across my face, searching it for some indication of what I want, what I need him to do. We're close now, breath mingling, hearts pounding. I press my lips against his, reveling in their chapped texture. My hand seeks his like how a man lost in the ocean clings to driftwood.


 

I stand and lead him to my bedroom. Walking is easy, but remembering to breathe is not. He pushes me to sit on the bed and kneels so his face is level with mine. He strokes my hair, strokes my cheek with his stubbed and beautiful fingers, until I am calm. Then he smiles.


 

A rush of desire washes over me. I desperately seize it to pull myself from my cowardice. I grab him by his coat lapels, tearing it off and running my quivering hands under his shirt. This is all right. This is--this is what supposed to have happened, but never did. I feel the contours and curves of his body as I surge up and kiss him, violently pressing and sucking his thin lips, his sweet mouth. He moans into me and I shiver.


 

"God, Mitch..."


 

He licks his lips and carefully undoes the buttons of my shirt, strips the cloth away as if unwrapping a treasure. His eyes light up, his gaze roaming and tracing my form. There is nothing but pure awe in his face, nothing but tenderness he should not but does feel for me.


 

He bends down and kisses my jaw, trails his lips down my throat. His hands sweep down my shoulders to my nipples, hesitantly brushing them. I arch up into his touch, panting, writhing as he gains confidence and pinches them, rubs them with his squared, soft fingertips. His hips press down and I rub against him wantonly, legs parting, body aching for more of his touch, for more of him and his beautiful skin and beautiful moans and beautiful imperfection.


 

"Carl." I gasp as he rocks forward. His hands rub across the front of my pants, caressing my full erection, and I cry out. He grins and watches me writhe, his face openly showing avid pleasure and reverence. He easily slides my pants down, exposing me. I fumble for the front of his jeans, desperately trying to work my quivering fingers, but it's no use. I start to sob from frustration.


 

"Carl, Carl, I need you to..." He smiles crookedly, rubs his fingers across my hipbones before working off his jeans. I yank down his boxers and nearly cry out when I see his flushed erection, dark and glistening at the tip. I skim my fingers shakily across its length and he hisses, eyes drawing closed in pleasure. A thrill runs through me at the sight, and I reach up and grab him by the hair, pull him down for a frenzied kiss. "Mitch," he groans, and the sound sends shivers through my body.


 

He reaches down and grabs my erection. I whimper, breaking away from his mouth, but he chases my lips and sucks on them, bites them gently and teasingly. Every stroke of his hand is an electric current sending my body into shivers, every lick of his tongue a fire feeding into my arousal. I can feel myself slipping away into the rush of euphoria, so overloaded with rising pleasure that I can only just barely remember to touch him. My hand wraps around his thick hardness and now, the two of us stroke each other, riding the waves in a symphony of pants and breaths and the slide of skin on skin.


 

I come in a flash of white, the dual violins playing side by side, the egg shattering and reforming anew, the roar of waves crashing over me and pulling my weight away until the tides vanish and only the warmth and light remains.


 

Vaguely I feel Carl twitch in my hand, hear his hoarse cry as he spends himself on my stomach. Our seed mixes together and becomes one pool of white. He collapses beside me, panting, eyes closed, mouth smiling. I press a kiss against his beautiful lips and feel complete.








"Michel Strauss?"


 

The man holds out his hand. I glance at it but make no move to take it. Irritation flashes across his face--This stuck-up bastard, I'm sure he must be thinking--but he quickly masks it with a polite smile.


 

I nod and say, "I'm here to see the performance."


 

He takes me to the auditorium. There is a decent size audience tonight, but it is not nearly as large as the organizers had hoped. I take my seat at the front and wait.


 

I was sent to gauge the hopeful new member. Our leader loves him, and he thinks I will, too. "His music's like nothing you've ever heard," he'd said, eyes wide like he'd witnessed a miracle.


 

The man who walks on stage is far from whom I'd expect. He looks rather like a hamster with the way he curls into himself, round and small and utterly spooked by the crowd. He smoothens out his wrinkled, ill-fitting suit, fumbles his violin into position, and begins to play.


 

For the first time in years I feel the urge to cry.


 

After the performance I meet him backstage. "Michel Strauss," I introduce myself, and extend a hand to him. He panics for a second, wipes his palms against his pants and nervously accepts my greeting with a weak shake.


 

"Carlos Mendoza," he says. "Call me Carl."


 

I nod and pull away. "I enjoyed your performance." I hesitate before adding, "It's one of the best I've heard in a long time."


 

He smiles brightly, lighting up like a blossoming flower. I almost laugh at that thought, but manage to maintain my neutral expression with only a slight quirk of my lips.


 

"I'm glad, very glad for that, Mr. Strauss," he says, his eyes twinkling with his relief. "If I can ask, does that mean...?" He trails off.


 

I nod. "I think you'd do well. And please, call me Michel."


 

His smile spreads to a grin. "Thank you. Thank you, Michel." He has a slight accent, and from his mouth the name sounds more like Mitchelle. It's strange, but not unpleasant, and I find I don't mind.


 

"I look forward to working with you," I say, and am rewarded with a laugh like wind chimes.








We spend the rest of the day tidying our messes. The scattered shards of the egg are stowed in a bowl and placed to the side of the box, on the table. Carl lifts the broken violin, sadness etched on his face.


 

"It's all right," I say, and smile. He tentatively smiles back, a flicker of half-guilt half-determination and his face is wiped clean, the shadows hidden. I take the battered violin from him and put it back on the pedestal, next to the dusty and long-unused bow.


 

At night we lay in bed together, arms wrapped around each other. It's an awkward fit, our bodies not quite slotting against each other and our limbs poking in uncomfortable places. Our broken halves fit together imperfectly, the chasms of uncertainty stretching like oceans across the gaps where we don't quite meet. I can only cling to him with my arms across his back and my forehead pressed against his.


 

"I want to stay with you," he says.


 

"Then stay. Please."


 

His brilliant smile stretches across his tired face, and like a bursting dam all the words he held away come flowing as promises for the future.


 

"I'll take care of you. I'll button your clothes when you're shaking, and I'll cook you breakfast--omelettes, with green peppers, the way you like them. I'll hold your hand when we take walks outside, and when the snow melts, we can sit by the lake and watch the stars..."


 

He rubs circles on the small of my back as he speaks. I smile and draw closer to him. His voice sinks into the gaps between us. He fills in the missing pieces, one by one, with the caress of his stubbed hands and the patience of a man with the heart of angels. He is a spider, and he wraps me in his silvery web to keep me from breaking apart. I take the final missing piece and offer it to him. I kiss him, take his hand and place it over my beating heart, and say, "Yours."


 

The cold fire in his eyes blazes. He smiles, softly and beautifully, and the world is righted.
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"All right," said Malcolm, drawing his knees up to his chest, "who's first?"




The bottle of brandy set in the midst of them had been pilfered from the dean's private stash, but since he wasn't strictly supposed to have it there in the first place, Reginald had argued, there'd be little chance of his making a commotion upon finding it gone. Of course, he'd made this argument only after showing up in the dormitory's small third-story common room with the purloined spirits, at which point old adages about begging forgiveness and asking permission suddenly seemed quite relevant. He was the most rakish of the lot, and indeed of the whole college; he was here on scholarship, on account of his brilliance at engineering, which covered steep tuition the other young men's parents coughed up every semester. The other lads never let him forget it, but he in turn never let them forget how his name looked listed above theirs when exam results were posted. He was there because his parents couldn't afford the train ride home from more than once a year.




Gautam tossed another log on the fire, though it didn't stop his shivering. "I don't understand why we are doing this again." He was there because by the time he'd traveled all the way home to Madras, he would have had only enough time to remark on how he didn't celebrate Christmas anyway before turning on his heel and starting the journey right back to his volumes of poetry.




"It's tradition, yeah?" Izzy was another non-celebrant, though Hebraic where Gautam was Hindu. He was also an American, though, and thus had similar reasons for remaining over the winter holidays, his nose in his books of anatomy. "Read about it. Dickens and the Ghosts of Christmas What-Have-You. Not such a thing back home, so far as I can tell, but hey, when in Rome, right?"




Malcolm was a pedant by nature, but nevertheless refrained from pointing out that they weren't in Rome, but in Sheffield. He himself had no family to return to. "It's a tradition," he confirmed, reaching for the brandy and taking a swift swig. It burned inside him, sending warmth spreading out to the farthest reaches of his extremities, even though he knew it made his cheeks flush and all the freckles dotting his fair skin that much more visible. "It's just what you do on Christmas Eve."




Izzy shrugged and took a nip from the bottle himself. "Do they have to be real this year?"




"They've got to be real stories, yeah," said Reginald, reclaiming his purloined prize. "But they don't have to have happened, no, I don't think."




"But it's better if they happened," said Malcolm.




"But it's better if they happened," Reginald agreed.




"Must they be scary?" asked Gautam. He'd earlier made clear his intentions to abstain from the bottle, but he'd brought a pack of rough brown cigarettes. He'd offered them to the rest before lighting one and tucking it in the corner of his mouth, puffing away from it every so often; half-hidden beneath a mound of heavy wool blankets as he was, he had the appearance of a small, soft volcano.




Malcolm looked over at Reginald, to find that Reginald was looking back at him, waiting for his judgment. Very well, then, he was to be the arbiter of the evening's festivities. He hadn't dared hope for such a quorum when he'd gone around to each of them after supper that evening, as each sat alone in the cavernously empty dining hall, occupying their separate customary places, a small archipelago of life amongst the vacant chairs and bare tables. Frankly, he'd expected at least one of them to back out this time. He hadn't dared hope again for Izzy's bald enthusiasm, or Gautam's willing curiosity, or Reginald's indulgent smile, as each of them had told him yes, they'd be glad to convene again upstairs that night.




"Ah, no." Malcolm cleared his throat, then shook his head for emphasis. "No, they needn't. Some can be funny! But scary is also good."




"And if we've told all our own already?" asked Gautam, puffing sweet-smelling grey clouds with every word.




"It's all right to tell them about people you know, right?" Izzy reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a kerchief with various biscuits and sweets tied inside. Malcolm hadn't asked anyone to bring anything, though he was now glad that his schoolmates seemed to have a sense of potluck propriety above and beyond his own. "The 'I have a friend who' business? Because in that case, I'll go first."




Reginald stretched back, crossing his long legs in front of him at the ankles. "This'll be rich. I didn't know Yanks had been over there long enough to have ghosts."




"Are you kidding? There's Indian ghosts all over the place," Izzy said, glancing over at Gautam as Gautam's eyebrow raised. "Our kind, not yours. But everybody else came to America from somewhere else, somewhere they had families, somewhere old." The firelight shone off the thick black curls that framed his handsome, boyish face. "And sometimes, some old things came with them."









Izzy's Tale: The Dybbuk and the Ibbur






I can't swear how true this is. I mean, you know, you hear things from people who hear things from people, people talk, people say things, people are people, right? So I can swear I heard it, but I can't swear the person I heard it from was telling it just like it happened. Fair? This still count? Great.




It was my aunt I heard it from, my Auntie Goldie, who's not my real aunt so much as-- Anyway, doesn't matter. Auntie Goldie was a real old-country woman, my mother used to say; she never learned more than a few words of English, just enough to get around Brooklyn, and she treats the Sabbath like ... well, like our people are supposed to, but don't. She won't so much as look too hard at a dial on the radio from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday. My own family, we don't care so much about that ourselves, and my parents even let my middle sister marry a goyische dentist. Nice guy. Great teeth. Not the point. The point is that Auntie Goldie is from the old country, and she believes all the things the old country folk believed.




Long before she came to America, Goldie married and had two sons, Yoni and Zalman. Her husband died when the boys were small, so they'd been the men of the house from the time they were just barely old enough to know what that meant. Yoni was two years older than Zalman, and he had two goals in life: to take care of his mother, and to take care of his baby brother. Those boys were together almost every waking moment, and when they went to sleep, they tucked right up into bed like they were the last two sardines in a tin. Yoni was the kind of kid who took responsibility seriously.




Now, some years later she'd fallen on hard times, so Goldie had moved in with another family -- her dead husband's cousin's wife's brother's something-or-other. You know. Family. Anyway, they had a whole mess of kids, mostly older, but one who'd been born the year right between Yoni and Zalman -- a boy named Davit. He was smart, he had the brains to do anything he wanted, his mama always said, but he'd been born with his body all twisted up. His feet didn't work right, and his hands couldn't quite grip anything more than a spoon to feed himself, and his mouth slanted to the right -- like this, see? -- so that you could barely understand two words out of his mouth. But his brain was good! He was the smartest of all his mama's kids. A good engine stuck in a bad machine, if you know what I'm saying.




Of course, he was ugly, so all the kids in the village made fun of him, because that's what kids do, right? They'd throw rocks and call names, so he stayed inside his house most of the time. So when Goldie showed up to live there, she talked to Yoni and Zalman first about it. Be nice to zat boy-- Christ, I'm not going to do the accent, you just imagine it. Anyway, she told them, you be nice to that boy, because God is watching, and God created all things large and small, bent and straight, exactly the way He wanted them to be. Even so, she didn't have much hope, because kids are kids, and boys are boys, and boys rarely listen to anything their parents say about God. And she was half right, at least -- Zalman didn't want anything to do with this cripple who lived in his new house. He was polite, of course, because he knew deep down God was watching, but that only kept him from cruelty; it didn't make him kind.




Yoni, however -- well, he was a special boy, Goldie had always known that, and from the moment he met Davit, they were stuck together like glue. All the jobs that Davit's mama had been doing before, they pretty soon became Yoni's. He'd help feed Davit and bathe him, and he'd hold up the books so that they could read together. Yoni was a bright enough boy, but Davit was smarter, so Yoni wound up borrowing books far over his head just so that he could keep Davit happy. In no time flat, he was understanding everything that Davit said, even things Davit's mother couldn't quite make out. And when they all tucked down for sleep, half of Davit's bed quickly became Yoni's.




Of course, all Yoni's time that went to Davit was time that used to go to Zalman. Oh, sure, they'd run errands together and do their chores together, but every second he had free, Yoni was now at Davit's side. Now I'm just saying what Goldie said here, but she always said that Zalman's heart was a tender little thing, and the problem with tender hearts is that they're easy to hurt, and sometimes when they get hurt, they turn into rocks. And Zalman was only nine or ten when they moved in, still too young to understand a lot of things about how people work. All he saw was that this twisted boy had stolen his brother from him.




Things went fine that way for years, though. The boys grew and learned, and Zalman did his best not to be jealous. Because Yoni still spent time with him, anyway, and they went on long walks together and they talked together about the things they'd learned in school. But over time, all of Yoni's sentences began to start with 'Davit'. Oh, he'd say, that reminds me that Davit said-- Or, Davit did a funny thing-- Where Zalman thought he should have heard his brother say Zalman, Zalman, Zalman, all he heard was Davit, Davit, Davit. And there went that heart, turning a little more into a stone every time.




The straw that broke the proverbial camel's back, though, was when Zalman woke in the middle of the night and heard movement from the other bed. At first he thought something had gone wrong with Davit, maybe he'd caught some illness or maybe his insides were as twisted as his outsides -- but then he heard a laugh, muffled against a pillow, followed by another, deeper laugh he recognized as coming from his brother's chest. He heard Davit whisper something, something garbled in the twisted speech Zalman had never tried to understand, and then he heard Davit whisper back, I love you too.




The next morning, Zalman got up, got dressed, walked out the door, and went down near the river to the place all the village boys gathered when they were up to no good. Okay, he said to them all, picking up a stone. I've got a plan.




A few days later, Yoni and Davit were walking together back from the baker's house. Davit had crutches now, and leg braces that made walking possible, but it didn't make it easy. Yoni didn't mind, though, and they'd take it slow, step by step all the way back to their house. They'd made the trip dozens of times before. This time, though, Zalman came running up from the house and grabbed Yoni by the collar. You've got to come, he said; Mother's taken a fall and is hurt badly!




Without even thinking, Yoni took off, running as fast as his tall, strong legs could carry him, with Zalman only inches behind. And once they'd turned the corner on the road and disappeared from sight, the other boys of the village descended on helpless Davit.




What happened next, nobody knows, because nobody wants to say, and all the boys were the perfect alibis for one another's innocence. But suffice it to say, Yoni got back to the house and found Goldie standing by the stove, stirring a pot of stew, with no injuries about her at all. Yoni's face went ash-white, and he turned around and sprinted back to Davit -- but by the time he made it back, the boys were gone, and Davit's body was lying crumpled by the side of the road.




He must have fallen, said the village doctor later; he'd probably just collapsed when one of his crutches gave way, taken a bad tumble, and hit his head on the stone fence that lined the road. A hardier boy might have been able to brush it off, but Davit had always been so weak to begin with. He lasted two more days -- and Yoni never left his side, all the way through -- before he breathed his last.




Goldie said that when Davit died, it was like a candle inside Yoni had been blown out too. He still did his schoolwork and his chores, but he did them like a machine, with neither joy nor anger. He went to services and he said his prayers, but without any indication he thought God might be listening. When the village butcher announced that summer he was looking for an apprentice, Yoni agreed to learn the trade, and he did everything he was asked, and he did it all perfectly. But Goldie said that it was like watching a body without a soul. She even began to worry that Yoni might do himself in, or stop eating or something, but he never did. He kept going, almost like he just couldn't think of a good reason to keep living, but he couldn't think of a better reason to stop.




And Zalman -- well, that was when the trouble with Zalman started. 




He'd always been a tall boy, and by thirteen he was the same height as his brother, and looked to be ready to grow even taller. But now he started walking with a hunch, complaining of backaches. Goldie had the doctor examine him, and the doctor said he was fine, his back and spine were all right, there was no reason he should be feeling like that. It didn't matter; he began to slouch anyway, then to stoop. His shoulders hunched forward, sort of rolled like this, like he had some sort of big sack on his back at all times. He'd loved to run before, and he'd always been strong, but now that strength was sapping away from him.




He and Yoni still spoke to one another, of course, as much as Yoni spoke to anyone, but Zalman could see it, every time Yoni looked at him, that quiet blame. Zalman knew Yoni'd never accuse him or anyone else of causing Davit's death, but the closest thing anyone ever saw to an emotion on Yoni's face those days was when he looked at his brother with his hard, cold stare.




That was how it went for years -- Yoni at the butcher's, going through his tasks, coming home every night stinking of blood, speaking to no one, having no time for the pretty girls in the village who tried to catch his eye; Zalman growing ever more hunchbacked, pressed under some invisible weight that kept him from anything but the easiest of physical tasks, unwilling or maybe even unable to confess what he'd did.




And then one morning that spring, about the time the creeks had all started to thaw, Levi the Exorcist rode into town.




Everyone gathered around, because sure, everyone had heard tell of the itinerant Jewish exorcists, but only the oldest people in the village had ever seen one. He was a tall man, a head taller than even the tallest village youth, and his hair and eyes both were soft and brown. His saddlebags bulged and had weird symbols carved into the leather. His tallit had every inch embroidered with prayers and little bells hung from the tzitzit at the corners. When the children crowded around him, he gave them little candies and reminded them to say their prayers. Then he asked for a place to stay.




Davit's mother offered him and his donkey space in the family's barn, which back then was pretty good in terms of a guest room, and Levi followed them to their farm, out on the edge of the village. The second they turned up the path, though -- and I mean, the second -- Zalman appeared at the window and Levi stopped in his tracks. Is this what you brought me here for? he asked, clutching a big amulet around his chest.




Goldie and Davit's mother both started protesting: no, no, they were just being hospitable to a stranger, they had no need of his services. But Levi walked on up to Zalman, and the taller Levi stood, the smaller Zalman seemed. He was still just a kid, pretty much, but he was all hunched over like an old man, until he'd had to start using Davit's old crutches to get around for long distances. A dybbuk, said Levi, pointing at Zalman -- and I'm not going to do the accent, not even going to try, don't even ask -- a dybbuk has bent this boy's shoulders, and until it's gone from him, he won't be able to stand straight again.











So they took him into the house and they cleared the house's one big table, then lit the Shabbos candles all around the room. Levi went to pray and wash in the river, since exorcists have to be clean too, or they're in trouble. By they time they finished, it was well on past noon, which meant they had to hurry, because Shabbos would start at sundown, and that was when nothing could get done -- not an exorcism, not anything. Levi didn't want to wait for Saturday's sundown, though; he said that now the dybbuk knew he was here, it might cause even greater misery with what time it had left. Hunched over and shaking, Zalman was brought into the room and laid on the table. Only Levi, Goldie, Davit's mother, and Yoni were there. Through all this, Yoni had done everything Levi had asked of him, but had spoken only when spoken to, and not even shown a flicker of sorrow when he'd learned of his brother's affliction. I'm sorry, Goldie said to Levi, he doesn't mean to be like this; he used to be such a friendly boy.




What happened? asked Levi, looking Yoni up and down.




Davit's mother told him: My son died, and they were such close friends, grief just stripped him of himself.




Levi looked from Yoni to Zalman and then back to Yoni again, then took his tallit and lifted it so that it covered his hair and fell down across his shoulders. The little bells jingled as he lifted his book to his chest and began to read. Goldie said she didn't know what he read -- back in the old country, all the business of reading the Torah was for the men, so most of the women either never bothered or never got the chance to learn more than the important prayers in Hebrew -- but man oh man, did it do the trick. Zalman pitched and groaned on the table, thrashing about like he was being torn apart. He had to cling on to the edge of the table just to keep from being thrown off, and even so, this big oak table -- just a huge thing, big enough for a dozen people and more -- rocked back and forth on its legs. It seemed to go on for hours, praying and shouting and praying more, as a battle went on only Zalman and Levi could understand.




Goldie and Davit's mother clung to one another; Goldie was crying now, seeing her baby in pain like that. Only Yoni looked on like nothing was going on at all, not scared or happy, not sad or mad, just ... there. Like he was looking at a child's toy or a plate of food, something interesting but not notable. Zalman shouted in pain and the women sobbed, but Yoni just stood there. Just like that. Like this happened every day.




Levi reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of salt and tossed it on Zalman, and Zalman hissed like he'd been burned with coals. Levi did it again several minutes later, and then a third time, and each time Zalman was howling louder and louder, until Goldie heard herself screaming for this to stop, just stop! She figured that as bad as life with a painful hunch would be for her boy, it was better than killing him!




But Davit's mother held her back, and with one more toss of salt, there was a ... a kind of ripping sound. Like the sound of cloth, or maybe the sound of skin. Levi held out his hands, and a little gold light flew into it as Zalman collapsed on the table. Goldie rushed to his side, cradling him, while Davit's mother and Yoni stood by. What's that? asked Davit's mother, pointing to the shining little ball as it floated just above Levi's fingers.




A soul, said Levi, peering around at all sides of it. The gold light sparkled off his eyes, and it was only then Goldie realized all the candles had gone out, and the only lights in the farmhouse were from the setting sun and the glowing orb in Levi's hands. There's a lot of anger in here, and fear. That's why it became a dybbuk -- it was afraid, and holding on was all it knew how to do.




Davit's mother reached out, and little bits of the light floated toward her fingers, wrapping around them. Her eyes went wide. It's my son, she said. It's my baby.




For the first time in years, Yoni turned without being asked and looked, his eyes wide. What happens now? he asked, and hearing that startled Goldie; he'd spoken so little in so many years, and now the man's deep voice that came from out his lips was all but unknown to her.




Levi looked Yoni up and down again, considering him with a gaze that saw more that normal eyes could ever hope to see. At last, he smiled and lifted the gold light over Yoni's head, then let go. The light became rain, settling all over Yoni's head and shoulders, glowing around him like fireflies until, one by one, they settled on him and sunk into his skin. It was almost too dark to see anything in the room by the time Yoni opened his eyes again -- and he smiled, for the first time since before Davit died, he smiled.




He didn't say anything after that, but he embraced Davit's mother first, then did the same for Goldie as she wept into his chest. At last he came to his brother, who still lay sprawled across the table, exhausted and pale, but with his back once more straight. Zalman looked at Yoni with open terror on his face, but Yoni grabbed him and held him tight. I'm sorry, said Zalman again and again; I'm sorry, I was afraid and I didn't want to lose you.




Yoni didn't answer, but he kissed Zalman on either side of his mouth, then let him go and walked out the door with only the clothes on his back -- and because the sun had gone down and it was the Sabbath now, no one could follow him as he strode off far down the road, step after purposeful step, and disappeared into the night.










Reginald frowned, half a biscuit still caught between his teeth. "...And then what?"




Izzy sat back down -- the telling had brought him to his feet near the end, for dramatic effect -- and took a long drink of the brandy before answering: "He went to America, as far as anyone could tell. Became a doctor, started saving lives. That was part of why Goldie came over years later, with Zalman and his wife and their children. She heard stories here and there, and she could never tell if they were true, but maybe he's still out there. Maybe they're still out there," he added with a smile.




Malcolm drew a blanket around his shoulders to try and cover how the end of the story had made him a bit misty-eyed, but Reginald blew a raspberry. "That wasn't even scary!"




Izzy rolled his eyes. "Of course it wasn't!" he said, giving Reginald's foot a friendly kick. "The lady who told it was three hundred years old! Grannies don't exactly go in for the bone-chilling bedtime stories."




"I liked it," said Gautam, using the end of his cigarette to start a new one. Reginald extended his hand and wiggled his fingers rudely, and with a perfectly put-upon glare, Gautam put the newly lit cigarette in Reginald's fingers. "And don't smoke through all of these at once. They're all I brought."




"Much obliged." Reginald gave as theatrical of a bow as he could manage while seated.




Izzy gave Reginald's foot another kick, and then another, until Reginald sighed and handed over the cigarette. "All right," Izzy said between puffs, "you got something scarier?"




"I got something scary and real."




"Mine was real! Eat my ass."




Reginald snapped his teeth in a way that made Izzy laugh his funny horse-laugh. Calling them friends would have been an overstatement of their relationship, but they had a way between them where they understood the line between friendly abuse and just plain abuse, and thus it was never crossed. They likely would never have been friends under other circumstances, Malcom knew, but Christmas Eve in the dorms wasn't like other circumstances. "Actually, it's occurred to me that I've never told you chaps what happened to me my first winter here," said Reginald, glancing over at Malcolm. "Okay, he's heard it, but if that's not against the rules...?"




Malcolm shook his head. "Story's a story."




"Well, then," said Reginald, lacing his fingers and cracking his knuckles in a series of horrifying pops, "I'd heard tell these old places were haunted years before I actually got here, but I'd always taken those as silly rumors meant to scare off the kiddies and let the uni boys study in peace. And then I built the radio."










Reginald's Story: The Gentleman Caller






There's not much to a radio: antenna, to pick up the signal; tuner, so you can tell the antenna whereabouts it's supposed to look; detector, which figures out the part of the signal that's worth hearing; amplifier, to take the signal from a tiny thing to something you can actually hear; and speaker, to make the signal into sound. Built my first one when I was six or seven, with the help of a little diagram I'd found in the back of a boys' adventure magazine. Promised to give me EARS TO THE WORLD, said the copy, only I was lucky if I could pick up half the shipping forecast on a clear day. Still, I knew if I could do it once, I could do it better the next time.




So for years, that's what I did: built a better radio. Scraps and junk and whatever I could find. I found bits of wire and made them into the best antennas I could. Speakers were hard, but I could scavenge those. It became a thing I could do to get control -- Mum's crying, Dad's drunk again, coppers are by for my brother Clarence, brothers Lawrence and Arthur are off in some bloody desert war or another, so what do I do? Build another radio. A better radio. I'd make it listen as far as it could. Some days I could even make it hear France. Let me know there was life out there, somewhere. I wasn't alone.




When it was offered, I took the scholarship as fast as I could, packed all the things I'd need in one bag, and came here. 'Course, one bag means one bag of clothes, not one bag of wire scraps and sad salvaged crystals. It took me almost a month to get all the parts I needed -- not a lot of junk carts and scrap heaps out here in the country, I can tell you --  but at last, I had what I needed. And one chilly evening, when I knew my roommate'd be out with his football pals, I cleared my desk and got to work.




It was an ugly thing, built of broken telephone parts and old bottles, and it was bigger than I would've liked, but the second I put my ear up, it was as good as if I'd dialed into France. I ... well, fitting in here was a bit hard, and I knew it would be, I wasn't pretending a bunch of public-school knobs would suddenly take me in like I'd grown up at high tea right at their sides, but there's a difference between knowing you'll be an outsider and actually being that odd man out. So I did the only thing I knew how to do, and when I heard that tinny, faint newsreader voice -- 'Warnings of gales in North Utsire, South Utsire, Trafalgar, Irish Sea, Shannon, Rockall' -- I right near broke down crying. I fell asleep like that, leaning on my desk, handset pressed to my ear, just listening.




What woke me was a faint voice: "Hello?" it said, closer and clearer than the distant broadcast. "Hello, can you hear me?"




Now, I was raised right, so of course when I heard that, I sat upright and said myself, "Hello?"




"Can you hear me?" asked the voice again.




"I can hear you," I said in the the handset. "Can you hear me?"




"I can," said the voice. The more it spoke, the more I could tell: it was a man's voice, a young man, probably about my age. He sounded close, but he'd have to be for me to get a signal that clearly, and I thought he sounded rather posh, but who at this place (aside, of course, from me) wasn't?




This was even better than hearing some stranger, far away; this was someone near, someone who understood, maybe a friend. "Have you got a radio too?" I asked.




There was silence for a moment, and I nearly fell into despair thinking I'd lost the signal, before I heard his voice again: "Who are you?"




So I told him, "I'm Reginald Clay. Who're you?"




There was another pause, shorter this time, and then he said, "I don't want to say."




I don't want to say? What on earth kind of answer was that? But of course, I was just so glad to have someone to talk to that I didn't want to question, nor push, in case that might make him go away. And what did I know? Radios might have been illegal. The honor code they'd given us all to sign had looked three thousand pages long; I hadn't read all of it. "Something I can call you, then?" I tried. "Something like ... Marconi?" Thinking I was so clever, see, after the Marconi who'd build the first wireless telegraph and done most of the early work on radios.




"All right," said the voice, after a second's thought. "You can call me Marconi."




"Marconi," I said again. "I can't tell you how good it is to hear a friend."




"At least as good for me, if not better," said Marconi. "It can get frightfully lonely here."




"I know!" I remember sighing and slumping in my chair, on the verge of tears again to hear someone else say it. "God, I don't know anyone, and they're all perfectly horrid to me, and I'd want to go home except--"




"Except?"




"Except home's frankly worse," I told him. And for the next half hour, it must have been, I just talked: opened my mouth and let it all fall out, all about my family and how I'd been raised and what had come of it and how nothing I'd come from had been anything like what I'd found here. And I know he didn't leave, because I heard him agree and sympathize every so often, and he even asked a few questions, he did, to keep me going. I don't think at that point I'd ever talked so long in my life, and certainly not about myself. But once it started, I just couldn't stop. Everything led into everything else.




I might have gone all night, in fact, if he hadn't interrupted me in the middle of a breath, the first time he'd done so all night: "Your roommate's coming back," he said.




This was news to me; I hadn't heard a thing. "How can you tell?"




"My--" Marconi cleared his throat, I remember that, a little pause that I didn't think anything of at the time. "My room's over the quad; I can hear them coming up the walk."




A knife to the heart would've hurt less. But if he'd not wanted to give his real name to me, he surely wouldn't want someone else overhearing. "Wait," I said, nearly falling out of my chair as I sat bolt upright, "can we talk again?"




"Of course," he said, and then the signal filled with static before fading into nothing.




Mere moments later, my roommate burst back into the room, took one look at my radio setup, called me queer for gadgets or some rot like that, fell face-first onto his bed, and passed out drunk as a lord. I listened all the rest of the night, but heard nothing more from my new friend Marconi. It was nearly dawn before I gave up hope and went to sleep.




It was only on waking that I realized what you've all probably figured by this point: of the five parts of a simple radio, not a single one picks up my voice. That's a different rig entirely. So here was Marconi, and I didn't know what he had in front of him, only I'd been thinking all night that he'd been smart enough to rig up something that could both send and receive. Except he could also hear me.




I took that whole radio rig apart and put it back together again five times, trying to figure out what the bloody hell I'd done, how I'd somehow managed to build a transmitter. I even took it to one of my lab instructors, who looked at it and proclaimed it a fine piece of amateur work, but looked very oddly at me when I asked how it might be that it could pick up my voice. "It can't," he told me, as though I'd somehow grown thick. And he was right, too; everything I'd ever learned about radios told me he was right.




My next thought was that I'd gone mental. Popped a screw, lost my marbles, gone 'round the bend, been so lonely that I'd imagined up an entire conversation. Except I hadn't, I knew -- he'd heard my roommate coming back long before I had; I hadn't imagined that. So, fine: my radio was only a receiver, and I was still sane. But that only deepened the mystery. What the hell was going on here?




It was nearly a week before I has the room to myself again, and the second I did, I plastered the speaker to my ear. "Marconi?" I called, not knowing what else to do. "Marconi, are you there?"




"I'm here," he said after a moment. By now, I knew that voice.




"How the hell are you doing this?" I asked.




From the other side of the connection, there was a sigh. "Look," Marconi said, sounding sad enough that I could hear it all the way through the connection, "I really like talking to you. But you can't ask me who I am, and you can't ask me how this works. All right? It just ... does. We're here. That's all."




Now you chaps know, I've got the mind of an engineer. We don't like 'it just ... does' as an answer. I'd taken that radio apart to component parts and made myself look a fool in front of my instructors because I couldn't accept 'it just ... does' for an explanation. But when my choices were pursue this line of inquiry further or lose the first friend I'd made since coming here, well, it didn't take me long to decide. "All right, all right," I said. "All right. Just a ... marvel of engineering."




"Only a marvel," Marconi said right back at me.




That settled, we talked all night. Or, rather, I talked all night, and he came in from time to time, but he didn't seem put out that I was hogging the air space, and I was just glad to have someone to listen. I can't tell you everything we talked about: the school, the area, the grounds, a few teachers we knew in common, weather, sports, a few books. He was studying maths, he said, and I remember thinking that was an odd choice for someone who'd built a radio, since most maths at higher levels seem more about theory then about practice, but I reckoned this might be something else in the category of things I couldn't ask about, so I let it go. We seemed kindred spirits, even if we weren't a great deal alike in interests, and most of all, he chased away the loneliness that had been gnawing at me from the inside out. Finally,  something about this entire place had started to feel right.




When my roommate came back that night, I went to my own bed moments later, but instead of going to sleep, I lay awake thinking about Marconi. I was trying to imagine what he looked like -- I knew what the real Marconi looked like, of course, but he was Italian, and I knew I didn't have him on the line. All I had to go on was his voice, so I tried to picture someone posh. Ginger, I thought, for no good reason except it was what came to mind. Ginger and perhaps a bit short, with green eyes and a nice smile. Bookish and handsome. That was my Marconi.




Of course, too much thinking got me a bit riled up, and as such I was glad not for the first time that my roommate was a heavy sleeper and a heavier snorer. I tossed my shorts in the laundry pile afterward and fell asleep seconds later.




Time passed, as it did, and as Marconi and I talked once a week at least, I began to become more comfortable in general. I started speaking up and stopped caring what others thought about me. My grades improved, and soon I was besting even my classmates who'd had private tutors since before they'd been weaned from their mums' nipples. But sometimes I'd wander around the maths building for hours at a time, keeping my ears open, hoping to hear that one particular voice. It was all I knew to do.




Then came the evening in early December when the furnace broke on full blast, sending waves and waves of heat throughout the building. I had the room's window opened as far as it could go, but even though it was freezing just outside the window, the inside of my room was hot as Hades. I knew my roommate'd be gone all evening, since the football team had won the most points at doing something and thus had been given the honor and privilege of kicking a ball around several miles away for a change, and I was sweating like high summer, so I made the decision to strip. Not just to my pants, either: I was bare. And I tell you what, it did feel better. So settled as I was, I picked up the radio and called for Marconi.




"I'm--" he answered, but then his voice caught, sounding startled. "I. Oh." He cleared his throat. "Am I interrupting?"




I laughed at that. "No, it's just--" And then I stopped, and even though I was dripping sweat, I felt it all go cold. "You can see me."




"What?" Marconi had always sounded so sure and confident when we'd talked before, but now I could hear him flustered. "Don't be absurd. I can't see you!"




I stood and looked out the window, but my room was on the far side of the building, and thus my view was a dense copse of trees; a squirrel might have peeped on me with some effort, but there were no other rooms facing mine. Holes in the walls? No, there was no sign of that, and even if there had been one too small for me to detect, I knew the boys in the rooms on either side of me, and none of them were Marconi. A crack in the ceiling? But we were on the top floor, and any hole that led to the roof would surely have made itself evident by the season's rains. I was certain I could not be seen, yet I was just as certain that he could see me. "You can, can't you?"




"Don't be absurd," he said again. "We're on a radio! How can I see you through a radio?"




He had a point, but I had an idea. I sat back down in my chair, then took my hand and wrapped it around my prick. "Well, you've got me there," I said, starting to stroke myself. I didn't even know what the reaction would be; I just wanted something, anything, to prove me right.




I got it. "Of course," he said, though his voice sounded strained and I could hear his breath was a little faster now, a little ragged. "That'd be ridiculous. Against science."




That just made me laugh -- considering the absolute impossibility of our conversation, I didn't think science was a fallback he could rightfully use. So instead I decided to make even more of a scene of myself: I spread my knees wide and put my legs up on the desk, making sure that no matter what angle he was seeing me from, the show would be a good one. So here I was with my prick in my hand and half a handset in the other, baiting a voyeur by having a good hard wank. "Hey, Marconi," I said, "are you a ginger?"




That made him cough and splutter. "How did you--?"




"You are." I was wanking harder now, picturing the Marconi I'd dreamed up earlier, only now adding in details for certain. "Have you got green eyes too?"




"No," he said, in a way that was actually yes.




"Are you handsome?" I asked.




"I'm not having this conversation," he said, though I didn't hear the static that usually told me he'd left the station. Instead, I heard his breath, heavy and sharp. I'd never even so much as fooled around with another boy at this point, but I knew what I sounded like when something had made me randy, so I knew I had him good to go here.




I decided to change tactics though: "Do you think I'm handsome?" was what I asked next, now that I'd established sure enough for myself that he was watching me.




He gave a little swallow. "...I can't see you, remember," he said, all posh even as I bet he was as hard as I was.




"All right, but if you could see me, would you think me handsome?"




He didn't answer for a moment, but I could still hear him breathing. "I really can't see you," he finally said, though I didn't believe a word of it by then.




So I just took my hand off my prick and left it standing there, upright as a soldier. "Well, all right, then," I said, "you won't mind if I stop."




"Don't stop," he said, without a moment's hesitation, and by God, I didn't. I'd had wanks before -- for Christ's sake, I was nearly nineteen -- but I'd never had an audience before, and all I knew was that I liked it. He didn't say anything else, but I could still hear his breathing in my ear, and that was all it took. It couldn't have been more than a few minutes before I was spilling all over my hand and thighs, getting some on the desk and even a drop or two on the radio. Damn right he'd seen that. I wished judges had seen that. I would've won some type of award.




A few moments later, I heard his little laugh in my ear. "Wow," he said, just that, all sweet and soft.




"Wow," I said, because it seemed the right thing to say. And then we didn't say anything else; we just hung there on the line, listening to one another breathe.




Of course, you know what curiosity did to the cat, and I've always been feline-like in nature, so I couldn't help it: I went to the library the very next day and hauled out the annuals. There were a few ginger lads in my year, but I knew them all, and none of them studied maths anyway. That left the upperclassmen, so I picked up the most recent annual and flipped through, looking for anyone who might be my Marconi. And it was foolish, I knew, since I didn't know his face, only his voice, and there wasn't going to be a voice in a photograph. And yet, I felt certain I knew his face, or at least I'd know it if I saw it.




But I went through the annual, front to back, and there was nothing. A few fellows were close, but they weren't quite right. On a whim, I picked up the previous volume and looked through -- nothing. The one before that, nothing still. And at that point, reason told me I'd run out of options, that anyone at the school would be in one of those books or not at all. But I went one more back anyway, then again, then again. Book after book, I plowed through, trying to find something, any hint that I hadn't just gone mad and invented a handsome voyeur as a cure for my gnawing loneliness.




Book after book, back and back I went, until I'd run out of books. What then? I remembered that there were photographs hanging around the library, old class pictures from before keepsake albums were produced. I started at the most recent and traveled back, squinting at rows upon rows of faces, looking for any spark of recognition. I traveled decades back through those photographs, impossibly far into the past -- until I got to the oldest of the photographs, the very first taken of the very first class, and there he was. Sitting on the front row, handsome and bookish and precisely the face I'd seen in my mind all those months since I'd first heard his voice: M.A. Baskin, my Marconi.




I took the photograph from the wall and carried it over to the librarian. "What can you tell me about the young man in this photograph?" I asked, pointing to Baskin.




The librarian pushed his spectacles up his nose and gave a long, hard look. "...Oh, the Baskin lad," he said at last, his wrinkled face smoothing with recognition and sorrow at once. "Tragic case. I started out here as an assistant librarian the first year the college opened, and I remember him. Very polite, kind, a little sad. No one suspected a thing was wrong until he took his own life."




I right near dropped the photograph with shock. "Took his own life?"




"So tragic." The old librarian shook his head again. "Hanged himself in his room one night. The whole campus was broken up by it. We never found out why. No note or explanation. An orphan, no family, so we buried him in the cemetery by the chapel. A little stone marker there, I remember we lay, though I suspect time has taken its toll on that too." He took the photograph from me with his shaking, wizened hands and gave a sigh. "Still a shame. Such a nice boy."




I thanked him and replaced the photograph, then grabbed my coat and ran out into the night. I didn't want to believe it, but even as I ran across the snow-covered yard and toward the little cemetery -- 'cemetery' is a strong word for it, it's little more than an ankle-high iron fence and a few decrepit stone markers -- I knew what I was certain to find. The sun was going down, but even in the dim dusk light I could read the etchings on the headstones as I cleared snow off each one, until at last I had what I'd come to see. It was there, right as he'd said: M.A. Baskin, born 1877, died 1895. I'd found my Marconi at last, not on the air but in the ground beneath me, long beyond my reach.














"And he'd told you that before?" asked Gautam, looking at Malcolm.




"I'd heard it, yes." Malcolm gave Reginald a shy smile, then went for another drink of brandy so that it might explain the flush he felt in his cheeks after Reginald's tale. "It was a bit less theatrical in the telling, but that's neither here nor there."




Izzy gave a quiet round of applause. "All right, I'll give it that was sexier than mine. Not scarier, though."




"I was plenty scared at the time, I tell you." Reginald swiped the bottle from Malcolm, and when he handed it back, he put himself so they were shoulder-to-shoulder, leaning on one another just slightly. "It was not an application of radio technology I'd considered, speaking to the dead."




"Then perhaps I shall go next," said Gautam, "as mine is a story of a man who did not need technology to speak to the dead."




"Is it a true story?" asked Izzy.




Gautam smiled. "It is not an untrue story," he said, lifting another cigarette from his case. "Like all stories, it tells us something we need to know about ourselves. And like the dead, it is still speaking."








Gautam's Story: The Empty City






Long ago, or perhaps last week, there was a man named Kukavi who wanted to become a poet. Now, in some stories, this would be a problem because the family would object; but no, Kukavi's father was a man of letters who had wooed Kukavi's mother with poetry, and both of them thought such a thing would be a fine profession for their son. In some stories, this would be a problem because Kukavi's caste or destiny demanded other things of him; but no, he was not a man whose life had been predicted at birth and there were no restrictions of his lineage prohibiting him from choosing that path.




No, in this story, it is a problem because Kukavi was a lousy poet. He could barely read and barely write, and try though might, the best poetry he could produce was cheap doggerel, the kind one might find scrawled rudely on a wall by a toilet. He could not grasp even the most basic of poetic forms, he had no sense of rhythm, and when he did hit upon an idea of note, all he could say about it was insipid at best and insulting at worst. To use an English expression, he should not have quit his day job.




But he had more determination than sense, and so he went to the sadhu who lived inside the crematorium grounds. She was a nasty woman, tough as dried leather, and she lived among the dead to show how she had no fear of death. I want to become a poet, he told her.




She laughed at him, showing her rotted teeth. You? A poet? She had a long pipe in her mouth, and with it she puffed smoke into his face. I've heard your poetry. I hear the children shouting it as they mock one another. The dung beetles whistle it for worksongs as they roll shit. The hymns sung to Lord Shiva keep the universe in motion; yours are so bad they threaten to extinguish its fire entirely. And still you want to write?




Yes, he said to her. It's all I've ever wanted.




Perhaps she took compassion on him, or perhaps she just wanted him to go away. But either way, she reached into one of the folds of her filthy sari and pulled out a scrap of leather on which she'd long ago drawn a map in her own blood. She handed it over to him, then took a seat among the ashes of a body that was still smoldering. Go to the city of Bhūtapurā, she said, pointing to the map. You will emerge as a poet or not at all.




His eyes went wide with excitement. There are poets there who will teach me to be one of them?




The sadhu stirred around in the ashes with her finger, then drew three lines on her forehead. For a price. And bless his poor head, Kukavi was so excited that he didn't ask what she might mean by that.











She told him to go there straightaway, not to go back home and gather his things, but to go only with what had on his person then -- for carpenters have their tools, soldiers have their swords, but poets have only what is inside their heads for their trade. Clutching the map, he set out to the west, toward the mountains behind which the sun set. So what if he'd been that direction many times before, but never heard of a city called Bhūtapurā? He had his goal and he was on his way.




At first he didn't notice, excited as he was that his dream might soon be coming true, but as he walked on toward the direction she'd indicated, he began to realize something strange: He was the only person on the road. There were roads around with few travelers, but this was not among them; it was a wide, well-groomed road, on which all manner of vehicles and pedestrians could pass abreast without forcing either onto the shoulder. But now he walked down it alone, and he saw no other traveler, and he passed no other soul. When he began to walk, the sun was high overhead, but as he traveled, it traced a line down in front of him, until he had to walk with one hand shielding his face, lest he be blinded by its radiance.




His steps had grown so weary and his arm was trembling with the effort of keeping it raised when finally the sun sank below the line of the mountains -- and as his eyes began to adjust, he saw the gates of an old stone city. He all but collapsed with relief. This must be Bhūtapurā! He'd feared it might be so far, and yet it was so near.




Reinvigorated by his discovery, he marched on toward the single gate in the otherwise-unbroken red stone wall that surrounded the buildings beyond. As he got closer, in the failing light, he could see a figure by the doorway. Closer still, and the figure became more clearly the shape of a man. At last, Kukavi stood at the foot of the steps that led up to the gate and could see there a handsome young man with ash-white skin, standing beneath the archway, carrying a lantern in one hand and grasping a tall staff with the other. He waved at Kukavi to come close, and Kukavi did, though it seemed that each step he took, the stairs grew longer, until he'd risen little more than his own height off the ground, but felt as though he'd walked another league. Greetings, visitor, said the man with the lantern. What brings you to our fair and noble city?




I've come to learn how to be a poet, said Kukavi, bowing with respect. I'm told there are poets that live in this city who will teach me how to be one of them.




The man with the lantern laughed and stood on one foot. No one lives in Bhūtapurā, he said with a curious smile, but there are indeed poets here. Do you wish to pay the price to enter, or the price to enter and then to leave again?




Oh, I need to go back home, Kukavi answered him. Otherwise, what is the point of being a poet?




The man with the lantern did not answer, but just smiled more, as though it had been a very good question indeed. He lifted the lantern and blew into it, and the lantern's flame flickered to life. Then the first gift is your words.




My words? asked Kukavi. Won't I need those to be a poet?




Still smiling, the man with the lantern shrugged. Then only the ones you don't need.




Well, thought Kukavi, that was fine. He'd be a poet when he was done, so what did all the other words matter? He nodded his assent, and the man with the lantern leaned forward and kissed him deep -- and as the man drew back, Kukavi could feel all the words drawing from his mouth, as smoke is drawn up an open chimney. The man with the lantern swallowed and smiled, and a long, silvery tongue flicked out to lick his lips.




Kukavi opened his mouth to ask what he should do next, only he found he was no longer able -- he still had a mouth to open and his throat could still make sound, and his thoughts were as clear as ever, but there was no way to get the words in his head out of his body. His lips smacked and his tongue clicked, but nothing approaching language escaped his mouth. He had language, but his words, as promised, were gone.




The man with the lantern handed it over to Kukavi and pointed him on into the city. Night had fallen fast, and now the first stars were beginning to shine against the fading light of day. You may leave at any time, said the man named Aprasiddhapada, brushing his thumb across his lower lip. Just blow out the lantern and you will find yourself standing here. But if you leave too soon, you will never achieve your dream of becoming a poet, and you will have to return home a failure.




Kukavi, as you might have guessed already, was not a particularly bright man, nor was he a exceptionally educated man, nor was he an especially clever man. What he was, however, was a remarkably stubborn man, and when there was something he wanted, he was as like as not to die before he gave up. He tried to thank the man, but his lips flapped uselessly, so instead he clutched the lantern tight in his hands and began to venture into the city.




Once inside the walls, he began to realize that this was no ordinary city. Where cities of this size would even at dusk have still been bustling and full of life, and lights inside windows of shops and homes would have begun to glow, instead now he found no light but that which he brought with him. He thought at first the buildings might simply have had windows and doors shut against some unknown calamity, but as he grew close, he realized that all the doors and windows were open -- in fact, there was no wood in the doorways and there was no glass in the windows. The empty entrances reminded him of nothing so much as the eyes of a skull, perfectly shaped but hollow beneath. The darkness inside the buildings was so deep, in fact, that the light from his lantern could not penetrate.




He was a determined man, though, and one thing he was determined was to not be afraid. Thus, he stiffened his spine and moved ever forward, keeping his eyes straight ahead, refusing to let his gaze dart to the flickers of movement he saw coming in and out of the corners of his vision. They were tricks of the light, he told himself, and nothing more.




At last, he heard the sound of rushing water, and so he followed it down streets and alleys, until he came upon a large courtyard with a tall fountain in the center. At the foot of the fountain, on a high stone ledge, sat an old man. His feet dangled in the water, and as Kukavi approached, he could see that the old man was kicking them, splashing and playing as though he were a boy. When Kukavi came close enough, the old man jumped up to his feet -- not startled, but excited. He turned and pointed a finger straight at Kukavi's chest. Come to be a poet? he asked.




Kukavi tried to answer, but of course he couldn't, so he simply nodded. The old man cackled, showing his crooked, yellowed teeth. Five hundred years ago, there was a famine here. Ten thousand people dead in the span of a season. Poet, would you have saved them?




Of course, Kukavi wanted to say; of course he would have saved them. But even as he remembered he had no words, he realized an even bitterer truth: he had no skills that would have stopped a famine. He could toss seed on ground and sprinkle it with water, and he could feed a goat and milk a cow, but anyone could do those as well as he, if not better. He had nothing to offer people in such a plight. Thus, Kukavi closed his eyes and sadly shook his head.




The old man rapped him on the forehead with his knuckles. Fool! he said, laughing so loud the sound bounced off the walls of the empty houses. You cannot save their lives. Five hundred years? If they had not died of starvation, they would have died of something else: disease, perhaps, or cot death, or a marauder's blade, or just old age. But you can save them still.




Kukavi shook his head; he didn't understand. The old man rapped him again. The only immortality is a story, said the old man. The only incorruptible substance in all of creation is an idea. The only hope of eluding death is the poem. Poet, would you still save them?




Kukavi nodded; if that was what being a poet demanded of him, then he would gladly give it. The old man cackled and drew himself close to Kukavi, close enough that the light from the lantern illuminated every line in his gnarled face. The cost is your youth, said the old man, and when he leaned forward to kiss Kukavi, Kukavi bravely did not pull away.




The old man drew closer, until their chests touched and the old man's hand rested on Kukavi's hip. As their mouths moved against one another, Kukavi felt a change in himself -- first in his feet, as he felt them twist and felt his toes curl inward. Then his knees began to weaken and bend, then his hips, then up his legs. The old man grabbed Kukavi's free hand and pressed it to his own genitals, and as they kissed, Kukavi felt the old man's shaft lengthen and his balls plump out even as Kukavi could tell his own were shrinking, withering as though from disuse -- which was not, in fact, wholly untrue, as Kukavi had been so preoccupied with his failed attempts at becoming a poet that he'd never given thought to the pleasures of the body (which, between you and me, might explain at least some of his failures with poetry).




At last, they drew away from one another, and Kukavi saw standing before him not an old man, but a beautiful youth, with skin the color of river mud and eyes like two bright coals. The youth caressed Kukavi's face, and Kukavi could feel how the youth's fingers rode up and down the ridges that now lined Kukavi's face. Consider eternity, said the man named Nityayauvana, before pointing to a tall tower in the distance and then fading into the dark night.




A tall branch lay on the ground, some ages-old forgotten walking stick, and Kukavi picked it up and pressed it beneath his free arm before he continued. Every step pained him, and he could feel the weight of decades in his brittle bones.




On he walked through the dark town, passing all the buildings with their open, unseeing eyes. He had brought no food and walked all day, and his empty stomach now gnawed at him. A famine had taken the town, Nityayauvana had said; there would be no food for him to find here. But food was a distraction from the work of becoming a poet, and so he decided he would not give into that need. His shoes, which had been little more than scraps as he had started his journey, were now worn to nothing, and his feet broke open and bled against the cobbled streets. The city roads twisted and turned, leading him this way and that, until at last he was certain he had lost himself completely -- and at that moment, he looked up and found himself standing at the base of the tower.




Kukavi looked close and found the first door he'd seen since arriving in the town. He thought about opening it, but he was polite, so instead he raised his first and gave it three sharp knocks.




At the third knock, the door opened, and the most beautiful man Kukavi had ever seen stood behind it. He had skin the color of the night sky and eyes like stars. His lips were plump like dried apricots, and his body was strong and lean. Come in, he said, standing aside to usher Kukavi in like a guest. I am Madanakliṣṭa and this is my home.




Exhausted but without hesitation, Kukavi stepped inside -- and found himself in a wondrous room, filled with pillows and low, long tables spread with nuts and fruit. He did not want to offend his host by seeming greedy, so he did not take what he was not offered, but he could not stop staring. Madanakliṣṭa took the lantern from Kukavi and set it on a table, then reached up to ease Kukavi's travelling coat from his shoulders. He draped his arms around Kukavi's neck, and he was so warm that Kukavi felt as though he were embracing the sun itself. You've done well to make it this far, said Madanakliṣṭa, and you have learned much on your way about being a poet. Now I have a choice for you: you can sit at my table, and have your belly filled and your bones rested, and when you are settled you can extinguish your lantern and return as though this were all a wondrous dream.




Kukavi's empty stomach tugged at him, drawing him toward the promise of food; his old bones pleaded with him to sit and rest, telling him how soft those pillows would feel. But Kukavi shook his head and waited for the second part of the choice to be revealed.




Smiling, Madanakliṣṭa brushed his soft, plump fingers along Kukavi's lips. Or you could lie with me and leave me your heart, he said, and Kukavi found that was hardly any choice at all.




Madanakliṣṭa tasted like plums as they kissed, and his skin was soft as silk under Kukavi's mouth as their bodies tangled with one another. Kukavi felt the age begin to slip from his bones as Madanakliṣṭa's hands ran over his skin, and when Madanakliṣṭa at last pulled Kukavi to the floor and invited Kukavi between his thighs, Kukavi's shaft had no hesitation about rising to the occasion. He spent himself first rubbing against Madanakliṣṭa's supple thighs, yet even as he finished spilling his seed over Madanakliṣṭa's sky-dark skin, he found his hardness had not diminished. Madanakliṣṭa laughed a laugh like the sound of bells and rolled Kukavi onto his back, then positioned his hips over Kukavi's shaft and slowly sank onto him.




They were like this the whole night through, making love incessantly. Kukavi spent himself time and again, yet never felt his own stamina diminished. He had Madanakliṣṭa every way imaginable -- the sūtras tell of positions to bring body and mind closer to paradise, and Kukavi and Madanakliṣṭa went through every one that night at least twice. They did not even pause, but went from one sex act to another, using hands and mouths and pricks to bring one another as much pleasure as could possibly be drawn out of two bodies together.




At last, the light of dawn began to creep through the window, and Kukavi spent himself once more inside Madanakliṣṭa's body, only to feel this time a deep exhaustion overtake him. He collapsed against the pillows, breathless, and gasped for air even as Madanakliṣṭa bent down to give him one last loving kiss. A fine poet, said Madanakliṣṭa against Kukavi's lips. I hope you live to believe it was worth the price. And with that, Madanakliṣṭa leaned over to the table where he'd left Kukavi's lantern burning so many hours ago, took a deep breath, and puffed its flame out.




When Kukavi came to his senses, he was standing on the road amidst a great number of travellers, all coming and going, none paying him more mind than to divert their carts around him. He was dressed as he had been when he'd arrived at Bhūtapurā, and when he opened his mouth to speak, he found no trouble making sentences. His body was as young as it had been coming in, and he felt no pain of age in any part of it. Quickly, he turned himself toward the rising sun and started his trip homeward to his parents, who wondered only why he hadn't come home the night before. What could he say? So he said nothing.




And he did become a poet, in fact, and a great one, so great that he changed his name from Kukavi to Kavīśvara. He wrote epic poems of amazing length, memorializing time and again the lost inhabitants of cities both real and imagined, telling great histories that are still taught today.




But though he'd once been a man to chatter away the day with anyone, he returned a man of few words, speaking only as necessary, growing more and more silent with every year. He'd been a hale and hardy lad before, but now some days he did not even rise from bed. And though he had a great many marriage prospects over the years, from families who thought their daughters would do well to be married to a poet of such esteem, he never married, nor did he even lie with another for the rest of his days. Instead, when evening came he'd travel to the window and stare at the sky for hours. His assistants, on seeing him like that, described him as looking as though his heart were not there at all.








Reginald snorted cigarette smoke into the air. "Poets," he said, as though the word itself were a concept absurd in and of itself.




Malcolm poked him in the side, a gesture easier now that they were leaning even more against one another. As Gautam's story had gone on, Malcolm had tilted more and more in Reginald's direction, until now his head had come to rest entirely on Reginald's shoulder. On the other side of the fire, Izzy now sat with his long legs stretched across Gautam's lap, and one of Gautam's hands had come to rest on his thigh as though it simply belonged there. "It's not his fault you're entirely a Philistine," said Malcolm, poking Reginald again.




"I'm sorry my story apparently wasn't racy enough for you," said Izzy with mock ill humor. "That having your lover literally inside you at all times wasn't fit to keep your prurient interests, you perverts."




Gautam pinched Izzy's thigh hard enough to make him yelp and scowl. "That's what you get for telling stories come to you from grandmothers," he said, and when Izzy opened his mouth to retort, Gautam stuck the end of a cigarette in there, which silenced Izzy's protests quite neatly.




"All right, then." Malcolm sat upright and took another drink of brandy before clearing his throat. "Suppose I'm all we've got left."




"This year, yes," said Gautam. "I confess, I was surprised by how few of us remained this holiday."




"Eh, I'm not." Reginald shook his head. "People change. They move on. They find other places to be. Other homes to haunt," he added, laughing at his own joke.




"But I'd rather be here," said Malcolm, drawing the blanket around his shoulders. "Ghosts don't usually get a choice. Most don't even know they're dead, so they try to do the same things they did while they were living, only to find themselves confused and frightened when everything isn't the same. And when it happens that a living person can see them ... well, he usually finds himself wishing he couldn't."








Malcolm's Story: The Boy in the Window






Once upon a time there was a boy who nearly drowned. He was nine years old and his whole family was taking a ferry across a river to visit family on holiday, when the boat's engine caught fire and the boat began to sink. It was the dead of winter, and so when he fell into the water, the cold alone stopped his heart. A rescue boat pulled him from the river and nearly gave him up for dead, but when they got him aboard, he began to cough and spit up water. He lay in hospital for three days before he was well enough for the doctors to tell him that he alone of all his family had survived the sinking.




He was still so weak that he couldn't tell them, no, his family must have been fine, since his father and his older sister were standing just behind the nurse to his right. He even tried to point them out to the doctors, to say, look, they're right there! But when he tried to sit up, all the blood rushed from his head and he passed out again.




In the days that followed, he came to realize that both he and the doctors were right: Yes, his family had all drowned in the accident; and yes, his various family members had been keeping shifts by his bedside. They even spoke to him as he drifted in and out of consciousness, telling him to keep his strength up and to get better soon.




He also came to realize something else, something worse: They had no idea they were dead. His parents did their best to hide their worried looks from him, but as the days went by, their faces grew paler and their expressions seemed ever more drawn. His little sister, however, was only five and thus didn't know better than to worry her brother -- Mummy, she said, pulling at her mother's skirts, why won't the other children on the ward play with me? Solicitors came to his side to settle matters of his parents' finances and inheritance, while his father shouted at them about how he would file counter-suits and petition every judge he knew, but every time they came, he said the same things, and never once did he seem to remember he'd said it all before. His mother cried more now, weeping as she paced around the boy's bed, and his sisters kept their own circuits at all hours of the day and night.




At last, he had the strength to speak, and when he did, he looked his father straight in the eye and said: You're dead.




His father's eyes widened -- and then, as though the boy hadn't said anything at all, he smiled and put a hand on the boy's shoulder. You're going to be all right, son, he said. Just take things easy, and you'll get your strength up.




No, said the boy, you've got to listen to me -- you're dead. You died in the river. They've had your bodies buried in the family vault. You've got to go and leave me be.




His mother grabbed his hand and kissed his fingertips. My precious boy, she said, you just rest now and you'll be out of here in no time.




You're dead, he said, not knowing how to put it any plainer. You can't be here anymore.




We'll all go home together just as soon as you're better, said his father. Just as soon as you're well, we'll all go home.




As soon as he was well, in fact, the boy did go home -- and along came his mother, father, and sisters, chattering beside him in the carriage, talking about all the things they'd be able to do again now that they were home as a family. Only the boy was silent, staring out the window as the solicitor explained to him the business of how trusts set up on his inheritance would pay for staff and tutors until he was eighteen and could legally gain control of his finances. His family didn't seem to hear the solicitor, and the solicitor heard nothing the family said.




As the carriage traveled through town, the boy saw that there were people who walked the streets of London who seemed much like his own family did now: present yet insubstantial, and all but lost. They rarely addressed the living around them, and when they did, they received no reply. Some were dressed in modern clothes, while others wore much older fashions, strange ruffs and voluminous skirts he'd only seen in paintings.




After returning to the house, his mother, father, and older sister seemed to settle back in to their routines, moving about as though they'd never left. The worry that had plagued them began to vanish, until again they were all smiles with one another. The boy watched this all with quiet confusion, unable to understand what was happening, and equally unable to convince them of what he knew now to be true. He watched a maid move a heavy couch to clean behind it, and his mother walked right through it as though it didn't exist. Heavy sheets were laid over the furniture in all the bedrooms but the boy's, yet every night his family members retired without complaint.




His little sister, however, began soon to seem discontent. Instead of playing, she took to weeping, and when the boy approached her, she ran away. Until at last one night she crept into his room and crawled beneath his covers. He knew that he should be horrified, at having a ghost there with him -- but she was also his sister, and alive or dead, he loved her.




We're dead, aren't we? she asked after a long, cold moment.




The boy nodded. You are, he said, but not me.




Oh, she said, just a little sigh, but it was as though a heavy burden had been lifted from her shoulders by that awareness. At long last, the boy fell asleep, and when he woke again, she was gone -- not in his bed, not in the house, not anywhere to be found. Just gone.




He had no such luck with the rest of his family. He grew and changed, and they did not -- and as the time went on, their contentment at being home began to slip first into confusion, then to fear. His mother at last noticed his little sister was gone, and would wander the halls some nights, calling for her youngest child. His older sister had once been very popular with the young men, but as no more came calling or sent her tokens of their affection, she began to grow hard and bitter, sick of anything that even suggested love. A maid brought in roses cut from the garden one day, and his sister crushed them in her hands until they were wilted and brown.




And his father took to his study, reading the same books over and over, as though looking for an answer to a question he couldn't quite figure how to ask. He began to grow wild in there, his hair long, his eyes hard. One night there was a great crash, and the boy rushed into the study with the servants, only to find that every book had been toppled from the shelves and piled on the floor. His father stood in the middle of them, pitched and feral, his shoulders heaving with every breath. His hands had begun to grow long like claws, and when he opened his mouth to gasp for air, the boy could see rows upon rows of sharp teeth peeking out from behind his thin, pale lips. From that moment on, no servant would enter the study. The boy supposed he couldn't blame them, even if they hadn't seen a fraction of what he had.




The boy scarcely left his house, for as terrifying as his family had become, the world beyond the walls was even worse. He once had to travel to a nearby town to sign papers regarding land ownership, and he could barely concentrate on the matter at hand for all the screaming around him -- six children, it seemed, had been caught in a fire there hundreds of years ago, and with no idea they'd died, they were stuck burning, burning. You don't need to do this! he tried to tell them, excusing himself to the lavatory so he might have a chance to speak with them alone. You're dead! It's over! You don't need to hurt anymore!




But it was no use; they had become so accustomed to burning that they couldn't remember any longer that things had ever been different. He left the house in tears, frustrated by his own inability to save them from their torment. But the dead, he was learning, are not good at listening -- no, not good at all.




At last, it was time for him to leave his house to pursue his studies elsewhere. He chose a college for its newness, hoping that a fresh building on fresh ground might be enough to free him, at least for a while, from his curse of vision. After all, he reasoned, a place dear to no one -- and more importantly, where no one had died -- would have no spirits attached to it. He could rest easily.




He sold the house to a baron on the sole condition that the baron tear the house down and build again from the cellar up. The baron was a modern man who desired a house with all the modern conveniences he could fit it with, and as such, this was an appealing deal. The boy went one more time around his house to say good-bye to his family. His mother embraced him for only a moment, staring at him with an instant of cold clarity, before she tore herself from his arms and began stumbling again down the hallway, looking in every room to find where her baby girl might be. His older sister sat out among the gardens, casting withering looks at the groundsman as he said sweet things that made one of the maids titter and blush; she paid no heed to her brother, not even when he stood in front of her and shouted out her name, not caring what that might sound like to the living servants in earshot.




His father ... well, his father wasn't there any longer, at least not in a way that anyone could have recognized, could they have seen what the boy did. His father was a shadow amongst the books now, a monster that crawled up and down the stacks and perched in corners. His long, beastly nails clicked across the wood and ripped at the edges of papers. The boy stood there for almost an hour, waiting for his father to notice him, to acknowledge anything about his presence. But at last he turned and left, and when he walked from the front door of the house for the last time, he did not once look back.




Once at school, he felt as though a great weight at been lifted. He began the delicate business of making friends, though he'd been so long without regular human interaction that he was clumsy at it at first. Fortunately, the other boys took this as endearing, not repulsive, and they took it upon themselves to make him feel at home. They teased, but it was all in good fun, and when he finally began to joke back, they were delighted! He felt the years of fear begin to evaporate, surrounded as he was by all these living faces.




His first few months at the school passed unremarkably. He was a diligent scholar, of completely average intellect, but he worked hard -- and had the sympathy of his instructors on more than one occasion, if we're being wholly honest here. From time to time, he saw the dead walking the edge of the grounds, milling about for one reason or another, but they were far away and he could reason that they weren't his concern.




All was well, in fact, until a young lad named Bailey was called home on family business -- his stepfather had died suddenly, tragically, and he was needed to attend the funeral and subsequent business. He was gone for two weeks, and when he returned, he was not alone.




The boy heard the shouts late one night from the room next to him. He tore out of his small room -- at that time, there were few enough students that rarely did a student have a roommate -- and ran in his nightclothes down the corridor to where he'd heard the noise. The rest of the floor was awakened as well, but the boy was the only one who knew what the sound had to be. He flung wide the door to Bailey's room, only to find Bailey there, still beneath his sheets, curled into a ball, screaming again and again, don't touch me, don't touch me, you can't anymore, you're dead!




It didn't take much for the boy to understand what had happened here. Working on blind instinct, he ran down the stairs of the dormitory to the common room on the ground level. A man was sitting there by the fire in a smoking-jacket, puffing from a pipe. Get out, said the boy, mindful of the hour and trying not to create a commotion. You don't belong here.




The man -- Bailey's stepfather, the boy was sure -- turned his head toward the boy, and as it turned, his shoulders and neck remained straight. The boy could see a large red gash just beneath the man's jaw, a grotesque second smile. Sweet little lad, said the stepfather; he took a deep breath from his pipe and smoke poured out the rip in his throat. Tender little boys here, so many of them. Tasty little things. Wouldn't everyone love to know.




Get out! shouted the boy, but the stepfather laughed and then vanished, sinking into the chair.




Some ghosts, it seems, were so wicked and corrupt in life -- so vile and utterly monstrous -- that sudden or violent death confounds them, but does not render them impotent. They find themselves in a curious position, where they don't wholly understand what's happened or what's become of them, but all they can see from the situation is that they've suddenly become even more capable of carrying on their vile perversions, as they are now unfettered by so many of the rules that kept them in place during life. And so very often, like calls to like.




He began to hear whispers from the other boys, tales of bad dreams and eerie sightings. Bailey was so frightened he wouldn't leave his room, shaking as he tried to explain that he knew it was madness, he'd seen the foul man's bloodied corpse himself, but he was here. Another boy by the name of O'Hannagain swore that he was sane and sober, said he'd awakened from sleep and seen a pair of cousins who'd tormented him when he was young, both of whom had been sent to the gallows for crimes against women. A third, this one named Wheelock, confessed he'd been having dreams all of a sudden of being chased by men he didn't know, but who seemed to know him all the same. The whole dorm was in knots about these stories.




Two nights later, the boy was awakened by the sound of footsteps down the corridor. They creaked and tapped up and down, then stopped outside his room. He closed his eyes and lay still, feigning sleep, and presently the door to his room began to creak open. He heard the steps come inside and the door shut behind him. He wanted to clench his body tight in terror, but he reminded himself to keep his breathing even, keep his body lax. Perhaps it would pass him over.




It was that thought, however, that propelled him awake -- pass him over? to what end? If he lay still and the intruder moved on, what would become of the boy on which it finally pounced? He sat up and lit a candle, staring at the shadowy figure in the smoking-jacket. You've no right to be here, he said, angry even as he said it that the only weapons he had were words.




Sweet boy, I've every right, said the stepfather, kneeling astride the boy on his bed. I've the right of force, which is the only right in the world. The others here, so passive. I like you and your fight.




The boy swatted at the stepfather, but his hand went straight through -- yet the stepfather grabbed the boy's throat and it felt as though the boy had been shackled in iron. Sweet little boy, said the stepfather again, and now his real mouth looked as wide and horrible as the slit beneath his jaw. Dear little lamb. I'll eat you right up and swallow you whole.




It's ... not important, what happened next. What happened the following day, though, was that the boy took to the library and went through every tome he could on ghosts -- those purporting to be real, those that advertised themselves as fiction, novels, metaphysical treatises, scripture, anything that said what they were and what was needed to protect against them.




The books had all manner of remedies and folklore, but nothing sounded right to the boy. One book suggested hanging rosemary to ward off spirits, but he knew the kitchen at his house had had rosemary dangling from the windows, and it hadn't stopped his mother's circuits. Others had concluded that ghosts came from improper burials, but he knew that wasn't likely so, and at any rate, he was far too far from the bodies of these offenders to entertain re-interring them as a viable solution. Some recommended holy water and holy ground, but he'd seen enough lost souls wandering in and out of houses of worship to know better.




At last, he came upon the story of an archaeological expedition which discovered a cave where, many centuries ago, thousands of angry spirits were said to have been locked up inside. The men found at the entrance to the cave the body of a red-headed girl, her corpse now little more than hair and bones tucked beneath shallow earth, and surmised that her body had been laid as some sort of guard. The men, of course, believed nothing of this and took her body with them back to their camp -- and were from that moment on plagued by all manner of maladies and hauntings, so severe that two of the men on the expedition were hounded to their deaths. Only when her body was returned to its earlier resting place and a local shaman was called upon to do a funereal ceremony did the hauntings cease.




The boy thought about his friends in the dorm, how good they'd been to him, how they'd made the last few months of his life the happiest he could remember. They didn't deserve this. They needed someone to keep them safe. It was the least he could do.




Once he'd made his decision, he found the process remarkably easy. Rope came from the groundsman's shed. The bar that held the curtains over his window was sturdy, and he tested it to make certain it would hold his weight. He got his belongings in order, slipped the noose around his neck, and hanged himself before he could lose his nerve.








A silence fell over the room for several minutes after, broken only as Izzy lifted his head from where he'd pillowed it on Gautam's thigh. "That wasn't scary," he said, pointing an accusatory finger Malcolm's way. "That was sad."




"Most good ghost stories are," said Reginald. He took the brandy and offered it around before draining the last few gulps himself.




"But there's a sort of happy end to it nonetheless," said Malcolm. "From that point on, the hauntings stopped entirely -- and in fact, none have been seen in those parts since. The place is calm and peaceful, and the young men there -- and women, these days -- are safe. Some few eagle-eyed youths have said they've spotted the boy making his rounds around the halls, but he's always polite if he catches their eye, and if they go to see him closer, they find it was as though he were never there."




Gautam frowned, tapping his lower lip as he thought. "Do I recall your telling that story last year?"




Shaking his head, Malcolm just laughed. "You must have heard it somewhere else, I guess. I hear it's a fairly well-known story."




Gautam nodded, though Malcolm could see from the frown across his forehead that he wasn't quite convinced by the explanation. Further inquiry was preempted, however, as Izzy hopped to his feet and stared out the window. "Well, boys, this has been fun as always, but dawn's coming, and if I want to get a Christmas morning streak across the quad in, I think now's the time to do it. Who's with me? Gauty?" Gautam nodded, standing. "Reggie? Mal?"




Malcolm waved his hand, a polite refusal. "I'd rather stay where it's warm. But you lads have fun."




"Happy Christmas," said Reginald, making no move to stand.




"Yeah, you boys too," said Izzy. He grabbed Gautam's sleeve and tugged him toward the door, and Gautam followed him, smiling -- though not without one last hard glance back at Malcolm, as though this time he might find something he hadn't seen before. But Izzy yanked again, and presently they were both out the door and down the stairs, sounds of their footfalls and laughter ringing all the way.




Reginald sighed as he opened his arms, and Malcolm melted into them, resting his head on Reginald's shoulder. Malcolm pressed his nose against Reginald's neck. He loved the way Reginald smelled: smoke and brandy, to be sure, but beneath that nothing but clean, bright sweat. It was so very alive, despite everything else that had happened, that it was just one more testament to Reginald's indefatigable spirit.




"You think he's getting it yet?" asked Reginald after a long moment.




Malcolm nodded. "I don't think he'll be here next year. Izzy, though ... well, he's Izzy."




"Americans," said Reginald, and when Malcolm laughed, Reginald bent down to kiss him. He rolled them over so Malcolm was on his back by the fire, and Reginald was atop him, straddling his waist and running his fingers through Malcolm's thick red hair. "I love your voice," he whispered in Malcolm's ear, punctuating the words with little nips along Malcolm's earlobe. "I loved it first and I always will."




Malcolm unbuckled Reginald's trousers and slipped his hand inside, smiling as Reginald gasped at the touch. It was too cold to disrobe, despite Izzy's intentions about streaking in the snow, but by the fire, this was nice too. He let his fingers slide up and down Reginald's shaft, loving how uninhibited Reginald was with his responses. He wasn't proper like Malcolm; he hadn't been raised to believe that nothing good ever came of showing emotion, or sex, or showing emotion about sex. "You're a rake," Malcolm said with a wicked grin. "From the moment I saw you, I wanted to have you."




"Lucky for me you like your trade a little rough." Reginald ground his hips against Malcolm's touch, then snaked his own hand into Malcolm's pants, returning the gesture. Malcolm gasped, making Reginald laugh again. "Bet your tutors never taught you about this, did they?"




"As a matter of fact?" Malcolm braced his foot against the bare floor, then kicked off, catching Reginald by surprise and flipping them until Reginald was on his back and Malcolm was atop him, kneeling between Reginald's spread thighs. "They did not." He bent down to kiss at Reginald's throat, stroking harder as he left little nips in Reginald's soft skin. "I had to learn a lot of things on my own."




"Such as?" asked Reginald, gasping. His own strokes at Malcolm's prick were faltering and losing rhythm, which let Malcolm know he was doing well.




Malcolm bent down to purr against Reginald's ear. "How to make a boy notice me," he said, pressing against Reginald's prick in a way he knew made Reginald squirm.




Reginald laughed louder now, grabbing at Malcolm's hair even as he panted. "Oh, you were very good at that. Got my attention straightaway." He thrust his hips under Malcolm's hand a few more times before he came, still in uniform down to his jacket and half-loose tie, which made him look even more rakish and debauched than he usually did. Given how many young men were still gangly and awkward at that age, still setting into their own skin, Reginald was lucky that nineteen looked so good on him. It wasn't all of what had Malcolm's heart, but it didn't hurt.




Reginald collapsed back against the floor for a moment, catching his breath before taking up the rhythm of his strokes again. He kissed Malcolm hard, sucking at his lower lip as he pawed at Malcolm's body, and Malcolm came soon after, crying out as he rocked his body against Reginald's. It felt foolish and young, being like this, having a tumble and clumsy groping instead of a proper shag -- but they were foolish and young, and to hell with anyone who said otherwise. If this was their lot, then by God, they were to make the best of it.




The fire had started to die by the time Malcolm disentangled himself from Reginald's arms, and the sky outside had started to color indigo up from night's deep black. He rose and stood at the window, looking out at the courtyard below. Gautam and Izzy were nowhere to be seen, but joyful tracks traced circles in the otherwise pristine snow. Had they made the rounds nude? Likely, though Gautam had always hated the cold. Izzy could have sold snow to the South Pole, with that grin of his. He was always so hopeful, always so full of light, that it made sense in a sad way that he'd taken so long to accept it. Perhaps he simply didn't want to remember the despair that had taken him to the roof of the library that February evening, high above the cobblestones below. Malcolm couldn't blame him.




But Gautam was quiet, more circumspect -- he had a poet's heart, after all, and poets could understand things in ways few others could. He was full of questions and observations, and though he might not remember the pills, there was no way he had erased the memory of all the taunting and jeering that had preceded them. One day, likely one day soon, he would realize. Next year, they might be to three, then two, then maybe only one. Malcolm knew there was no escaping the day would come when they'd be down to one.




But Reginald walked up behind him and wrapped his arms around Malcolm's waist, then put his chin atop Malcolm's shoulder. He was so strong -- he had had his moments of weakness, everyone had, and one in particular on a hopeless rainy night by the river, but he had been stronger than everything that had come since, and that meant the world to Malcolm. Reginald had saved him time and again, simply by being there, simply by making a world in which Malcolm was no longer alone.




"Happy Christmas, Marconi," Reginald whispered, pressing a kiss into Malcolm's neck, and when the morning's first rays of sunlight peeked through the windows of the dormitory common room, they found no one there at all.
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