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As Sir Æthelwine strode along the dirt road of South Albion’s countryside, he thought the rolling emerald hills looked rather more inclined to host a summer tea party than a loathsome wyrm. In his experience, beasts of such a nature ruined the landscape around them. Wyrms poured poison into the soil and waterways, just as demons leached acrid fumes into the air, polluting the clouds and making the skies dark and smoggy. If the villages hadn’t been awash in so many rumours, Æthelwine would never have guessed that a dragon had taken up residence in the old castle beyond the hills.

More convincing than the grind of the rumour mill was the indisputable fact that two of his fellow knights of the Order of the Silver Star had met their deaths after declaring their intent to sally forth to that castle and slay the creature therein.

By all accounts, the Carnelian King was no common beast. If the nearby villagers were to be believed, he had more in common with the ancient legends of demigods than the writhing, bestial brutes that passed for dragons in contemporary times. Sir Æthelwine had slain no small count of monsters in his day, and the majority tended more to the pathetic than the formidable. There was still glory to be had in knighthood, but it paled in comparison to Albion’s past Golden Age. Slaying a wyrm was more akin to slaying a wild boar — fearsome, certainly, and deadly, if one wasn’t careful — than a true dragon, which, if the old stories had any truth to them at all, was like squaring up to take on an ensorcelled god.

The old castle had been abandoned for a century, though not yet fallen to ruin, at least on the outside. What had once hosted a military king now stood empty, pale stone like chalk gleaming under the midmorning sun. Æthelwine studied it as he approached. Its tall, empty windows and neglected towers showed no signs of being overrun by any manner of dread creature. There was no black staining to the outer walls, nor any cracks or breaks in the construction that couldn't be explained by a century of disrepair.

But by far the most compelling evidence of a lack of monster was the abundance of greenery. A great many trees surrounded the castle, now that no one required a clear line of sight to the surrounding hills and valleys. Some of the trees looked to be a full century old, with broad crowns and thick trunks, while others were mere saplings of only a few seasons. None of the wood looked rotted, nor any of the leaves spotted with mould or disease. As Æthelwine drew closer, the scent of a dozen different flowers washed over him; the trees were in full bloom, with pink, white, and purple petals scattering the ground, drifting as far as the road under his feet. In his estimation, it was a sight more befitting a unicorn than a wyrm.

Despite the explosion of growth, the path winding from the road to the castle was neat and maintained, and the trees and bushes grew in such a way to evoke something of a garden rather than true wilderness. Certainly, someone had taken up residence. If not a dragon, perhaps a sorcerer capable of creating such an illusion to frighten the villagers into keeping their distance, and to create such lush splendour that encouraged Æthelwine to drop his guard.

A great crumbling wall wound through the trees: what was once the castle’s outer line of defence. Æthelwine followed it until he came to a gate, as wide as the wall was tall, of intricate black iron incongruous with the surrounding stone. Visible through the gate, the trees gave way to ornamental gardens. To his right, a braided cord, like that which connected to a servant’s bell, hung from a flared, trumpet-like contraption on the wall.

If there was a sorcerer within, Æthelwine had no wish to begin their encounter by breaking through the gate like a lowly brigand. Politely, he pulled the cord.

“Who goes there?” asked a bored voice emanating from the bell-shaped trumpet-horn facing him, affixed to the wall.

He picked up the horn’s corresponding piece to speak into its shell. “I am Sir Æthelwine of the Order of the Silver Star, come in search of the Carnelian King.”

“State your business with him, Sir Knight.” The voice had a drawlingly regal accent, and gave the impression that the speaker was utterly disinterested in anything Æthelwine had to say.

Æthelwine couldn’t blame him. He had found himself trapped in too many conversations with knights overly full of their own bluster, so his reaction to meeting another knight was much the same. “I would like to speak with him concerning the murders of my two predecessors.”

“A polite conversation, then. Not a challenge?” The voice dripped scepticism.

“I'd like to start with a conversation, anyway,” Æthelwine replied. “Whether that then progresses to a challenge will depend on your master, not myself.”

“Indeed.” The gate eased open. “Enter, Sir Knight, and we shall judge the truth of your words.”

In truth, Æthelwine had no particular desire to fight the Carnelian King, or anyone. He suspected, though he could not prove, and certainly would never say aloud, that the two previous knights had perhaps brought their untimely ends on themselves. Æthelwine was loyal to his Order, but not all knights were created equal in terms of honour or diplomacy. Or intelligence, for that matter. Æthelwine was of the old-fashioned school of knighthood that still preferred an attempt at parlay before drawing steel, but some of his peers liked to stab first and work out the details later. Clearly, the Carnelian King had found their approach lacking.

One hand resting on his sword pommel, Æthelwine approached the castle ruins. Ivy climbed its outer walls with a lover’s touch, and flowering trees and heavy peony blooms crowded the grounds, grown so enormous that their petals brushed Æthelwine’s elbows from either side as he walked along the cobblestone path towards the castle’s arched entrance.

A man waited for him under the pale purple shade of a blossoming plum tree. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with sun-kissed skin and dark hair carefully combed back, shot through with bold streaks of silver at each temple. His robes were black, heavy with brocade, with two great golden serpents embroidered up the front on either side, neatly bisected by the ornate belt that accentuated the narrow cut of his waist. His inner robes were fine silks in fiery reds and oranges, visible at his throat in a sharp V and where the skirts of his outer robes parted below the knee. As Æthelwine approached, the man watched him like a hawk, simultaneously sharp and impassive.

“Well met, sir,” called Æthelwine in greeting, raising his hand from his sword.

The other man appeared unarmed, although, if one’s master was a dragon, there was little need to carry a weapon. Æthelwine’s suspicion that he was in fact dealing with a sorcerer and a master of illusions crystallized. Even an exceptionally clever dragon with enough intellect to manage human servants was, at the end of the day, still a brutish animal. A sorcerer, on the other hand, was altogether a more dangerous thing. Æthelwine could, if needed, slay a dragon with his sword and his wit. Having no magic of his own, he was unlikely to best a sorcerer, no matter his skill with a blade.

“I have to get through you to win an audience with the Carnelian King, is that it?” Æthelwine asked cheerfully, coming to an ambling halt.

“Correct.” The man’s unimpressed demeanour marked him as he who had spoken to Æthelwine through the gate. “I must warn you, if you draw, the result will be most unpleasant for you.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Although, I hope you’re not intending to merely carry a message from me back to your master. Given the state of the last two knights who came to see him, I can't say I'm particularly champing at the bit to meet him in person, but I do bear some duty to address their deaths.” Their deaths that, judging by the state of their remains, had been especially violent, albeit quick.

“I understand. However, I shall be the judge of whether you are worthy of fulfilling that duty.”

“And how do you intend to judge me?”

The man tipped his chin up, gesturing imperiously to a sideways path that wound deeper into the gardens, bending away behind a solid wall of towering greenery. “Take tea with me, and we will talk.”

Amiably, though not without caution, Æthelwine followed him deeper into the garden where the ferns and rosebushes grew so densely they were as a jungle. Tucked away in that private haven waited a table and two chairs, ornately wrought from black iron. A tea set with two cups of the finest porcelain sat upon a silver tray atop the table, steam curling delicately from the pot to wisp away into the garden’s humid embrace.

Æthelwine enjoyed a tea party almost as much as he enjoyed chatting with new acquaintances. The fact that their encounter might lead to a fatal duel did not necessarily diminish his prospective enjoyment. Despite the fate of his unfortunate brethren, he was not necessarily doomed to join them. He had slain mightily monstrous opponents before, and, if the Carnelian King didn’t outmatch him that day, he expected to do so again. It wasn't a calling so much as a job that occasionally needed to be done, when said monsters were razing villages or obliterating livestock, or the like.

The Carnelian King was an unusual case in that he had done no such thing. The first knight, having heard of the so-called dragon’s reputation from the villagers, decided to test his strength, with his reasoning being that, if he won, no one would reprimand him for launching an assault on a dragon without provocation. The second knight had stepped up to avenge his fallen brother, and now, here was Æthelwine, reluctantly following in their footsteps.

Personally, he would prefer to smooth over relations between the Order of the Silver Star and the Carnelian King, but he would not hesitate to defend himself should his host prove unamenable. Which was, of course, very much his right. Æthelwine wasn’t sure he himself would feel very generous or forgiving if their positions were reversed.

“Your name, sir?” Æthelwine asked, dropping into one of the two chairs and stretching his legs out alongside the table, flipping his cloak out of the way and adjusting his sword to avoid hitting the chair.

“No,” said the man coolly, taking the seat opposite. He sat calm and collected, poised like a bird of prey, as if capable of uncoiling into deadly, graceful action without hesitation. Æthelwine didn’t doubt his abilities.

“Tell me,” said the man, one wide sleeve draping over the table’s edge as he reached for the teapot.

He poured tea like he was formally trained in the art; one finger kept the lid in place as he raised the pot high to stream an arc of dark amber from the spout to each cup without making a splash or spilling a drop. Æthelwine had never seen tea poured half as well outside the royal court.

“What do you hope to gain from your interaction with the dragon? A surrendering of his land and retreat from the territory? An apology for the death of your knights?”

“Not at all. I hoped we might exchange a token of goodwill, and each make a statement denying any intention of organized effort against the other party, he to the Order of the Silver Star and I, on the Order’s behalf, to him.”

“Your previous knights were rogue antagonists, you mean.”

“Exactly. Their actions were not sanctioned.”

“But yours are,” said the man, studying Æthelwine closely.

Æthelwine offered his easiest, most charming smile. “Naturally, that depends on whether I succeed.”

The man sighed. “The Order never did like to admit their failures.”

“It’s a mark against their character,” Æthelwine agreed.

“But not yours?”

Æthelwine shrugged. “I’m a veritable hero, according to the Three Kingdoms. I’m very well-liked, which, unfortunately for the Order, means I can do just about whatever I want. This is very nice tea, by the way. How long are we going to sit here drinking it before you decide whether to kill me?”

“Are you in a hurry?”

“Not at all.” Æthelwine crossed one booted ankle over the other. “I'm rather enjoying the respite, as a matter of fact. How long have you been in the Carnelian King’s employ?”

“For as long as bothersome little knights have been showing up uninvited on his doorstep.”

“Do you find the work fulfilling?” Æthelwine asked curiously.

“Not particularly.”

“Does he keep other staff? Or is it just you, hidden away out here?”

“Just me, at the moment.”

From so near, Æthelwine could see that the man's eyes were gold, flecked with red around the pupil, like a blazing summer sunset.

“Is it very lonely? I mean no offense,” Æthelwine added, raising one hand, when the man's face went cold and shuttered again. “I’m a people person, myself. I enjoy my privacy as much as the next man, but I’ve never thrived in solitude.”

“One gets accustomed, after long enough,” said the man, after a pause.

“I suppose one can grow accustomed to anything. But I don’t think I’d ever come to enjoy it.” Æthelwine took another sip, enjoying the tea’s complex florals. “Will you tell me about this Carnelian King? He must be remarkable for a dragon, to keep a gentleman as distinguished as yourself.”

“You do not find dragons remarkable in general?”

“Well, you know how wyrms and wyverns are. They have more in common with overgrown crocodiles than anything capable of real intelligence. I’m hard-pressed to believe there is a dragon in this castle at all.”

“But something killed your brethren,” the man said, providing Æthelwine with a refill of his cup, which he gratefully accepted. “What are you more inclined to believe?”

“A sorcerer, maybe,” Æthelwine replied, watching the man’s reaction.

The man did not so much as blink. “You look on sorcerers with as much favour as you do those overgrown reptiles.”

“Personally, I'm not much interested in strict categorizations. It's a very us-versus-them mentality, isn't it? As far as I’m concerned, as long as people are being left in peace, whether there is a wyrm out roiling in some abandoned well, or a sorcerer holed up in some tower, it’s really none of my business unless they’re posing a threat to people’s lives or livelihoods. Now, villagers have reported seeing something in the clouds they took to be a dragon, but, in all the years these rumours have flown, no one has come to any harm, as far as I can tell.”

“Your knights.”

“Look, I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but if a man comes along, kicks in a stranger’s door and tries to pick a fight with him, I can’t very well speak in his defence if he gets himself killed as a result, can I?”

“That is... reasonable of you,” the man said slowly.

“I like to think so.” Æthelwine returned his teacup to its saucer and, sitting up, set his hands on his knees. His deerskin breeches were soft and sun-warm under his callused palms. “Have I passed your test?” he asked plainly. “Is this enough to be introduced to your master so I might have as civil a conversation with him as I did with you?”

“No.”

“No, I haven’t passed? Or no, you won’t take me to him? Because there's no one else in this castle, is there? It's just you.”

“You have passed the test,” the man agreed, leaning back in his chair to assess Æthelwine with a long sweep of his golden gaze. “If you hadn’t, you would be as dead as your predecessors.”

“So, am I in the presence of the great Carnelian King? Or is he all smoke and mirrors?”

The man’s lip curled infinitesimally. “It is an old moniker, more grandiose than suits me currently, but it serves its purpose. Yes, I am the Carnelian King.”

“How do you do it?” Æthelwine waved a hand at him. “The dragon illusion, I mean. From the description, you must have based it off one of the old tales from the Golden Age, from an illustration or something. What I want to know is why you wouldn’t choose a more realistic depiction. Apart from these local villagers, no one has seen a true dragon in centuries. You must have expected to draw attention; if not from the Order, then certainly from some vainglorious adventurer with more steel than brains.”

“It is what it is,” the Carnelian King replied, sounding bored once more. “People will see and believe what they wish.”

“Do you want to know what I see?”

He lifted one shoulder in a disaffected shrug. “Do tell.”

“I see a sorcerer of incredible power, who, for whatever reason, has chosen to isolate himself for so long that even though he’s as bored as he is lonely, to admit it would be to admit that he's made a mistake. So, instead, he hosts travelling knights for tea in his garden, even though history and convention dictate that he would be better off killing them on sight.”

“Do you want me to kill you?”

“No. I want you to drop the act and show me what you showed those villagers.”

“Very well.”

Standing, the Carnelian King adjusted his robes with a regal flick of one wrist, smoothing his hair back with his other hand. His every movement was like that of a stage actor who had been in the role so long, reciting the same lines, that any spark of enthusiasm had withered before an unappreciative audience.

Without ceremony, the Carnelian King shimmered out of existence. One second, he was there, and then, with a rippling of air like a curtain of summer heat, he vanished. Such a magic trick was simple and expected, but the dragon that took his place was far from either.

The creature uncoiled from the air itself to float suspended before the knight as lightly as a cloud, or the scent of pink cherry blossoms, or the warm ache of nostalgia for times long gone. The Carnelian King was vast, his round scales each the size of a knight’s shield, gleaming gold along the immeasurable, serpentine length of his body. They lightened to the palest ivory on his underbelly, which was banded like the belly of a snake, to the darkest orange-red of a late summer sunset against his back. His face was long, like that of a deer, with fangs curling from the corners of his mouth, and whiskers like those of a catfish, bristling with wisdom and sensitivity, on either side of his cervine nostrils.

Æthelwine stared up at him, awestruck. Every thought fled his conscious mind, replaced with pure instinct. He felt the way the very first people of Albion must have felt when they encountered the gods, when such beings still walked the earth. With his face tipped to the heavens, his hand on his sword, he felt insignificant in the presence of overwhelming divinity.

“Tell me, Sir Knight,” said the dragon. “Is this the work of a sorcerer’s illusion?”

His eyes glowed with the rich hues of a fiery carnelian stone, unchanged from when he had sat across from Æthelwine as a gentleman. His pupils were round, and he was close enough that Æthelwine could see himself reflected in them, a knight in perfect miniature. The Order’s sign of the star shone from his breastplate, his light cloak hung from his shoulders behind him, his brown hair loose from its tie to be buffeted by the gusts of dry heat from the dragon’s nostrils. In the Carnelian King’s pupils, Æthelwine looked every inch a knight of heroic deeds and stature.

He felt like a holy pilgrim.

“You’re real,” Æthelwine breathed.

Such a knight as stood reflected there, proud, upright, and shining with a sense of duty, should be compelled to draw his sword against a dragon. And in that mirror world reflected in the dragon’s gaze, perhaps he would do exactly that.

“You stand in the presence of the Carnelian King, who slew your brethren, who will not relinquish his territory, and who claims the title of the last true dragon in the land. What do you see when you look at me?”

“A legend,” Æthelwine said reverently. “Something magnificent.”

The dragon waited, gazing down at him like a god on an insect. Had Æthelwine not taken tea with him, he might have prostrated himself upon the ground and sworn fealty.

But the dragon had hosted him, had served him tea, made conversation, and treated him as an equal, if begrudgingly. Æthelwine could not simultaneously have knowledge of his boredom and his loneliness and also bow before him as a god.

Tipping onto his toes, Æthelwine pressed his lips to the smooth, glossy nose of the dragon before him, as kissing his liege’s ring — an act of awe as much as subservience.

A rush of warmth met his closed eyelids, a sudden displacement of summer air. When he opened his eyes, the Carnelian King stood before him as a man once more, eying him with as much wariness as shock. His lashes were thick and dark. Æthelwine wanted to feel them against his face like butterfly wings, and run his hands through his hair’s silver streaks. The power hidden beneath those fine robes was immense beyond imagining, and Æthelwine wanted to know what it was like to be held by such immensity.

“None of your previous knights ever did that,” the Carnelian King finally said.

“Well, that’s a relief. I would hate for that to be the reason you decide to kill me.” Æthelwine paused. “You’re not going to, are you?”

Æthelwine had thought himself outmatched when the Carnelian King had merely been a sorcerer. Having seen the truth of the matter, there was no hope of besting a true dragon. It seemed an insult to even draw his blade. If the dragon wished him dead, then dead he would be, and in incredibly short order. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He didn't want to die, and certainly not when he had only just discovered that real dragons still roamed the land, in all their ancient myth and majesty.

Their silent standoff continued a beat longer, until something in the Carnelian King’s expression shifted, a microcosmic softening, and the tension broke.

“Would you like to come inside for supper?” he asked.

“I've been told on more than one occasion that I look good enough to eat, but in this case, I'm going to have to ask for clarification.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of veal and wine,” the dragon replied, his expression slowly, subtly lightening to amusement. “It would be rude of me to immediately devour the first polite guest I’ve entertained.”

“Right,” Æthelwine agreed. “You have to wine and dine me first, at the very least.”

The dragon extended one arm in invitation, the wide sleeve of his robe sweeping the flower-tops.

But Æthelwine hesitated. “To be clear: is it polite company you’re looking for?”

The dragon dropped his gaze, folding his hands before him within his robes, as guarded and reserved as he had been on first meeting the knight. “Any company,” he said quietly. “As you say, it has been a very long time since I found anyone worthy of conversation. I would not have you stand on ceremony.”

“But you would have me.”

The Carnelian King levelled him with a look that plainly said he would not debase himself by admitting any such thing out loud. Regardless, Æthelwine took it as read that he had hit to the heart of the matter, and broke into a smile, stepping into the dragon’s reach.

“I would be delighted to join you for supper, and drinks, and whatever you might have in mind to come after. Shall we go inside?”

Gallantly, he offered the dragon his arm, as he suspected it was yet too forward to put his arm around his waist. The dragon shot him a suspicious look, as if he couldn’t believe a knight would accept his proposal any more than Æthelwine could believe there were true dragons left in the sky. When Æthelwine merely smiled all the brighter in return, the dragon, with an air that one of them was being humoured — it was perhaps unclear who was humouring whom — linked their arms, and swept Æthelwine towards the castle’s private entrance.

Æthelwine was acutely aware that he was likely the first mortal to set foot within the castle’s ruins since its abandonment. Certainly, he was the first to have been invited inside since the dragon had claimed it as his sanctuary.

By the end of the meal, Æthelwine was confident that he would know what it was like to kiss the Carnelian King as a man as well as a dragon. He couldn’t say for sure which of them would instigate it, but he suspected that would depend on the quality and quantity of wine consumed. Feeling blessed, just as he felt a sizzle of excitement at the fact that the world was a larger and more wondrous place than he had believed it just a day prior, he leaned closer to his host, whose body emanated heat like glowing embers, and who smelled like plum blossoms and gemstones. The Carnelian King rested his hand on Æthelwine’s forearm in return, and so joined, they entered the castle ruins the dragon called home.
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The blasted deer were eating the hostas again. A marauding band a dozen strong plagued his garden dusk and dawn. They ravaged the hostas’ broad-striped leaves, chomped the tender heads off his pre-blooming daylilies, and massacred his carefully cultivated rhododendrons. Earlier in the spring, his tulip display had been a gruesome scene of mass murder. He had tried fences. He’d tried offerings and distractions. The deer paid no mind to either. Now, at his wit’s end and with La Cometa Cinquanta approaching, he had no choice but to employ more drastic measures.

From the organized chaos of his desk the wizard Giovanni del Fiori took out the business card of his preferred magic shop, which was an obscure place nestled in between dimensional realities, and, with a stub of chalk, drew a doorway on his wall. Taking up his least favourite recent read, which was a heavy domesday book — he preferred quantum physics or horticulture, but had been trying fruitlessly to expand his literary horizons — he opened a portal and stepped through.

“Whitetail deer are resistant to most common warding spells,” the shopkeeper told him.

He had a bored, dry air as if he had already informed people on the nature of deer a hundred times that day. His shop was small, made smaller by shelves lining every wall from floor to ceiling, and lit with glowing golden lamps that made the red walls and rich wood dark and cozy. Spellwork glimmered from every corner and flashed in every mirror; books and baubles covered every surface available, and even more surfaces that weren’t.

“Something has to work,” Giovanni said desperately. “If only until the comet has passed.”

Once every fifty years, on the first full moon following Midsummer Day, a comet known as La Cinquanta visited the planet with the express purpose of viewing its finest and most extravagant gardens. Fifty years ago, Giovanni had not yet been del Fiori; he had been little more than an enthusiastic amateur, ignorant of his own soil’s acidity or clay content. He kept a modest garden at that time, two decades of idly sowing seeds and trimming hedges, but had hardly understood the difference between mulch and compost.

La Cometa Cinquanta’s visit had galvanized him. He watched the comet’s progress with rapt yearning, taking notes on every opinion it uttered, and studying every garden it deemed exceptional. He spent the next five decades tending to his budding garden with mathematical precision, striving for perfection with the calculating passion of a scientist. Recognition and esteem had been within his grasp, only for those bastard deer to arrive and lay waste to all his efforts.

“I've tried everything,” he continued miserably. “Caravello’s fifth-level warding spell, and Giustinian’s incantation for protection, and Soranzo’s hex against trespassers, and Benedetti’s runes of fortification. I kept a livestock guardian dog for a time, but the beast wouldn’t recognize the garden as livestock nor the deer as threats. None of it makes any difference to the damn things. They eat their way through every spell and barrier I construct. They’re as bad as mice, but with a thousand times the weight and appetite!”

“It’s a shame your locale provides no natural predators to keep them in line. Have you tried wolves?”

Giovanni paused, tugging fretfully on the end of his curly white beard. “Importing a wolf pack to cull the herd?”

Giovanni was not overly fond of animals. They were messy and unpredictable at the best of times, and wild animals were rarely the best of anything. But perhaps if one species of wild animal caused his problems, another might solve them. It was unintuitive to him; surely that would only expound the chaos? but his intuition had achieved nothing thus far. Necessity drove innovation.

Turning, the shopkeeper retrieved a small velvet pouch from the shelf behind the counter, which he emptied into his palm. Five tiny wolf figurines with glowing topaz eyes stared up at Giovanni, carved from jet black soapstone.

“Place your preferred wards around a territory of suitable size to contain the wolves, and let them do what they do naturally. They are not guard dogs,” the shopkeeper added in warning. “This is a long-term solution to your problem, not an immediate fix. If you want something immediate, I suggest dispatching the deer yourself. I have weapons available to make short work of it, but you will first need to confirm the legality of your hunting with your local municipality.”

“But they’re pests,” Giovanni protested. “One doesn’t need a hunting license to dispose of vermin on their property. Why should local government be allowed to meddle in my right to defend my garden from vandals?”

“It’s not my business to advise on such matters,” the shopkeeper said flatly.

“I’ll try the wolves first,” Giovanni decided. “In exchange, I have this domesday book from a lost civilization of magic users from the northern isles.”

“Acceptable.” They traded. “I assume you do not require instructions on how to free the wolves from their totems?”

“No, no, I’m familiar.”

“I recommend establishing a territory no smaller than — What are your local units of measurement? Miles?”

“Esoteric, but yes, I am familiar with mileage.”

“No less than one hundred square miles, then; one hundred and sixty kilometers, or thirty-four leagues. The wolves are likely to exhibit discontent with a smaller enclosure.” The shopkeeper regarded him with blank disinterest from behind his rounded spectacles. “Best of luck.”

Clutching his velvet pouch of apex predators, the wizard portalled back to his house the way he had come.

He lived in a three-storey house of Classical construction, backed by woodland, fronted by a network of cow pastures and meadows, and surrounded on all sides by significant garden space, all of which combined was prime real estate for a roving band of deer. But the deer hadn't been a problem when he had first acquired the house and moved in. For seventy years, he had gardened in peace, easily vanquishing the occasional pest without incident.

It was only over the past decade that the deer had evolved from a minor nuisance to a headache to a full-bodied migraine, resistant to his every attempt at rousting them from his land. He would have no quarrel with them if they stayed in the woods, or chose to cohabitate with the cows. But apparently, there was nothing in the woods, fields, or meadows that tasted half as good as what they found in his garden, and were willing to risk life, limb, and inconvenience to continue sampling his wares.

Standing on his front step, Giovanni looked at his totems. A pack of five grown wolves could certainly manage a dozen deer, perhaps even obliterating them entirely within a year. But the wizard didn’t have a year to wait; the comet was due to visit in a month, and no number of wolves could be expected to cull a dozen deer in such a short amount of time. Even a single deer could destroy his chances of impressing the comet.

Perhaps he could encourage the process. After all, he didn't necessarily need all twelve deer dead. He only needed them to stay out of his garden. Returning the totems to their velvet bed, he paced out a territory significantly smaller than a hundred square miles, weaving an intricate net of wards as he went. It was an enclosure more suited to a dog park than a wolf pack, but, for the immediate future, he required their presence close to home. If he had five wolves on his doorstep at all times, no deer would be bold enough to sneak a single bite of his precious plants.

That evening, when the light was long and golden, Giovanni released the wolves. They bounded out from their totems as sleek black shadows, huge paws hitting the ground as they leapt from his hand to the earth. They stretched from tip to tail, shook out their coarse fur, and turned to greet each other nose to nose before whirling away to explore their new home.

It didn’t take long.

When they butted up against the wizard’s wards, they slowed their pace, investigating every inch of the perimeter with their snouts to the ground. When they had made two full laps, they paused, looking back to the wizard with unimpressed expressions on their lupine faces.

“It’s only for a month,” he told them. “And you have more room here to stretch your legs than you did in that bag. I don’t know what you’re complaining about.”

With a disparaging look, the wolves turned and melted into the shadows, which seemed to have multiplied since Giovanni last noticed.

* * *
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GIOVANNI DREAMT OF a ballroom decked in shining gold, with polished black marble floors and a star-studded ceiling from which hung chandeliers that spun and glowed like galaxies. He was dressed in lightweight robes of indigo wool stitched with every known constellation from the beginning of recorded time, with a great peaked hat to match. The last time he had worn either, his hair had still been auburn, and his joints less likely to ache with the rain.

In the waking world, that ballroom hosted the Primavera Dance at La Torre di Stregoneria, where he had studied as a youth some two hundred and forty years ago. He visited it often in his dreams, as it was much easier to meet other alumni in that metaphysical plane than arrange availability and travel for more physical meetings. In those dreams, he always wore the same robes he had worn to the Primavera in his graduating year. Though his robes were surely considered outdated by the younger generation, he believed they still held a certain gravitas and dignity that he found contemporary fashion sorely lacking.

That night, however, the ballroom was inhabited not by his peers or professors, but thronged with beasts, walking upright like men and dressed in courtly springtime fashions to match his own.

As he looked around, trying to find his role in these new and unusual circumstances, the beasts organized into three groups of four couples each to commence the cotillion. One half of each couple consisted of the twelve deer, dressed in ivory and gold, five of which were paired with the wolves, in black and silver. Being outnumbered, the wolves were joined by seven flowers to make up the difference: a dusky blush-pink rose; a slender red lily spotted with constellations; a moon-faced peony; a vivid magenta rhododendron; a pale lunar-hued chrysanthemum; and, of course, those most delicious hostas — one broad and blue, and one with striped leaves of cream and teal.

“You’re not supposed to be fraternizing with the deer!” Alarmed by their proximity, Giovanni rushed across the ballroom floor with his arms raised to shoo the wolves and flowers away from the menacing deer, desperately wishing he’d brought his good staff into the dream as well as his robes.

“We’re not supposed to be penned up like lapdogs, either,” the nearest wolf replied, gazing at him from cool eyes that looked like amber frozen in an ancient forest. Giovanni stumbled to a halt as the music struck up, unsettled by the wilderness in that gaze.

“Step away from the deer,” he implored his flowers, wringing his hands. “I’m going to better protect you in the garden; let me protect you here, as well.”

“There’s something to be said for a little danger,” said the rhododendron, stepping into its partner’s reach on roots that looked like driftwood.

“I don’t make any real distinction between your pruning of us and the deer having a nibble,” said the rose.

“Besides which, you kill countless plants on a regular basis,” said the striped hosta. “Uprooting them or blighting them with fire or blinking them out of existence. You don’t even eat them.”

“Are you talking about the weeds?” Giovanni asked, baffled. “I’m doing that for your own good! They would choke you out, given half a chance.”

“They belong here as much as we do,” the lily replied with a shrug.

“Some of them, more so,” the chrysanthemum added.

“What would you have me do? Let the weeds smother you, withdraw all my protection and all my care, and let the seeds fall where they may?”

“Would it be so terrible?” asked the peony. “I’ve always wondered what it might be like to stretch my roots and grow unsupervised.”

From the corners of the ballroom, vines crept in, moss growing from between the marble floor tiles as pollen drifted from the star-studded ceiling to seed and sprout. All around them, a forest grew, with tangling branches and a million different plants vying for space and light and nutrients. It was claustrophobic; it was entropic. Giovanni wrapped his arms around himself, trying to keep from being jostled by a surge of saplings, stretching eagerly towards the stars.

“This is your doing!” He rounded on the wolves, who stared at him from between lichen-spotted tree trunks. “This is revenge for trapping you.”

“This is the natural way of things,” said the first wolf, standing arm in arm with a red ten-point buck.

“You can’t keep things locked up forever, neat and tidy in a cage,” said the buck. “It can’t last.”

“Just for another month,” Giovanni pleaded, but, as voracious crown vetch climbed his legs, attracting wild bees to buzz in and around the layers of his robes, it seemed fate was disinclined to favour him.

* * *
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IN GIOVANNI DEL FIORI’S midsummer garden grew opalescent roses and moon-soft peonies, star-shower chrysanthemums and hydrangeas like dusty galaxies. He grew dahlias as dark as nebulae, and zinnias like shooting stars, and sunburst marigolds. Hostas and curling ferns crowded close to home in the shade, where lilies of the valley dropped tiny white flowers like meteor showers.

Heirloom climbing roses mounted trellises that arched overhead, through which late-blooming wisteria hung like bunches of grapes, forming patterns against the intricate latticework. Statues of philosophers and academics and theorists of wizarding renown stood amid the flowers, petals brushing their robes, ivy climbing them in carefully articulated designs. A birdbath in the shape of a great blue heron emerged from a cloud of peonies, holding the dish on its broad back between its wings, while a water feature in the shape of a long, serpentine dragon arced in and out of cover between dense, floribunda rose shrubs, spouting water from between its jaws where it held a clear crystal sphere that caught the sunlight and glowed under the moon. At the back of the garden, furthest from the house, a stand of trees grew up tall and straight, their leaves yellow-green, and their trunks woven like fishtail plaits. Every inch of the garden bore the wizard’s mark; his hands had touched every stem, every blossom, to shape them exactly to his liking, leaving not the smallest seed or leaf untouched.

The trellises and pergolas formed a domed ceiling like that of a temple, gently encompassing whomever stood beneath in pastel blossoms and thick perfume. When Giovanni stood under that dome and closed his eyes, he could imagine himself on another world where everything was soft, and a summer morning could stretch to eternity.

Below the plaited trees, the wolves lounged, watching him. Every day, insolent weeds and insubordinate wildflowers crept from their paws to take root in the garden, and every day, Giovanni hunted down every last incursion and usurper to dig them out again. It could not hold. As the comet approached, so too did those unwanted plants, with more and more of them escaping his spade every day. His efforts grew increasingly desperate; the wolves watched him from cold topaz eyes, tongues lolling from between pearly teeth as they panted in the heat.

In the month since their acquisition, they had not killed a single deer, though their presence had put a halt to the damage all the same. They might have been happy to let the deer continue their browsing simply to spite the wizard, but the deer had not yet mustered the courage to approach the pack head on. Instead, Giovanni saw the herd standing on his neighbour’s property in the blue dawn and golden dusk, staring at his garden in equal parts longing and calculation.

The full moon had passed; the comet would arrive to judge his garden any day or night. It had already been seen dipping in and out of the atmosphere to light down on other continents; Giovanni himself had caught a glimpse the night previous, through his heavy telescope mounted in the attic.

“Please stop this,” he begged the wolves, sweating under his muslin robes, his fingers stained with pollen and his nails with dirt. “The weeds are too many. They’ll ruin everything.”

“Set us free,” said the first wolf, as he had said every day in response to the wizard’s pleas, “and we will stop.”

“The deer will return.”

“We will chase them to the four corners of the earth. They will be scattered to the wind by the time your comet arrives.”

But Giovanni couldn’t trust such a promise. The wolves had neither love nor sympathy for him; they would flee, and leave his garden to the deer’s tender mercy at its most critical moment.

“After,” he said, fretfully. “After the comet has come and gone, I will set you free. I swear it.”

The wolves sneered, baring gleaming teeth, and the weeds encroached further.

* * *
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THE COMET CAME MID-week, just after dawn, a streak of ephemeral white against the blue. It landed on the road between Giovanni’s house and his neighbour’s field, gracefully unfolding from the tiny crater of impact to stand upright, brushing out the folds of its robes and adjusting the set of its gleaming headpiece that shone like a crown.

“I hear,” it said, in a melodious silver voice, “that the Wizard Giovanni del Fiori has a garden of significant cultivation. May I view it?”

“It would be my greatest honour,” said Giovanni with an eager bow.

In his estimation, his garden looked the best it ever had. Every ceramic pot was polished until their glazes shone, not a speck of dirt to mar them. He had trimmed every rose of their thorns, stamped out every nettle, and eradicated every weed. No dead leaves or fallen petals littered the ground, no spiders slung their webs between stems, and no insect laid their eggs in the sheltered tents of any leaves. The water in the birdbath was untouched; the statues had all been scrubbed of stains. No flowers drooped; no stalks leaned off-center. He had stayed up all the past day and night in preparation, fuelled by black coffee as he fought the wolves’ weeds’ final advancements, and, at long last, he had won. His garden was perfect.

The comet folded its hands within its sweeping robes. Despite the volume of fabric, the heavy sweep of sleeves and train, and despite the magnitude of its headdress, the comet’s robes never caught on any of the plants, nor disturbed the flowers. It was made predominantly of light, Giovanni realized, merely giving the illusion of solid form.

“You have created a work of art here,” the comet told him. “This is beauty worthy of a museum, among the most magnificent I’ve seen. I thank you for allowing me this opportunity to admire your hard work.”

Giovanni puffed up with pride before uncertainty stole over him. “Among the most magnificent. But not the first and foremost, in your eyes? I admit, I have had damage done by deer, and by encroaching weeds. I thought I had managed it, but if this was enough to lower my garden’s quality—”

“I see no damage done worth mentioning, nor any weeds,” said the comet.

“Then where, pray, are my shortcomings?”

The comet turned to behold the garden in its entirety, illuminated by its brilliant white light. “It is a matter of personal taste,” said the comet, “but I do not seek out these gardens to experience museums. For all its sculptural elegance, this seems sterile. You have created a Garden of Versailles, but it is the likes of Monet’s Garden that I find resonate more sweetly.”

“I don’t understand,” said Giovanni. “I have at great length studied every other garden you have ever admired; I know my flower choices are to your tastes. Specifically, what have I done to fall short of your favour?”

“I love gardens for their life,” said the comet. “They are the antithesis to the cold vacuum of space. What you have created here is as a painting: still and perfect. But it does not interact with its environment; you have placed a glass casket around it, giving it no room to breathe. You keep the pests at bay, but so too the pollinators. There are no worms or beetles in your soil, nor bees or butterflies to visit your blooms. I find joy in freedom, Master Giovanni, and delight in the unexpected, and beauty in nature’s most unpredictable forms.”

“You describe the chaos of a black hole,” said the wizard, crestfallen.

“I am describing the spinning of galaxies,” the comet corrected, gently sweeping to the front of the house, towards the crater where it had first landed. “Be not disheartened, Master Giovanni. The Gardens of Versailles are beloved by many.”

“Just not by you.”

The comet shrugged. “My preferences are my own.”

“You are the only one I have ever wanted to impress. I have spent fifty years growing this to your specifications. I have battled pests and made enemies of wolves, only to fall short of your expectations today.”

The comet regarded him with soft reproof, as if Giovanni were a student again, standing before the grand dean of La Torre di Stregoneria. “I come to bask in your planet’s beauty once every fifty years. You tend your garden daily. It is your own preference that you should first strive to satisfy, and all else will follow. I would not have you make enemies in pursuit of impressing a mere passerby.”

As the comet stepped towards the dusty road, the herd of whitetail deer appeared against the gold and green of the neighbour’s field. Giovanni bristled; their company only added insult to injury. Ignoring him, as ever, the red buck at the forefront gracefully made his way towards the road on spindly legs.

“Master Cometa,” he greeted, bowing his crowned head. “Is it true you hail from the velvet black of space?”

“It is,” replied the comet, curious.

The buck beckoned forth his herd, who came ambling up to stand in a crescent before Giovanni’s house. They gazed upon the comet with intent and curiosity, their big brown eyes fixed on that figure in white, their soft ears pointed forward, wet noses glistening in the comet’s aura.

“We should like to go to the stars,” the buck declared, and the herd nodded in agreement. “Can you take us there?”

“What draws you to the cosmos?”

“They look delicious,” said the deer. “The wizard grows his garden by starlight. We taste the moon in the water from the leaves, and stardust glittering in the petals, and the crisp coolness of space in the tender buds and fresh shoots. They are delicacies unmatched in this land.”

Giovanni couldn’t help but preen, despite his despondent anxiety at such talk.

“If his plants taste so good just from growing under the moon and stars, we want to sample the stars themselves,” said the deer. “We can imagine nothing tastier.”

“I see no reason to deny you,” said the comet.

“Yes,” Giovanni agreed, nodding emphatically. His garden had been found lacking, but perhaps he might be awarded this consolation prize. “Yes, please, take them to the stars and keep them there.”

Lifting the trailing cloak of its robe, the comet swept it over the herd, transforming them into celestial beings made of light. They shook out their coats like great dogs, ears flapping, before leaping to the sky, shimmering and translucent. As they bounded into the clouds like a flock of cranes, the comet turned to Giovanni with a smile.

“Master Giovanni,” it said with a respectful bow. “I thank you for your hospitality, and for allowing me access to your life's work. If your garden brings you joy, I implore you, do not change it on anyone's account, and certainly not for a stranger to yourself and to your world.”

Straightening, the comet prepared to follow the deer up into the stratosphere. “Although,” it added, “I wonder if perhaps the art of bonsai might be better suited to your tastes.”

And, with a genial nod, it departed, leaving the wizard standing alone, surrounded by half a century of effort that, all told, had failed to yield either the satisfaction or validation he had sought.

With a weary wave, he unravelled the wards that held the wolves in check, and he felt rather than witnessed them get to their feet, shake off the dust and disuse, and slip away into the woods. As the afternoon turned to evening, he took a chair and sat himself under that dome of roses and wisteria. Tipping his head back, he watched the tiny pinprick glimpses of stars come out in between the leaves and latticework. Not once that evening did he rise to fetch his spade to dig out the weeds that came creeping in the wolves’ wake. Though his fingers itched to take such action, even by starlight, his heart was too heavy with rejection to move.

There he stayed for three more days and nights, watching his garden slowly shift around him. Flowers bloomed and faded, and he did not cut them. Shoots and branches slowly stretched to follow the light, and he did not admonish their movements. Wildflowers tentatively opened their eyes, blinking up towards the sun, and he did not strike them down. Come the third evening, he could have sworn he heard the garden sigh, a rustle in the breeze, as if daring to relax for the first time in fifty years.

As the fourth day broke, he finally took a deep breath and stood. He shook out his robes, brushed the pollen from his beard, and drew a doorway on the side of his house with the stub of chalk he kept in his pocket. Stepping into the magical supply shop, he approached the owner behind the counter.

“Have you any books on the art of bonsai?” he asked. “I believe it is time to try something new.”
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THE RAINBOW NECKLACE AND THE GOD OF SUMMERTIME
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Ife lit down upon the mountainside in a rush of iridescent feathers. As their toes touched meadow-grass, Ife took up human form and donned their favourite coat, as bright as any plumage. A herd of goats with curling cream-coloured locks and sweeping horns grazed and gambolled among the rocks. They paid Ife little mind, familiar from seasons past, but it was hardly the goats’ attention Ife sought.

“You're late,” Bahman said pleasantly, from atop the tallest boulder in the mountain pasture. He sat with one knee crossed over the other, his rucksack in the grass below, his dark curls already turning bronze from the summer sun. His voice was warm and melodious from years of singing his herd over the mountains and back again.

Ife broke into a broad grin at the sight of him, a flash of white teeth against plum-mahogany skin. “I'm late?” they asked, skipping lightly in between the goats to join him. “The cheek of you! Perhaps I should have kept you waiting a little longer, to teach you to better appreciate me, mm?”

“Much longer, and you would have missed me entirely,” Bahman replied, his mouth curled in a pleased smile. “I’m gone with the first frost.”

“What a pity for me.” Ife came to a stop before him, resting their hands on Bahman’s knees. “If you weren’t here, I would have had to fly south to the tropics, where they have never even heard the word frost.”

“You’d miss me,” Bahman said confidently, and Ife laughed, because of course it was true.

“Maybe so,” they agreed, tilting up on their toes to press a kiss to Bahman's cheek, bumping noses as they passed. “But tell me of your winter, now that we’re both here! My sweetest friend — are you well? You look it.”

Drawing back, Ife caught Bahman's hands to tug him down from his rock, so they stood toe to toe on even ground. Bahman was dressed as he ever was, with a cloak for the evening and a light scarf to shield him from the sun. His shepherd’s attire was no less flattering for its simplicity; it was difficult for clothes to do anything but flatter such a man. The one change, Bahman wore around his neck, remarkable only in that he was a creature of habit, and Ife had never seen him wear anything frivolous before.

“This is new,” Ife observed, lifting the necklace from Bahman's collarbones with two deft fingers, testing the weight and quality of the fat glass beads that made it.

“Something colourful to keep me company while I waited. It pales beside you.” Bahman’s tone was light, dismissive. “You’ve added to your coat again,” he said, brushing Ife’s lapels admiringly, and Ife preened.

Their coat was a cumulative life’s work in bright pink-red like the skin of a pitaya. Falling to their knees, it flared behind like a train when they walked, sharp at the shoulders and slender at the waist. Every solstice, Ife embroidered another season of stories into the fabric, memorialized in bright thread, sequins, and shards of shell and bone, an ever-changing tapestry of their life.

For the past few years, the coat mostly told of Bahman. Tiny embroidered goats danced around the bottom hem, and its adornments reflected the sky-blue colour of his eyes. More challenging to represent was the feeling of Bahman’s hand in Ife’s, the rasp of his calluses, the sound of his laughter. It was easier to depict the shape of him as he lounged amid the cornflowers and flax, and the brown tan of his skin, and the wild pattern of his hair. Some secrets, Ife was tempted to stitch into the lining, words in an arcane alphabet Bahman couldn’t read. But Ife never did, or at least, hadn’t yet.

Each summer, Bahman shepherded his goats across the mountains from one pasture to the next. In those heights, the kids learned to navigate the rocky slopes, skipping nimbly on knobbly legs and butting heads with their siblings, and the does’ and wethers’ coats grew thick and luxurious for shearing. Every evening, the sun set between the curling, spiral horns of Bahman’s buck.

And for the span of one summer moon, Ife joined him, walking beside him or flying ahead, stretching out alongside his bedroll every night, close enough to touch, as they watched the campfire sparks dance into the sky to join the weave and weft of stars and galaxies above.

That night, Bahman said, “Stay longer, this time.” He lay on his side, facing Ife with one hand tucked beneath his cheek. His eyes looked like rare glass in the firelight.

“I only just arrived.” Ife lay on their back with their hands lightly clasped over their chest, head tipped to the side to look at Bahman. “You can’t be missing me already.”

“One moon is too brief. The years scarcely touch you, but I can count the number of times I can expect to see you again. We’ve known each other for seven years, but for the span of one moon every summer — that can be counted in days.”

“But we tell each other everything of the time we spend apart,” Ife pointed out. “There are no gaps in our knowledge of one another.”

“I’ve just been thinking that I'd like us to experience the whole dozen moons together, instead of recounting our separate adventures after the fact.”

Ife imagined staying by Bahman’s side through the frost, puffing up their feathers to watch the world be painted silver. They imagined letting Bahman wrap them in blankets of angora wool, sharing body heat as they dined on smoked meat and fish, root vegetables and preserves.

They didn’t know how to feel about such a future, whether to be flattered by Bahman’s request, or apprehensive.

Bahman was still looking at them expectedly.

“But you tell such good stories,” Ife said.

Bahman's expression shuttered. He rolled onto his back. “Thank you. I have lots of time to practice. The goats make for an appreciative audience.”

“Of course they do. They can hardly get away from you, can they?” Ife teased.

“They can’t,” Bahman agreed, though he didn’t sound as amused as Ife had intended. One hand at his throat, he clasped his necklace and said no more.

Ife bit their tongue to keep from asking Bahman to try harder to convince them to stay.

They didn’t speak of it the next day, but the following night, as Bahman spread his bedroll amid the cornflowers, Ife said quietly, “I am summertime incarnate. Do you know what that means?”

Bahman paused, sitting down with his hands in his lap to look at Ife inquisitively. The flowers wisped around him in the darkening breeze.

“It means I’m brilliant sun and purple thunderstorms, wildflower meadows and lush glades. I’m birdsong and fish spawn and frogs at dusk, honey mead and lilac wine, dripping fruit and ripening crops.”

“I know what you are.”

“But after that, I fade. If I stay here rather than chase the sun, I will get smaller and quieter all through the fall and winter, diminished in form and spirit until the seasons turn again.” Ife hesitated, working their jaw. “When you see me here, I am at my best and brightest.”

It was a matter of pride, to want to stay so bright and beautiful in Bahman’s eyes. Ife could not help their pride; they were a god, and all gods were made thus. But even if Ife had been human, Bahman’s admiration would have been a difficult thing to give up. He was as kind and gentle a man as Ife had ever met, so perhaps he would still value Ife’s company in the wintertime, and make no mention of the way their colours would dull, their movements slow, and their strength fade for as long as the cold lasted. Perhaps none of that would make any difference to him, but Ife could not risk losing their dearest friend to such banality. The thought filled them with something cold and shivery like the first snow.

“I will never ask you to suffer on my account,” Bahman told them earnestly, reaching up to squeeze Ife’s fingers, their knuckles golden brown against the dusky pink of Ife’s palm. “If the cold pains you, then by all means, fly south after the summer. Only, stay the whole summer, as long as you can give me.”

“You can’t keep a god all to yourself,” Ife murmured, more to themself than to Bahman. “Just as you can’t catch a swallow from the air.”

Bahman’s mouth pressed to a thin line, and he withdrew his hands. “Of course. Forgive me, my friend. I will not ask again.”

And he didn’t.

Days passed, white sun to pink moon and yellow dawn to red dusk, and Bahman was careful not to broach the matter a second time. It was as if the conversation had never happened. Bahman shared his meals, never mind that Ife took nourishment from the sun and didn't need to eat as mortals did, and he walked near Ife’s side so they could link their fingers as the whim struck, and sat close enough to press their knees together. He threw his arms around Ife’s shoulders, or waist, and held their hand for no reason other than that they both had hands to hold. He laughed easily, and told Ife every minute of his fall and winter, filling their days with stories and their nights with secrets. All these things he did just as he had always done in summers past, as if nothing were amiss.

But under the surface of his every word and action, melancholy ran like a whispering current.

As the pink moon grew leaner, a little more shaved away each night, Bahman became quieter. His attention wandered to the stars as often as his hands wandered to his necklace. Ife, too, was as they had always been, but suddenly, it did not seem enough. In a bid to keep Bahman’s attention and banish that strange, subtle melancholy, Ife’s stories grew longer and more intricate, their gestures flashier, their songs sweeter, and their secrets softer, until gradually, Bahman returned.

As the sun set on the evening of the quarter moon, Bahman went to fuss over one of the kids, which had skipped through a patch of thistles and tangled the burrs in its locks. In his absence, Ife went digging through Bahman's rucksack to look for the tin of their favourite tea. In their search, Ife intercepted a string of smooth glass beads, and pulled them out to discover a necklace to match that which Bahman wore. Ife might have returned it to the rucksack’s depths without comment had Bahman not just then returned, brows raised in question as to what Ife had found that merited such interest.

Ife playfully held the necklace aloft. “You had a matching set all this time, and never gave me the other half to wear? Ey, for shame. Tell me, who is this destined for, if not your favourite god? Should I be jealous?”

“No,” Bahman said quickly, stepping forward as if he meant to take the necklace back, but stopped himself at the last moment. “It’s for no one.”

“Then I can wear it?” Ife held it up against their throat, the baubles like a rainbow against the darkness of their skin. “Here, come and put it on me. It suits me, no?”

“Don’t.” Before Ife could fasten the clasp, Bahman took it. Instead of humouring them, he gripped it tight in one fist and stepped out of reach, as if guilty.

Taken aback, Ife blinked. “I don't have to wear it, if it's something special.”

“It's not. And I know it suits you,” Bahman added, ruefully. “That’s why I got it.”

“Explain,” Ife said, baffled.

Bahman sat down on the fire’s far side, putting distance between them that they had never needed before. Unease prickled over Ife’s skin, raising goosebumps. Bahman was not trivial, but he was rarely serious.

“A peddler sold me these charms,” Bahman said quietly, his gaze fixed on the necklace he held in both hands, “that would keep my sweetheart by my side for as long as we both wore them.”

Ife’s stomach dropped, like stepping off a mountaintop without their wings. “Why did you buy them?”

Bahman glanced up, away from the baubles that he turned over and over between his fingers like a string of prayer beads. When he spoke, his voice was soft and without defence. “Because I miss you, when you aren’t here.”

Ife’s tongue cleaved to their palate. The necklace beads were little more than coloured glass, yet they weighed as heavily in Ife’s mind as if they were rings of iron Bahman wanted to clamp around their neck. Not a necklace, but a collar to keep them in hand like a falconer with his favourite bird hooded and tethered.

Bahman broke the spell, balling the necklace in one hand and disappearing it from sight. “I bought them because they were pretty, and they reminded me of you. Of your coat. I wore one because...” He shrugged. “Why not? One does nothing, on its own.”

“But you kept the second.”

“I never meant for you to find it. Anyway, I doubt it would even work on a god,” he said with forced levity, like he wasn’t interested in finding out.

“But you kept it.”

There had always been stories about mortals trying to capture the gods. Ife had never thought it a realistic danger. Looking at Bahman, they tried to reconcile that threat with the man they knew.

“Ife?” Bahman looked as uncertain as Ife felt. “I'll throw them both away; I’ll break them on the rocks. It never meant anything; it was a passing fancy.”

Ife’s uncertainty coalesced into something bright and hard like a blood diamond. “You should have collared me while I slept.”

“Don’t—”

Ife took to the air in a lightning strike of feathers, stretching their wings and curling their talons as they spiralled higher and higher until the mountain was a rock and Bahman — stricken, crushed — was little more than a speck, insignificant and lost amidst his herd.

It wasn’t until Ife had left the mountain behind entirely that they realized they had also left their coat, splayed out like a shed skin at their campsite, but by then, their pride forbade them from turning back.

The moon whittled away to nothing before slowly growing fat and full again, and, on its next waning, beckoned in the frost. Ife winged south, chasing the sun. They kept the cold, the mountains, and Bahman at their tail, putting leagues between them, and then an entire cobalt sea.

For ten moons, they lost themself in the tropics. They sweltered and gleamed through jungle villages and ate and danced with the people there. They skirted deserts, baring their skin to the sun until they glowed as black as polished ebony. They swam off beaches whose sand was pink like crushed rubies, and soaked in freshwater pools of perfect turquoise. They traded stories with nomads of the oases, and visited cattle ranchers who tended beasts with speckled hides and horns so wide they near encircled the world, and explored thriving multicoloured metropolises, and sampled the sweetest orchards.

But the jungle flowers boasted the same rainbows as those necklaces, and the orchard fruits looked like blown glass, and after it rained, wherever Ife went, the sky was the same colour as Bahman’s eyes.

As the tenth moon waned, Ife stopped running. They climbed the highest mountain, until the rainforest was engulfed by wisps of blue and purple mist, and there, they shut their eyes and breathed the thin air. The moon glowed, a faint pink pearl through the clouds. Somewhere on the other side of the world, Bahman stood under that same moon, bathed in that same pink light. Finally, there was enough time and space between them that Ife could admit they missed their best and closest friend. They missed him like the stars missed the sun, and the ocean missed the mountains. Like a hollow in their heart; like they had never missed him in previous years, because no year previous had ever hurt.

Swallowing their bitter pride, Ife set aside such notions of godhood and winged north again, leaving the tropics behind for that mountain meadow.

There, amid the tender shoots of early summer, Ife waited.

It was the goats who saw them first, though they paid no mind, ambling past until Bahman rounded the mountain bend and stopped short, a silent gasp on his lips and Ife’s coat, rolled up tight, worn on his hip like a second rucksack.

“You came back.”

He still wore the necklace, a flash of colour at his throat like a rainbow shimmering through the storm. Noting Ife’s gaze, Bahman winced, and withdrew from his pocket its mate, offering it in his cupped hand like an admission of guilt.

“Let me see it?” Ife asked, their mouth dry, but their voice steady.

Slowly, Bahman opened his hand, allowing Ife to pluck the necklace from his palm. And just as slowly, Ife placed the strand around their own neck, fastening the clasp at the back and letting the beads fall against their collarbone. They waited to feel the weight of their action crash down upon them, a claim on their body and soul, binding them to the man who stood opposite, whom they so loved.

They could still leave, if they wanted. Bahman had never attempted to hold them down with snake-tongued flattery or desperate oaths or arcane methods like so many so-called worshippers had attempted on all of the gods throughout the history of the world.

But, when Ife tried to leap from their human form to feathered wings again, they couldn’t. Bahman's gaze was anxious, and the perfect blue of a clear mountain sky. Why, suggested the charm around Ife’s throat, should they require any sky but that which lived in Bahman?

When Ife raised a hand, they could not curl their fingers around the offending charm to rip it away. The more they tried, the less they wanted to. If they were to be lifted of that bond, it would be by Bahman’s hand, or not at all. Ife willed that their trust in their friend was not misplaced.

Holding their breath in their lungs, they met Bahman’s eyes and saw that he was holding his breath, too.

“There,” Ife said on the exhale. “This is what you wanted?”

With a wounded sound, Bahman stepped forward to rip the necklace from Ife’s throat. The chain broke with a snap, and he threw it to the ground like a venomous snake. As free will flooded them once again, Ife pulled in a shuddering breath of relief.

“I don’t want that,” Bahman told them shakily, one hand on their shoulder, the other on the side of Ife’s face. “I never did. All I wanted was for you to choose me, and if you choose to give me a single moon of your company, then it’s a privilege.”

“I know you never would have tricked me into wearing it,” Ife said, leaning into the touch. “And I did miss you.”

“You left so quickly, you didn’t even take your coat.” Letting go, Bahman unwrapped the coat from its bundle at his hip, shaking it out to show it off. “I wasn't sure you would come back,” he admitted, “so I added to it, since you couldn't. I got a new buck for my herd; you can see him here.” He pointed to the freshly-embroidered figure at the hem alongside the other dancing goats, the buck’s horns stitched in metallic thread, his eyes tiny buttons. “I hope you don’t mind?”

Ife drew a finger over the delicate needlework. “No, I love it. I’m glad you were taking care of it without me.” Taking up the coat, they held it under the sun to examine its entirety, inside and out. Mountain flowers adorned the lapels, stitched in place, as fresh as the day they were picked last summer. “What else did you do?”

Sheepishly, Bahman rubbed one hand over the back of his neck. “Like I said, I wasn't sure you would come back. I thought maybe it would serve as a prayer and find its way to you, wherever you were.”

Running one hand over the silk lining, Ife came to a stop on the inner left breast. “This is a love letter,” they breathed. The threads glimmered like crystal water from a mountain spring. “You wrote me a love letter?”

“It’s nothing I would have withheld if you were here. Just expressed a little more elegantly, I hope. And less likely to make you fly to the other side of the world to avoid me.”

“It’s poetry.”

“I had a long time to find the right words. And, like I said, the goats are patient listeners.”

“Tell them to me now.”

Bahman only hesitated a second, an instant of vulnerability, before coming close to whisper the words in Ife’s ear, reciting the poem in a perfect, even melody. Ife shut their eyes, allowing themself to believe every promise.

“I’ll stay,” they said, when the last word had fallen from Bahman's lips to curl like a warm breeze around the shell of their ear. “Not forever. Maybe not even through the winter. But right now, here, today, I’ll stay.”

That night, they shared Bahman's bedroll, laying so close their breath mingled in the air between them, and Ife could feel the brush of Bahman’s curls against their face, and the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

At dawn, as the sun bathed the pasture in pale butter yellow, and the swifts and swallows and finches began to swoop and sing, Ife rose and pulled their coat into their lap with their little tin of embroidery open beside them. Taking up the broken necklace from where it had been dashed the day before, Ife pulled each bead from its chain, breaking the peddler’s charm into a dozen pieces.

By the fire’s embers, Bahman dozed on, oblivious, as Ife carefully stitched each bead down the front of their jacket in a long row, like buttons. Every time they adjusted the coat, the glass caught the light and flashed it around in rainbow shards, dancing over Bahman’s face.

Dissembled, the necklace had no power but that of its beauty, which could not be discounted. The line of beads against the vivid pink-red fabric, held in place by many-coloured embroidery floss, was no longer a perfect match to the string around Bahman's throat, but its own entity. Quietly pleased with their work, Ife returned to the bedroll, laying down at Bahman’s side and draping the coat over them both.

Sleepily, Bahman dropped an arm over Ife’s side, pulling them close. “Not leaving?” he mumbled into the softness under Ife’s jaw.

“Coming back,” Ife assured him, and Bahman made a pleased, contented sound in response.

Laying there, legs entangled, Ife imagined the silver frost creeping over the grass, snow blanketing the flowers, and wondered if it wouldn’t be such a terrible thing to endure. Their coat was heavy, down feathers were warm, and Bahman’s body was a reliable line of heat against their front.

The first frost was still many moons away. They had time to decide, and they would spend that time in Bahman’s embrace, whether or not they were soon to part once more.
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A NUN OF THE ORDER OF INFINITE LUCK WALKS INTO A BOOKSHOP
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Remington Place did not exclusively sell books, as its keeper peevishly pointed out to Sister Beda every time she referred to it as a bookshop. The rest of its kitsch and knickknackery was irrelevant to her interests; she was too polite to say so, but she expected her expression made it clear all the same.

Every fortnight, she perused the shop for its latest literary acquisitions, collecting a great heaping stack of books to investigate at her leisure.

Sister Beda was old. Older than the shop, though not its keeper, despite his boyish looks. The shopkeeper was very blond, and very tall, and, although he had the appearance of a young man, in fact, he was neither. Even if his disguise were better — it was his mannerisms, not his looks, that gave him away — Sister Beda still would have recognized the truth of him.

His assistant, on the other hand, was every year as young as he looked, and as inexperienced when it came to the occult as the other one was an expert. He was unluckier than average, though not by a wide margin, and, though she never actually told him that to his face, the boy seemed to know it all the same. There was an art to reading a person’s luck aura, but some things were just obvious.

“I feel like, rather than trading her for books bought, we should be charging her a reading fee,” said the shopkeeper’s assistant, lounging against the counter on his elbows.

His tone was more bored than practical, and as such, Sister Beda harboured no concern that his suggestion was either serious, or at risk of being implemented.

“Not fair to be changing shop policy, Theo,” the shopkeeper returned.

Sister Beda paid them no mind. They often carried on as if she weren't present, by turns chattering like schoolboys and bickering like an old married couple, bustling about the shop, stocking shelves or taking inventory, or, rarely, tending to the other customers who crossed the threshold. She enjoyed taking note of the odd sorts who visited, determining which ones were regulars and which ones had come across it either by the recommendation of a third party, or by sheer accident. It was easy enough to tell which was which.

But the shop was empty more often than not, leaving her to focus entirely on her books. That morning, she was nose-deep in a domesday tome detailing the history and population census of a lost civilization from the northern isles, penned by an exquisite hand on vellum that, though bearing the scuffs of a millennia of travel and keeping, had once been so fine that it was as much a work of art as the lettering itself.

She sat ensconced at her table in her little nook deep in the shop’s heart, straight-backed with her feet flat on the floor, robes of midnight blue falling around her in meticulous order, not one of her many layers with a stitch out of place. A latte sat in an enormous mug by her right hand, the foam on top as crisp as a layer of freshly fallen snow. There was very little that could prevent her from enjoying her fortnightly caffeinated treat, just as there was very little that could keep her from collecting new books.

Illuminated manuscripts were her favourite, for the sheer beauty of their pages. She had a soft spot for diaries and biographies, slipping into the lives of people whom she had never met or even heard of. Books on magical theory or occult instruction, she left on the shelves for those with more need or interest in them, though not before leafing through each one, just to be sure she wasn’t missing out.

As tempting as it was to take home every book that crossed her path, she tried to be selective. She had already carved out a little pocket dimension in her room at the convent to fit more bookshelves, and, though there was nothing forbidding her from expanding that space, she felt it was perhaps a trifle excessive to do it again so soon. So, she practised self-restraint, and channelled her luck into finding one single, perfect book at a time, and no more than that.

The shop’s bell tinkled, announcing the eminent arrival of a new customer from without. Sister Beda glanced up as a dragon portalled through, scales burnished gold in the shop’s warm lighting, and twin plumes of smoke curling from her nostrils. The dragon carried with her the sharp sting of incense, and the nun instinctively shepherded her stack of books closer, prepared to scoop them into her arms if that smoke showed any indication of turning to fire.

“This,” hissed the dragon, holding something in one scaled fist as she stalked through the shop to the register, where the shopkeeper had paused, “is broken. You have sold me faulty merchandise.”

Sister Beda couldn’t see the subject of the dragon’s complaints, but it was almost certainly not a book. Books could very rarely be accused of being broken.

“May I see that?” the shopkeeper asked, holding out one hand.

“You may not,” the dragon snapped. “You know what it is. I was here not a week past—”

“A week by whose measure?” the shopkeeper interrupted, already looking resigned to the encounter.

Sister Beda returned to her book, which had just begun a recounting of the monarchy passing from one family to the next. It was dry and riveting in equal parts, and much more interesting than listening in on customer complaints.

“Let’s take this into the back room, shall we?” the shopkeeper suggested, which couldn't bode well for his customer.

“I’m not going anywhere,” the dragon bristled. “What I want is for you to exchange this for a working piece!”

“What you bought was one of a kind. And it was fully functional when you took it out of my shop in the first place.”

“Oi, James!” His assistant marched over from between the stacks, somehow managing to glare at his companion while shooting a placating smile at the dragon. “Leave the customer service to me, yeah? We agreed that wasn't your strong suit.”

“I do not require customer service,” the dragon snarled, rearing up to her full height as the smoke began reaching alarming volumes. Though the dragon clearly didn't enjoy being confined to such a compact human shape, she still cut an impressive figure. “What I require—”

“Is a deep breath and a reminder about where you are, yeah?” the assistant cut in sharply.

Swallowing her sigh, Sister Beda took a fortifying swig of her latte and deftly scooped her books into her lap, throwing the outermost layer of her habit over the pile.

The fire only seemed to come as a shock to the assistant, poor thing.

With a great breath, the dragon let out a tremendous jet of concentrated flame right over the register, aimed at the shopkeeper’s head. With an irate curse, he dropped behind the counter, pulling his assistant down with him by the back of his shirt. The fire itself was relatively contained, but the heat and force of the propulsion displaced all the air in the shop, causing a reaction like that which occurred in the wake of a bomb strike, doing more damage to its surroundings than the fire itself.

As the shop came down around her, Sister Beda had just enough time to pick up her latte, cradling it against her chest like a baby bird, curling over it and the books to protect them from the sudden chaos. Shelves slanted and fell, tables toppled, and everything on the walls crashed down in a great cacophony. When all was said and done, the floor couldn't be seen, buried several feet deep and deeper in places, and the part of the shop with the register and the doorway leading to the back room was completely cut off from floor to ceiling.

She tutted. It was a terrible mess, and it would take some doing to get everything back in its proper place. She certainly did not envy the boys their task.

“What a shame, my goodness,” she murmured, setting her latte down on the nearest horizontal surface and tugging the sweep of her robes out from under the clutter. The books in her lap were unharmed, despite the myriad tiny fires flickering from disparate corners of the shop.

“Theo,” the shopkeeper called testily from somewhere out of sight. “Are you alright?”

“Fine, thanks,” his assistant called back from partially underneath a mountain of rubble where something, perhaps a wall, had collapsed. His voice was shaky. “You’re fine, I take it?”

“Quite. Is Sister Beda with you?”

Sister Beda and the shop assistant made eye contact over the mess. Gamely, she began picking her way over the disarray to join him.

“Yeah, she’s here, she’s all good.” Notably, the boy made no mention of his own condition.

“Would you mind terribly seeing her out?”

“I'd love to, but we haven’t got much of a door over here. The portal’s down; a shelf crashed on top of it. I might be able to get it active again, but I wouldn't want to bet on where it opens on the other side.”

There was a pause from the other side of the wall. “Right, then. Let's not do that.”

“Hey, James? Where did the scary dragon lady end up? Because she was properly brassed off, and if she's been buried under a metric tonne of magic paraphernalia, I don't imagine her mood will have improved any.”

“She was ejected from the shop at the same time she made good on her threats towards us. Which may have somewhat magnified the effects of the damage done, I'm afraid.”

“Right. Brilliant. Well, that's one good thing to come of this mess. You couldn’t have given her the boot before she brought out the flamethrower?”

Another pause from the wall’s far side. “I will make some adjustments in my calculations of the protective wards.”

“You do that.”

Satisfied that he wouldn't be beset by a cantankerous dragon, the boy set himself the task of digging out from under the mountain. As nimble and sure-footed as the goats that lived in the hills above her convent, Sister Beda made her way to his side, where she crouched down to take stock of his situation. It was, as she had suspected, somewhat worse up close than it had looked from a distance. The boy hadn’t merely been bowled over by the wall and all its accoutrements, but completely pinned beneath it.

He put on a brave smile when he noticed her, which was endearing, if transparent. “You alright, Sister? Sorry about all this. Probably not what you were hoping for when you came over for your drink and your reading.”

She gave him a pat on the chest, which was one of the only visible parts of his body. “I've seen worse,” she told him cheerfully, “and I expect I will again. Now, shall we get you dug out, my lamb?”

“Theo? What's that about digging? Did something fall on you?”

“No, nope, I’m all good here, mate. I told you, nothing to worry about.”

Sister Beda hummed as she began moving aside the bits and bobs that lay against the boy’s upper body, starting at his shoulder and working her way down in easy, methodical order. She had once, many years ago in her youth, been part of a rescue team that had pulled survivors from an avalanche. She had trucked up there with her sisters and their big mountain dogs and dug those people out in a way not unlike this. The poor souls had been terrified, bemoaning their wretched luck, when really, they had been incredibly lucky to have survived at all. Now, she much preferred to sit comfortably engrossed with a book of other people’s adventures, but it was good to get up for a bit of physical activity every so often. She hadn’t made it to her advanced age with all her joints intact by letting them get rusty, after all.

“Theo,” the shopkeeper called again from the other side of the wall, more sharply this time. “You were with me, by the register, when it all came down. The register, where we keep that collection of weaponry under glass.”

The boy sucked in a sharp breath.

“I don't see it here on my side,” the shopkeeper continued, “so you might have it over there on yours. Before you start digging yourself out, before you move anything, I need you to look for those weapons. Do you understand me?”

“What weapons are those?” Sister Beda asked.

The boy wet his lips. “Um. The ones we need to worry about are like, magical hand grenades, sort of. There’s definitely a chance they could go off after this, if we handle them the wrong way.”

“If they’re armed, they’ll be flashing,” the shopkeeper called.

This was followed by sounds of enthusiastic shuffling, then a grunted swear, as if he too were trapped. Sister Beda had never got a read on his luck aura, but that wasn’t surprising. She’d never had much knack for reading non-human entities.

“You don’t see any flashing, do you?” the boy asked her hopefully.

Down in the vicinity of where she thought his right knee might be, came a dim blinking of muted light, as if a tiny lighthouse were buried under several inches of clutter.

“Hm,” she said.

“Oh, god. Well, no, but that could be anything, couldn’t it? We’ve got no shortage of flashy light-things around here. Right, James?”

The shopkeeper’s silence stretched on a second too long for comfort, and the boy’s expression shattered.

Sister Beda clapped her gnarled hands together and rocked up onto her knees to lean over him, visually examining the pile so as to determine her best line of attack. “Don't you worry about a thing, my lamb. I’ll get this sorted. You just lie back, and don't move a muscle.”

“You should go,” the boy beseeched her. “If this thing — these things, however many of them have got me — are liable to explode, you should get yourself as far away as possible.”

“If your portal is down, I can't leave the shop,” she reminded him, busily inventorying everything on top of him.

There were notebooks and statuettes, globes and maps of more worlds than she had ever explored, trinkets and jewellery, and a number of more obvious, non-explosive weapons scattered in and about the chunks of plaster, drywall, and lumber that had built the wall that had come down. It all looked embarrassingly mundane, now that it had been broken down to its disparate parts, not at all the sort of wall to make up an interdimensional magic bookshop. Such a place wanted to be built of solid stone, or petrified wood from the Cretaceous period, or stardust or some such. But, it was what it was. She often found that the most magical places were constructed of entirely commonplace materials. It was what a person did with them that counted.

“You’re like, a hundred years old,” the boy said. Apparently, he was still trying to convince her to abandon him for safety. “It’s not right, you putting yourself in danger. And you’re a customer.”

“I’m much older than a hundred,” Sister Beda returned. “And, ancient as I am, I’ve got far more experience handling a situation like this than you do. You think this is the first bomb I’ve had to defuse?” She tutted and got to work.

“You’re in our shop, so you're our responsibility to keep in one piece. And with James all the way over there, it’s just me left being the responsible one.”

“And I’m sure you do a very good job being responsible and managing the shop in more stable circumstances,” she told him as she resumed picking things off his body.

He snorted. “Stable circumstances, as if. You're just lucky to have come on so many quiet days before this.”

“I am lucky,” she informed him, “as a general rule. Despite the mess, I expect that rule holds true today. And we’d best get cracking so I can get back to finish my latte. I can’t have caffeine after noon, you know; it keeps me up something terrible. Your bookshop might exist outside time’s known parameters, but my body knows noon, and my clock is ticking. So, don’t fuss, and I’ll get this all wrapped up, nice and easy, without setting off that pesky grenade. Alright, my dear?”

With raised brows, he gave a disbelieving nod. “Go on, then. My nan would rap my knuckles if I argued with a nun.”

As Sister Beda cracked on, she told him about the book she’d been reading before the dragon’s interruption, partly to give him something else to think about, and partly because she very much enjoyed talking about history and literature. She’d been a teacher for years, and had given guest lectures at universities later on. She missed it, sometimes, but overall found she preferred a nice retirement with an occasional chat about her favourite subjects rather than actually instructing students full-time.

“We were just coming up on a transfer of power,” she explained, hefting a series of crumbling bricks away from his waist. His top half was uncovered now, arms free to move, though he hadn't dared so much as lift a finger. “Now, I don’t think much of monarchies, nor of consolidating power like that in general, and I don't think things are going to end well for this particular royal family.”

“Well, obviously not. They all disappeared, didn’t they? Their whole civilization?”

“An archaeological dig turned up one site they think might have belonged to them. A settlement buried yards and yards in the earth under a Viking village. There’s nothing left of it now but some stone walls, but the archaeologists think the dates line up, for what that’s worth.” She brushed grey plaster dust away from his face before he could sneeze it off. “How I wish I could have been a part of that dig. What a marvel it must have been.”

“Well, good to know their fate is an option, anyway. Even if I blow this place up, maybe someone else will come along and build on top of it, and people can come and find it underground years and years in the future and figure out what happened.”

“I’m sure it won’t come to that, at least not today.” The flashing had been growing more insistent over the past several minutes, which Sister Beda hoped was a sign that the grenade was tuckering itself out rather than gearing up to explode.

Setting aside a jumble of globe maps, the largest ones made of paper and mostly crushed, the smallest carved from solid gemstones, she finally uncovered his right leg and got a look at the grenade for the first time.

It was an intricate thing, of a size to be held in two cupped palms, and looked like a cross between an astrolabe and a diving bell. Little gears ran around the outside in circles, quickly ticking down to something, as a row of amber lights flashed in warning. If it weren’t threatening to blow up, she thought it would make a very pretty paperweight. Such a shame its designers were more interested in destruction than in books.

The device was nestled against the boy’s inner knee, its bottom half consumed by more rubble from the fallen wall. The smallest explosion would take his legs clean off, even if it didn’t take down the entire shop. She expected that anyone who designed a magical grenade wasn't interested in small results.

“Can you move it?” he croaked in a tiny voice.

“I think we’d best disarm it where it sits,” she told him, sitting crouched with her elbows resting thoughtfully on her knees.

A frown dug deep between her brows as she puzzled over the thing. The problem with explosive devices of a magical variety was that there weren't any straightforward wires to identify and snip. She had a pair of nice embroidery scissors hanging from a chatelaine between layers of her robes, but there was no obvious way for a pair of scissors to solve this problem.

“We should wait for James,” the boy fretted. “He’ll know what to do.”

“I imagine he’s got his fair share of problems on the other side of that wall,” Sister Beda said, thoughtfully tapping one finger against her wrinkled lips as she studied the device.

She had seen diagrams of it before, she was fairly certain, or at least, diagrams of something very similar. She had once borrowed a book on ancient magical weaponry; she had skimmed the section on explosives before getting to the chapters on rapiers and ornamental swords, which she read with much more interest. That had been around the time when she and a few of the sisters had decided to learn fencing. Her form may have slipped in the years since, but she fancied she could still remember a few positions, if handed a sword.

In any case, she remembered leafing past a very technical drawing of a bomb that looked similar to this grenade, and she recalled that the instructions to set it involved twisting the correct pattern into the moving bands around its outside shell, like setting a combination lock.

“Does your friend know the codes for his explosives, off the top of his head?” she asked the poor boy, whose skin was taking on a sheen of sweat under the dust from the debris.

“James?” he called nervously. “She's asking about codes for the grenades.”

“Fuck,” came the bit-off reply. “They were never supposed to be activated in the first place.”

“No matter,” said Sister Beda. “Do either of you know your lucky numbers?”

“I haven’t got any.” The shopkeeper sounded tenser and more annoyed with every word.

“Am I supposed to?” the boy asked.

“Your first number is nine,” she told him, after giving his aura a minute’s scrutiny, “but it’s not strong. Perhaps we’d best go with mine, to be safe.”

“You’re just going to guess the settings for that thing?” he asked, his voice rising in pitch. “Oh no, please don’t, please let's just wait for James.”

If the rapid-fire pace of the ticking, whirring, and flashing meant anything, it meant that they really wouldn't have time for the shopkeeper to get himself unstuck from wherever he was and come over to fuss with the device himself.

“Deep breath,” Sister Beda said cheerfully, with her best and brightest bedside manner. “Like pulling off a band-aid.”

The device didn’t immediately explode when she set a finger on its uppermost dial, which was reassuring. Three bands encircled its spherical body, crisscrossing each other with little notches marked in each one. The metal was warm to the touch, warmer than the boy’s body heat could account for.

“I am not going to set you off,” she informed the device, “and you are not going to detonate. I have too many things to do and too many books to finish to possibly make time to die today.”

Without giving the device time to question her authority, she swiftly twiddled the bands around to the tune of her top three lucky numbers: three, seven, and thirteen. There was a reason they were first among the classics, and they had never let her down before.

The device did not explode. It didn't do anything, not even flash.

One at a time, the boy opened his eyes, his expression scrunched in apprehension. “We’re not dead?” he ventured.

“Not yet, anyway.” Reaching into the rubble, Sister Beda slid both hands around the orb, deftly scooping it from its bed. It remained stationary in her grasp, with no sign of its earlier threats. “There we are, then,” she said, satisfied with a job well done. “If you’d like some advice, lad, might I suggest keeping your explosives in a good thick safe in the back of the shop?”

“I’ll pitch the idea to James,” the boy said, gingerly sitting up.

He looked a little bruised, but more shaken than physically injured. Clambering to her feet, she steadied him by the elbow before giving him a pat on the head, her other hand occupied all the while by the now inert grenade.

“James?” the boy called, looking around. “You still alright? She’s got the grenade sorted over here, so I’m not dead. Where are you, anyway? I swear, we were standing side by side when the fire hit.”

A moment later, the shop gave an enormous heave with a landslide effect from near the ceiling, and the wall of debris separating them from the shopkeeper came tumbling down. He climbed through a gap near the top, blond hair white with plaster dust and his spectacles completely blotted out, and an expression on his face like that of a wet cat.

“The shop attempted to rearrange itself while it was being threatened,” he said shortly. Coming down the other side of the dismantled wall, he straightened his clothes and ran an ineffectual hand through his hair before getting a good look at his assistant over the tops of his glasses. “You’re not hurt?”

“Bit banged up, but I’m alright. Sister Beda here saved the day, which, by the way.” The boy turned back to face her. “Did I hear you right, and this isn’t the first bomb you’ve defused? Where’s a nun learn how to do that?”

“You pick up all sorts of things, when you've lived as long as I have,” she replied. “Now, young man,” she continued, addressing the shopkeeper, never mind that he was neither young nor, strictly speaking, a man. He looked like a young man, and the term slipped out from force of habit. He didn't correct her, in any case. “If I give you back this device, will you promise to take better care of it?”

He eyed the grenade, with all its delicate gears and lenses, now thankfully gone still and blank.

“Otherwise, I'm going to take it back to the convent and keep it on my desk, once I’ve double-checked that it won’t reactivate.”

“Do that,” his assistant said quickly. “I’d rather get rid of it, to be honest.”

She made a noise of approval. “Good lad. In my opinion, there's really no need to keep bombs in a bookshop anyway.”

“Remington Place isn’t a bookshop,” the shopkeeper began, tiredly pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Well, I only come here for the books, and I’m sure I’m not the only one. Speaking of which.”

Turning, she tottered back over the mess to retrieve her stack, which had been patiently waiting for her all the while she fiddled with that silly grenade. Toppling the books against her chest, she held them steady with one arm as she retrieved her latte with her other hand. It was by no means hot anymore, but it still held a lingering warmth, and she took an appreciative sip.

“I’ll take the one on top, please.” She hadn't had the chance to look through as many of the books as she normally did, which was hardly fair to the others that she might have liked better, but she really was keen to find out what had happened to that monarchy. “What’s your price this week? I have a set of enchanted handkerchiefs to inspire good health, the regular nazar charms, and a fresh packet of orange blossom almond biscuits.”

“The book is free of charge today,” said the shopkeeper. “As an apology for the mess, and thanks for services rendered.”

She beamed. “Oh, thank you, dearie. How sweet of you. It was really no trouble at all. Here, take the biscuits anyway.”

Relinquishing the excess books, she shuffled her chosen domesday tome under the elbow of the arm holding the grenade, and fished the packet from a pocket of her robes. The assistant took it appreciatively. They both always looked like they needed feeding up, but that one, more so. At least the shopkeeper’s mysterious metabolism could be blamed for his lean figure, but his assistant was human, and looked as skinny as a stray dog. Sister Beda couldn’t in good conscience promote a life of hedonism, but she always tried to slip them a few treats along with their regular bartering. She didn’t have any children or grandchildren of her own, nor had she ever wanted any, but she felt that elderly nuns filled a similar role in the social ecosystem, and so did her best to dole out sweets, pet names, and stories wherever she felt they were most needed.

“Let me get that portal straightened out,” said the shopkeeper, “and I'll get you on your way.”

“She's not going to run into that dragon lady as soon as she sets foot outside, is she?”

“I don't imagine she’s anywhere in the vicinity anymore,” the shopkeeper said flatly, and that was that.

He got the portal up and running in short order, and Sister Beda watched curiously over his shoulder as he programmed her specific destination into the magic.

“Don’t you go sending me hours earlier into the morning,” she warned him, and he paused. “My body keeps time very accurately, and, as much as I’d like to finish my latte, it's no good trying to trick me. I’ll be in bed in nine hours, no matter when you send me back.”

“Not even a half-hour’s difference?” he asked, slender fingers hovering over the end of his spellwork.

“Not even,” she said firmly.

“Very well.” He sounded almost impressed. The portal was configured as a very neat narrow door in a very neat frame which didn't look an atom out of place in the rest of the shop, at least when the shop was tidy and standing in one piece. With a gesture, the portal shimmered to completion, and he pulled the door open before stepping out of the way. “Your convent, at five minutes to noon, local time.”

“Thank you, dear.”

As she stepped up to the door, she heard the boys begin to fuss over each other as if she had already gone. The shopkeeper seemed intent on patting his assistant down from top to bottom, making sure he was truly uninjured, while the boy clung to the shopkeeper as if that brief period had been the longest time they'd been out of each other’s sight.

Stepping through, she left all that behind for another fortnight. As exciting as her life had been, and as lively as she liked to keep her days, she’d never had much patience or interest in interpersonal drama. That had been part of the appeal of becoming a nun in the first place. Humming a creaky tune, book and grenade hugged to her chest as she held her latte in her other hand, she made her way up the slope to her convent, where she intended to spend the rest of the afternoon tucked comfortably away in her cloister to finish reading her book.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

SIR FIONNOBHAR THE BLACK AND THE BECASTLED KNIGHT
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The problem with rogue castles, Marten mused, was their size. Sir Fionnobhar might as well be charging up to fight a mountain. Even the average dragon was smaller than the average castle these days, and dragons were difficult enough.

“Are you sure this castle is your father?” Marten asked the girl who stood beside him, watching the spectacle.

“Yes, sir,” she replied morosely, just as she had done every previous time he had asked.

She was young, years away from adulthood, yet her expression carried the weight of a lifetime. Her wheat-blonde hair was long but tangled, and her clothes were torn in places and unbefitting a girl of her alleged status. She looked like she’d been through a war.

They stood side by side on the crest of a little hill outside the town of Luddonton, watching the castle and the Black Knight try to beat each other into the ground. The castle would have been the uncontested winner were it not for Fionn’s feat of immortality. Marten had seen him walk away from injuries that would have incapacitated a lesser man; he had sewn on severed limbs as if dismemberment were a mere flesh wound.

However, Marten had never seen Fionn crushed under several thousand tonnes of solid stone, and he suspected that being reduced to a bloody paste would prove a challenge for even Fionn’s considerable healing abilities. If the castle, for example, were to sit down on top of the knight like a very large and enthusiastic lapdog, Marten had no idea how he would entice the castle to move its bulk off Fionn again. And, as Marten was neither a warrior nor a cursebreaker — he was barely an adventurer at all, despite his recent activities suggesting otherwise — that would prove the end of their quest. Fionn would be left flattened in a temporary grave until someone better equipped to deal with a rogue castle came along and returned the girl’s father to a more human shape. Or turned him into rubble.

Down the hill and across the meadow, Fionn, in his suit of eponymous matte black armour, was beating against the great drawbridge with his sword hilt. The drawbridge remained firmly closed.

“I don’t suppose we might find the witch who cursed your father,” Marten said. “Sir Fionnobhar might have more luck encouraging her to resolve the matter than he’s having here.”

“I’ve already begged her to break the curse,” said the girl, not taking her gaze from the fight below. “She says she will not budge until my father has learned his lesson. Though I’m sure she would be happy to turn your friend into a castle, as well.”

Marten didn’t know how a curse might interact with Fionn’s healing abilities, and he suspected he did not want to find out. He was a man of science, and curses made him itchy. He would prefer to steer clear of them altogether, but Fionn’s profession as a sword-for-hire drew him to curses like a fly to honey. If things continued as they had been, Marten would be forced to pick up some manner of defensive magic just to get by, despite his distaste for and mistrust of the stuff. One day he was going to put this adventuring business behind him and set up a physician’s practice in a quiet village where he might be left to pursue his studies in between treating whatever minor maladies affected his flock. Such had been his life, not so long ago. It was hardly Fionn’s fault, the fate that had befallen Marten’s village, but still, Marten thought Fionn could have expressed a greater degree of sympathy for the way his life had been so violently upended.

It was useless to dwell on such things. Marten’s village was gone, as was his practice, and with them, his contentment and peace of mind. What he had instead was Fionn’s volatile company, too many curses for his liking, and this young girl who had chased her becastled father halfway across the continent.

“You said the witch cursed your father when he refused her shelter from a storm. Is it not possible that he could break the curse by lowering his drawbridge and allowing someone inside?”

Marten had only a rudimentary understanding of curses, but he thought they often operated on such logic, inasmuch as they operated on any logic at all.

“I suppose,” said the girl miserably, “but I don’t think he has the mental wherewithal at this point to consider the option. He didn’t recognize me the last time I approached him, nor has he responded to his name in months. It seems all he wants to do is go rampaging around the countryside, and I don’t know how to help him. Eventually, one of these towns is going to try to destroy him in order to save their farmland or livestock or whatever it is he’s trampling, and I can’t say they’ll be wrong to do it. He’s such a menace like this. Worse than those awful pigs we used to keep.”

“I’m sorry.” Privately, Marten agreed that the wellbeing of the townspeople should come before her father’s, and that destroying the rogue castle was likely the safest, if not the kindest, option. “But,” he added, “we’re not giving up on Sir Fionnobhar yet.”

Below them, the castle lurched, rocking violently back and forth to dislodge the knight as he climbed its front beside the drawbridge, finding finger- and toeholds in the stones in order to drag himself to the lowest window ledge. Every time the castle tried to shake him free, Fionn lost his footing and flapped against the wall like a stiff black banner, clinging on by his gauntleted fingertips. His armour made a horrible clanking sound every time he struck the stone. Marten winced, folding his arms tightly against his chest to keep his ribs from hurting in sympathy.

Still, Fionn did not fall. Despite the castle’s furious bucking, he climbed ever upward, until he succeeded in lodging himself inside the window frame. A stained-glass portrait of what Marten imagined must be the girl’s father peered over the Black Knight’s helm, moustachioed and worried-looking.

“This is the closest anyone has ever got to him,” the girl said nervously. “Do you think he will find my father inside one of the rooms?”

Marten hoped not. If Fionn came across anyone inside that castle, his first instinct would be to meet them with his sword swinging. If they were lucky, he might question them after they were skewered. If they were unlucky, he would hack them into bits before stopping to wonder who they were or why they were there.

Marten elected not to say any of that aloud.

Fionn broke the stained glass with a well-aimed bash of his elbow and disappeared inside. Beside Marten, the girl flinched as if she’d been struck instead of the glass, and started forward like she meant to go to the castle.

Holding herself back through some strength of will, she asked desperately, “Do you know what Sir Fionnobhar means to do now that he’s inside? Could he lower the drawbridge and let us in?”

“I’m not sure that’s safe,” Marten hedged.

“My father would never hurt me! Even with his mind as lost as it is—”

“I’m more concerned about us getting caught in the crossfire,” said Marten. On cue, a terrible crash sounded from the castle’s depths, and the walls trembled. “Whatever’s going on in there, we’re best to stay out of reach until the dust settles.”

The castle stumbled, one of its stone-block legs going out from under it. There was a heavy groan of rock grinding against rock, and a sheet of dust and silt shuddered out from the mortar and into the grass.

The last of the girl’s restraint shuddered out with it, and she bolted down the hill, her skirts gathered in both hands as she ran, sending clumps of grass and dirt up from her heels with every step. Marten only hesitated a second before cursing and chasing after her.

As unmanageably large as the castle had appeared from a distance, it was nothing compared to its magnitude close-up. It was a handsome design from the Third Age, built from roughhewn stone blocks each the size of a carriage. It lacked the monstrous gargoyles of the Fifth Age or the ornate, swirling décor of the Sixth, and Marten was grateful on both counts, as such things would be too easy for the castle to weaponize. The windows were tall and narrow and filled with coloured glass, and the whole thing was crowned with four rounded towers of sensible height, one at each corner. Carved into a stone slab above the drawbridge was a stag rampant, presumably the family’s crest, though Marten didn’t recognize it. Perhaps Fionn did. The center of the castle rose in a great steeple that jutted into the sky like the horned head of a fearsome beast. Its legs were short and thick, as was necessary to support such an enormous weight, and had presumably been pulled up from the castle’s foundation. It was all too easy to imagine falling into their path, but at least such a death would be quick, like an ant getting crushed under the hoof of a rampaging bull.

Though the girl was clearly frightened, she darted up to the castle’s front as quickly and nimbly as a field mouse. Reluctant to see her crushed to a pulp, Marten followed, intending to drag her out of harm’s way. But as he caught hold of her hood, the castle pitched forward and with a rush of scraping chains, the heavy wooden drawbridge slammed into the ground to reveal the castle’s entrance, wide enough for five knights to ride in abreast. From within echoed the din of a violent altercation, crashes of metal on stone, and Fionn’s voice shouting challenges to what Marten hoped was the castle itself rather than some live opponent. Not that Marten believed a rogue castle would be easier to best than a mortal foe, but he hoped to encounter as few moving pieces in the situation as possible.

The girl clambered onto the drawbridge on her hands and knees and began the steep climb to the castle’s interior. Though Marten could think of little he wanted less than to enter that castle, neither did he want a child’s death on his conscience. A lifetime ago, he had sworn to help people when and where he could. He considered that oath dead and buried along with his village, but apparently there was some scrap of it still clinging to life. Enough of a scrap to compel him to action.

He scrambled after her, the old wood soft under his fingernails as he clawed his way up. The castle juddered under him, trying to throw him off or still trying to dislodge Fionn, wherever he was; the difference hardly mattered. The effect was that of clinging to a raft in a choppy sea, and Marten was nauseous by the time he reached the top and threw himself inside to land on the cold stone floor. It tipped under him and he slid the length of the entrance hall into the castle proper, where he finally found his balance and got to his knees to look around.

For some reason, he had expected the castle to be empty, like a mausoleum. Instead, it looked as if it had been inhabited for generations.

If that were the case, its people would be most distraught about the state of things. Between the castle’s lurching gait and the destructive force that was the Black Knight, the furnishings had been rendered a disaster. Chairs and tables were splintered; paintings hung crooked with their canvases slashed; trinkets, trunks, tapestries, and rugs lay heaped in corners where they had fallen or been shoved. The effect was not dissimilar to that of a dwelling ravaged by earthquakes.

A few feet away, the girl stood up by the wall, looking fiercely determined even as she held back tears.

“We need to get out of here,” Marten called to her, trying to pick his way across the floor to catch her and carry her back down the drawbridge.

But she withdrew, looking at him with wet, shining eyes like he was a complete stranger.

“I can’t leave him like this,” she snapped, her arms outstretched to keep her balance as the floor bucked wildly under their feet. “This is all my fault!”

A heavy chandelier broke free of the ceiling and crashed down between them, curls of wrought iron and spindly tapered candles clanging against the stone. Marten flinched back, his ears ringing.

“The witch—” he began.

The girl shook her head furiously. “There was no witch! I did this, and I don’t know how to fix it, but I have to try!”

From somewhere higher up, Fionn shouted for Marten. “Did you get in? I could use some help up here!”

Fionn’s voice bounced off the walls, seeming to come from every direction at once. The disorientation did nothing to help Marten’s seasickness. What help Fionn expected him to offer, Marten had no idea, and climbing higher only seemed like an opportunity to gain a greater height from which to fall. However, the girl had no such compunctions, and grimly set off, leading Marten to a spiral staircase of solid stone with thick walls on all sides.

“He’s in the bell tower,” she informed Marten as they tackled the stairs. “That’s the only place where one’s voice can echo in such a way.”

“How do you know? You said no one has been able to get close to your father since he was cursed.”

“It's true,” she said shortly. “The castle predates the curse.”

“Explain,” Marten advised, exhaustion making his tone flat.

The girl’s next step landed harder and heavier than her normal footfalls. “After my mother died, he said he wanted us to move away. Our home reminded him too much of her. But I was born here, I grew up here; I didn’t want to leave it behind. So, I refused. He asked me if I loved this castle more than I loved him.” She was quiet for a few more steps. “I said yes. And then...”

“You lost your home and your father,” Marten finished.

The girl's back was rigid with anger and shame. Even her hair looked miserable.

“Maybe there's something in the tower that can remind him who he is, or put him back the way he's supposed to be,” Marten offered, though he lacked conviction. It seemed a deceptively simple solution, and if curses were so easy to break, everyone would be doing it.

Stepping into the bell tower was like entering a warrior’s arena. It was octagonal, with an open window on every side, and a great bronze bell hanging from the middle of the steepled roof. By rights, Fionn should have been defeated already, but Fionn never lost because he never stayed down. Even with the dents and scuffs on his armour suggesting that he’d taken on the entire contents of the castle and had at least one wall collapsed on top of him, he was still standing with his sword in hand. It was hopelessly dull from beating it against the stones, but that hardly mattered unless he found a more human opponent to fight. Even then, Marten had seen the damage Fionn could deal with a dull blade. It made for an uglier death and a slower one, but a death all the same. As far as the Black Knight was concerned, anything could be a weapon in the right hands.

“Why did you bring the girl?” Fionn demanded, his stance wide as he struggled to keep his balance with the tower floor rolling under him, the tiles rippling like chattering teeth.

“She’s the one who cursed him.”

“If we kill her, will that break it?”

“We’re not doing that.” Marten put himself bodily between Fionn and the girl, who glared at the knight with deep distrust, clinging to the nearest window ledge with both hands.

“Luddonton told me to get rid of the castle. I can either blow it up or break the curse, and since you won’t let me carry explosives, and I haven’t found anything that looks like it can undo it, killing the witch seems like the best bet.” Fionn pointed his sword at the girl, and by extension, at Marten. “We already know she’s got no one to miss her.”

“There’s her father,” Marten pointed out through gritted teeth. “If the curse does break and the first thing he sees is her body—”

Fionn waved those concerns aside. “I’ll kill him too, no problem. We’re not far from Luddonton’s potter’s field. We can throw both bodies in there on our way to collect our payment.”

It would be terribly easy. Marten only had to agree and look the other way as Fionn did the deed.

He had to be better than that.

“We’re not killing the girl. Find some other way.”

“Like what? Unless you had some genius idea while I was getting my ass kicked—”

The castle shook like a wet dog, hurling Marten towards the girl and the window. Instead of holding her ground to break his fall, the girl crouched low, and when Marten stumbled into her, the momentum pitched him over the ledge and out the window. It happened with perfect clarity: the cold stone under his hands as he scrabbled for purchase, the rush of blue sky above and green meadow below, the flood of copper in his mouth as he bit his tongue. He clung to the ledge by his fingertips, hanging against the outer wall not unlike Fionn had done earlier.

Inside the tower, Fionn rushed for the girl, his intention evident. He was fast, but she was small and quick like a sparrow, and she slipped past him to lunge for the heavy rope attached to the bell. Fionn grabbed her around the waist from behind — Marten hoped, sickly, that he would break her neck rather than run her through — but when he hauled her back, she refused to let go of the rope.

The bell rang out in a tremendously deep, bronze sound, and a family of blackbirds exploded out from inside in a rush of feathers and hoarse screams.

The castle shivered and froze in place. Still hanging, Marten held his breath, his mouth full of blood as his aching fingers slowly slipped.

And then, abruptly, the castle was no more.

Marten, Fionn, and the girl fell to the meadow in a heap as the stone disappeared from under them. Fionn was the first to recover though he had surely broken bones from landing in his armour, clanking and cursing as he rose stiffly to his feet.

As Marten reoriented himself, he found a fourth party had joined them: an older gentleman whose knightly tunic bore the same heraldic stag Marten had seen above the castle door. He was tall and thin as a rake with tufts of wheat-coloured hair like the girl’s, though his was tinted redder, and an enormous moustache to match.

“Alessia?” the man said, his voice confused but full of tremulous hope.

The girl quivered, her hands balled in fists by her sides. “Papa,” she said thickly. “I’m so sorry. I never meant to—”

“Oh no, my sweet child, I’m sorry—”

Marten looked away as they rushed into each other’s arms.

Clearing his throat, Fionn shoved his sword into the sheath on his back. “Glad ringing his bell worked. Let’s not mention the other plan,” he said under his breath.

“I say, are you the Black Knight, Sir Fionnobhar, or a more generic black knight?” asked the knight who had been a castle, now that the most tearful part of the father-daughter reunion was over.

“The Black Knight,” Fionn replied, bowing shallowly at the waist.

“He tried to kill me,” Alessia declared.

Marten winced.

The former castle tutted and drew his daughter close. “I can’t say I’m surprised. What on earth possessed you to go to him for help instead of seeking a cursebreaker or a more reputable knight?”

“I didn’t go to him,” she said mulishly. “Our paths crossed in Luddonton as we each pursued you separately.”

“I was hired by the Luddonton Home Owners’ Association,” Fionn supplied. “The landed gentry decided you were an eyesore lowering their property values and wanted you gone.”

“Well. Thank you for your efforts, I suppose. Sir Renigald Greenhart, at your service. I must say, it’s a real relief to be out of there. A family of blackbirds had taken up residence in the bell tower, and it was blasted unsettling, feeling them rustling around like that. I’m grateful your attack on my castle allowed Alessia inside to ring the bell and free me, if nothing else.”

Fionn shrugged. “Luddonton won’t care how you got wrangled back into a human form as long as there’s no more rogue castle disrupting the scenery. I think it all worked out just fine.”

Alessia curled her lip. “Disappointed you didn’t get to kill us?”

“What are you going to do about it, Miss Witch? You know, there’s no shortage of towns that would pay me a nice pocketful of coins to bring them a dead witch, even a little one—”

“We should go,” Marten said loudly, laying a hand on Fionn’s forearm, like that would diffuse the situation. “Sir Renigald, it was good to meet you. Alessia... I hope our paths don’t cross again. Fionn?”

“Right. That bounty won’t collect itself.”

Fionn turned back to Luddonton and father and daughter turned in the opposite direction, each party following the wide, muddy trenches gouged by the castle.

“We’ll find you an apprenticeship,” Marten heard Sir Renigald say to the girl, “where you can learn to control these curses.”

“How can we afford an apprenticeship with all our earthly possessions gone?”

The Black Knight whistled tinnily through his helm, his steps jaunty as he strolled back to Luddonton to announce his success — omitting the details of how, exactly, the rogue castle had been subdued — and collect his pay. Shaking his head, Marten matched his stride to Fionn’s, following him as he had done ever since the knight had turned his village into a mass grave. He had survived another of the Black Knight’s mercenary quests, but perhaps the next one would be his last, one way or another.

The girl would land on her feet; witches generally did, given half the chance. Marten was less convinced of his own fate.
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SIR FIONNOBHAR AND THE CURSED BLADE
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Marten knew the dagger was trouble the instant he laid eyes on it. That instinct was due to no special knowledge or awareness, but to the fact that any weapon, be it cursed, blessed, or mundane, spelled trouble if Fionnobhar was the one holding it.

“I found it in the tomb,” said Fionnobhar, as if trying to give Marten a migraine.

He was referring to the tomb they had just destroyed, harbouring as it did a dread lich-king that had been sucking dry the souls of the neighbouring town. The cemetery where they stood was grey: grey grave markers, grey mausoleum slabs, a grey, overcast sky above, and grey, withered corpses laying in their boxes. The town itself was likewise washed of colour, although to a lesser extent. With the lich-king vanquished, colour would return to people’s faces and spirits, but it would take time, and by then, Marten would be long moved on. In his mind, the town would exist eternally grey.

He looked at the dagger with renewed suspicion. If pressed to hazard a guess as to its nature, he would have assumed it was cursed based on nothing but its aesthetic. The blade was thin obsidian, with a wave that might have been ornamental and might have been designed to do as much damage as possible to a person’s interior. Fionn twirled it between his gauntleted fingers like a girl showing off her baton tricks at a May Day parade.

“You found it in the tomb,” Marten said. “Did it belong to the lich?”

“Maybe.” Fionn gave a careless shrug. “It could have belonged to any one of a dozen old dead guys they've got boxed up in there.”

“If it belonged to the lich, it should be destroyed, as a precautionary measure. And if it didn't, that’s grave robbery.”

Fionn’s face wasn't visible from behind his helm, but Marten could tell the knight was giving him a long look. He’d become very good at reading the knight’s expressionless visage. “Like you’re one to talk.”

Marten had in fact robbed his fair share of graves as a medical student, and then several more as a graduated physician. It was a distasteful fact, but in those cases, done for the greater good.

“I’ve never stolen grave goods,” he objected. “In any case: we can’t rob the graves of a town that's paying for our services.”

“Paying for my services,” Fionn corrected, flipping the dagger before catching it neatly by its hilt. “I didn't see you contributing in any meaningful way. Anyway, it suits me.”

It did, at that. The blade was as black as Fionn’s armour, its glassy sheen standing in sharp contrast to the matte metal of the knight’s arraignment, as if drawing attention to the danger he wielded as casually and carelessly as a pageboy a wooden sword.

“It looks like it was made for me specifically.” Fionn held the dagger up as if measuring Marten with it and finding him wanting. “See, it doesn’t suit you at all, in your dusty staid browns.”

Marten brushed the dagger’s point aside, rolling his eyes. As if Fionn had any room to judge the doctor’s perfectly functional wardrobe when the knight dressed like he was auditioning for the role of a dark lord in some cheap pantomime. But as his fingers brushed the blade, something reached out to brush him in return: an insidious little whisper curling through his mind like smoke, oily and acrid. Marten flinched back, withdrawing like the blade had burned him.

“You should put that back where you found it.”

“What? No; it wants to come with me. A weapon is happiest when it’s being put to use, not left to rust away in some dusty, rank little tomb.”

“I don’t particularly want to see what this weapon is capable of when it’s happy,” Marten said slowly. “It has an ill aura.”

Fionn scoffed. “An ill aura? You sound like a witch.”

If Marten were a witch, he would have been able to offer a more concrete warning. As it was, all he had was a feeling of discomfort that he couldn’t convincingly articulate.

Fionn whistled as they strolled back to town to collect their bounty, and the tune fell flat and eerie in the still air. As the sky darkened, threatening rain as the day waned to dusk, Marten took their newly-earned money and got them a room at the inn. Fionn didn’t argue; he had long since relinquished the managing of money and day-to-day decisions to Marten, content to play with his weapons, wreak havoc, and instill violence without having to worry about such tedious things as procuring food or shelter. Marten took on those responsibilities for two reasons: the first being that if he didn't, managing their budget for essentials was unlikely to cross Fionn’s mind, and the second being that he had no faith in Fionn’s interpersonal skills. If Marten could prevent him from interacting with civilized society, then he would, and everyone would be safer and happier for it.

“Are you joining me?” Marten asked him, collecting the key to their room and placing an order for supper.

“Maybe later,” Fionn said distractedly. “I’ll take a bottle upstairs.”

“You’re not eating?”

“It’s not like drinking on an empty stomach can do me any harm,” Fionn replied, swiping the key from him and gesturing for a bottom-shelf bottle of wine from the innkeeper. “I couldn’t drink myself to death if I tried.”

Marten bit his tongue to keep his mother-hen tendencies in check. Fionn didn’t want them, and it was energy better spent literally anywhere else. Still, some things, he couldn’t help.

“Take that armour off before getting in bed,” he told the knight as Fionn went tromping up the stairs, wine in hand.

* * *
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MARTEN CAME UPSTAIRS to their shared room after supper to find Fionn sitting at the table by the window, visor raised, holding his own hand by the wrist in a contemplative manner. The black dagger lay on the table before him, gleaming maliciously in the wavering candlelight. At Marten’s entrance, Fionn glanced up and used his disembodied hand to wave hello.

Marten stopped in the doorway to assess the situation. The heavy contentment of a warm meal turned sour in his stomach.

“Why?” he finally asked.

Fionn looked down at his hand, a frown tugging at his mouth. “I wanted to see what would happen.”

“Was there some uncertainty involved?”

“Apparently.”

With a sigh, Marten kicked the door shut behind him. Downstairs he hadn’t been so tired, but now, all he wanted to do was go straight to bed. With Fionn in this strange, fey mood, he was unlikely to be allowed any sleep until things were resolved. “Do you want me to stitch you up?”

Fionn didn’t answer, preoccupied with an examination of his own hand as if, now that it was detached, he was unfamiliar with it. Setting aside his weary longing for bed, Marten took up his surgeon’s bag and dropped into the seat opposite Fionn.

He had stitched Fionn’s wounds an uncountable number of times, though, as often as not, the knight dismissed it a waste of time and effort. Still, Marten could hardly in good conscience set aside his physician’s oaths to help others when needed, even if Fionn could manage well enough on his own. It wasn't even the first time he had reattached a limb or appendage.

And it wasn’t as if Fionn was ungrateful for the attention. As much as he complained about Marten’s doctoring, he never outright refused the help. Sometimes, Marten wondered whether those instances of medical intervention were the only times Fionn was ever touched.

But that night, Fionn was strangely silent. He made no attempt to brush aside Marten’s concern, nor complain about having to sit still for the time it took to reattach his hand. Instead of his usual chatter and fidgeting, he was a model patient.

Marten would have appreciated it more if it weren’t due to Fionn being engrossed with that damned dagger. The longer Marten spent in its presence, the more uneasy he became, and the longer Fionn spent, the more enthralled he seemed. As Marten worked his way over the delicate tendons of Fionn’s wrist, each stitch neat and exacting, Fionn ran the fingers of his other hand over the blade, toying with the hilt and tapping over the sharp edges. Marten was tempted to pick the thing up and throw it as far as he could, but he didn't want to touch it, never mind deal with whatever reaction such an act would provoke.

The dagger repulsed him, not least because he remembered that voice whispering through the back of his mind. He hadn’t caught any words so much as a presence, something foreign trying to creep into his head. If Marten had been the one to claim the dagger instead of Fionn, he wondered whether he might not have been likewise compelled to start hacking off his own body parts.

He shook that disturbing thought aside. No, he couldn’t imagine any force compelling enough to make that sound like a good idea. There, he and Fionn differed. The knight’s propensity for healing and his cavalier attitude towards it and violence both meant that this wasn’t the first time he’d taken a knife to himself out of boredom or curiosity.

The problem was that if Fionn were to be corrupted by a malevolent spirit-blade, Marten would be hard-pressed to notice the difference.

“Please don’t cut off anything else tonight,” Marten said tiredly as he tied off the last stitch and set to cleaning his curved surgical needle.

“At least not until my hand is done reattaching itself,” Fionn agreed.

But the first thing he did after Marten released him was pick up the dagger once more.

* * *
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FIONN DIDN’T GIVE A damn about beauty or elegance or grace. He preferred blunt, bludgeoning force and perseverance to get the job done, and he liked jobs that paid him cold, hard cash.

But the black dagger had to be the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen. The blade was smooth enough that he could see his own reflection in it like a mirror, and the point was so sharp he was half convinced it could cut armour. Normally, he didn’t care for his own reflection — there was a reason he kept his visor down — but in the dagger’s blade, he looked powerful and fearsome, like a god-king of old.

Together, whispered a voice far in the back of his mind, we could rule the world.

Fionn paused in the act of flipping the dagger between his fingers. Across the table, Marten was packing up his case, rolling up his leather bundle of surgical tools to replace in his surgeon’s bag. He definitely hadn’t been the one to make the suggestion. The doctor had never suggested anything half as fun as world domination before, and, though his advice sometimes rattled around in Fionn’s head — not that he would ever admit such a thing — he didn’t think the doctor had the ability to literally talk to him from within his own mind.

He looked back at the dagger.

Together, we could be unstoppable. We could challenge the gods themselves.

It was an interesting proposition. Fionn liked a challenge, and ever since his mortality had been whisked away, challenges had been in short supply. It had been years since he’d picked a fight he wasn't confident in winning, and, in Fionn’s opinion, there was nothing worse in life than boredom.

“If I go to bed, can I trust you not to cut off any more body parts?” Marten asked as he stood from the table. “Yours or anyone else’s?”

Normally, Fionn would say yes, as he generally tried to respect the doctor’s boundaries as long as they were cooped up in a room together. But then, he also generally tried not to lie to the doctor’s face. “No promises,” he admitted.

With a sigh, Marten raised his eyes to the ceiling, as if beseeching the gods for patience. Fionn hadn’t bothered beseeching the gods for anything, of late.

“If you insist on playing with that forsaken dagger, at least take it outside,” Marten said, turning away from the knight to get ready for bed.

“What did the dagger ever do to you?”

“It caused me to spend the better part of my evening sewing your hand back onto your bloody wrist,” Marten said shortly, divesting himself of his boots and shirt. “There is an infinitely long list of things I would rather do after supper than stitch shut your self-inflicted wounds. If you’re so bored, go out for the evening. Or, if you’ve got that idiocy out of your system, take off your wretched armour, come to bed, and let me sleep.”

Fionn definitely wouldn’t be content to lay awake in the dark when he had a mysterious weapon whispering sweet temptations in his mind. “Go to bed,” he said, waving Marten off. “I won’t keep you up.”

Marten looked sceptical, but he took the knight at his word and put himself to bed, turning over to face the door and putting his back to the knight, the dagger, and the flickering candle dripping wax onto the table. Fionn waited until the doctor’s breathing evened before picking up the dagger in both hands and bringing it to close to the candlelight, examining it for any clues as to its providence.

Alone once more, the dagger whispered.

“I want to kill the gods,” Fionn said immediately. “They’re the ones who made me like this. How do you plan to do it?”

The voice thrilled at Fionn’s enthusiasm. Separately, we are both incredibly powerful entities. But together, there will be nothing we cannot do. Join me, lend me your body, your strength, and I will guide you in conquering the sphere of heaven itself.

“How?”

Plunge me deep into your breast, where the quivering walls of your heart may embrace my—

Oh, that was fast. People normally take more convincing than that.

“Now what?” Fionn asked, the dagger sticking out from between the edges of his breastplate.

Deeper! the dagger urged.

Fionn flicked the dagger’s pommel with one finger, the metal of his gauntlet pinging off the hilt. “Yeah, that’s in as deep as it’s going to go.”

The voice in his head shivered in excitement. Then we wait.

The candle dripped another glob of wax onto the table.

“For how long?”

Until your punctured heart stops beating, and my spirit can flood your veins to claim your body as my own, puppeteering your corpse to victory.

Fionn gave the pommel another tap. “Sorry to disappoint, but I think you're going to be stuck waiting a lot longer than you want.”

What? The dagger gave a little twitch inside his chest, like there was something inside the blade trying to get out. Why aren’t you dying?

Fionn shrugged. “I haven’t been able to do that in years.”

I require a corpse! A living body is useless to me!

“I think my curse is bigger than whatever you’ve got going on. You picked the wrong horse to back.”

The voice in his head took a deep breath. Allow your good doctor to ease me from the tender sheath of your body—

“Yeah, no. He wouldn’t touch you in the first place, never mind now that you’re obviously cursed. He’s too smart for you.”

Then you must do it for me! Pluck me from your bosom and sink me into his, and I can still lead you to victory and share the spoils of conquering the gods!

“You want me to stab my friend?” Fionn asked doubtfully.

On occasion he had wanted to put a knife in Marten, but he’d never actually gone through with it, no matter how nagging and conscientious the doctor could be. More often, Fionn only wanted to gag him to stop him from complaining about Fionn’s more violent or reckless tendencies, or tie him up a little, to keep him out of the way. Fionn only had one friend, and, impulsive as the knight was, he knew better than to lose him.

“I’m not going to do that,” Fionn said slowly.

With a snarl, the dagger yanked him from deep within, as if the blade had grown roots to dig into all the little pathways connecting his muscles and tendons to his bones. Like a marionette on strings, he was jerked to his feet, his body clumsily standing and whipping around to face the bed where Marten slept with his back to the commotion.

I will make you do it, hissed the dagger.

Fionn’s mind filled with bitter black smoke, curling behind his eyes, filling his sinuses, and coating his tongue. Every thought was an uphill battle through blinding, choking smog.

But fighting was what Fionn did best, and it had been too long since he’d fought against the odds.

“Marten!” he shouted, and the doctor jerked awake, rolled over, took one look at him — looming over the bed in full armour, coal black from head to toe, with that dagger sticking out of his chest like something from an assassination plot or a bloody battlefield — and groaned.

“What did I fucking say?” Marten demanded. “What was the one thing I asked you not to fucking do?” And, sitting up, he wrapped one hand around the hilt.

They froze, all three of them: Marten and Fionn and the dagger in his mind.

Whatever the dagger whispered to Marten, Fionn couldn’t hear, and he didn’t let Marten hear it, either. Roughly, he shoved Marten back, and hauled the blade out of his heart, meat and metal parting around that wavy, glass obsidian. It hurt more coming out than it did going in, but anything as insignificant as mere pain barely slowed Fionn down anymore; it certainly wasn’t enough to stop him.

“So, it looks like you were right about the lich-king,” Fionn said to Marten as he grasped the dagger firmly in both hands.

It was beginning to smoke: oily, bitter stuff coiled from the soldering seam where the hilt met the blade, and the metal rattled and shook like the lich-king itself was trapped inside in spirit form, furious and desperate to escape. Which, apparently, it was.

“It’s fine; we already killed it once. We can do it again.”

“Can you do it before it manages to possess either of us?” Marten asked, kneeling on the bed as he hunted for his surgical bag with one hand, the other outstretched for balance, not daring to take his gaze from Fionn, as if not trusting him without supervision. That was fair, Fionn supposed, considering the current state of things.

“If you destroy the blade, will that destroy the spirit, or release it?” Marten asked, retreating to the far side of the bed as Fionn wrestled with the increasingly animated weapon.

“How should I know?”

“It was inside you! It's been talking to you, hasn't it? Inside your head?”

Release me! the dagger shrieked, and the metal burned hot enough for Fionn to reflexively drop it.

The blade fell to the worn wood floor with an ominous thunk. As they watched, the smoke thickened and heaved, laboriously billowing upward until the dagger was engulfed and the smoke had taken the form of something ancient and wraithlike. Its eyes were black shadows that drew in every speck of light, guttering the candles.

Mortal fools, hissed the lich, lengthening into something horrifying until its head brushed the ceiling and its long, spindly fingers dragged claw-like on the floor. Deliver unto me the doctor’s body and I will spare his pathetic soul.

“Do you want to be used as a tool so this weird, obsessive spirit can fight the gods?” Fionn asked Marten.

“I'd really prefer not to,” Marten replied, still keeping the bed between himself and the spirit-dagger.

“Good, because I wasn’t going to let you anyway.” Batting the smoke out of the way, Fionn stepped into its midst, located the dagger on the floor with the pointed toe of his armour, and stomped down hard.

The dagger broke with a sickening sound like the cracking of ice over impossibly deep water, and the wraith wailed and jerked in the air like a candle flame caught in the wind. Feeling his way through the buffeting smoke, Fionn found he had snapped the hilt clean off, but the blade itself was yet unbroken. Fionn was confident he could change that. Breaking things was what he did best. Picking up the naked blade, he jammed its point between the floorboards until it was buried halfway, then raised his foot to stomp again.

The lich had other plans.

Put your foot down, and your doctor dies, it hissed.

* * *
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THE LICH-KING HAD MARTEN by the throat. Its bulk was behind him, in as much as it had any physical bulk, with the rest of its smoky shadows billowing around him like a cloak, spreading to fill the entire room. Long, bony fingers like spider legs wrapped around his neck, its voice a teakettle hiss in his ear. Its touch burned with the kind of frigid cold that led to blackened skin, frostbite, necrosis, and an awful, bone-deep numbness that prevented him from taking any meaningful action. His life was in Fionn’s hands, as long as the lich didn't snuff him out before the knight could act.

Of course, Fionn’s rescue might prove as deadly as the lich’s intentions. Fionn was much better at killing things than saving them. That he could destroy the lich-king twice, Marten had no doubt. It was only a question of whether he would kill Marten in the process, either accidentally, or if he determined the doctor to be acceptable collateral damage.

Marten shivered, seeking out Fionn’s gaze through the shadows of his visor. His teeth were chattered violently, but he hoped his plea for assistance was clear all the same.

“You want me to stab him,” Fionn said, clearly continuing a conversation Marten had not been privy to.

Make room for me to enter through the wound, the spirit hissed.

“To do that, I have to pick up the dagger,” Fionn pointed out. “You told me not to step on it. If I pick it up, are you going to pitch a fit?”

My form is no longer contained within the blade; any wound will do. Stab him with your sword, or with his own scalpel.

“Wouldn’t it feel homier though, getting in through a wound made from the blade you've spent so long inside?”

“Fionn,” Marten warned, “do not stab me with that thing.”

He won’t, sneered the lich. He has already refused, out of pathetic loyalty to you. He’s trying to trick me!

“I wouldn't be so sure,” Marten said, though it was heartening to hear Fionn had refused once already.

“I mean, if you’re just going to kill him anyway, I might as well get some godhood out of it,” Fionn said. “Run that whole thing by me again? If you’re in his body instead of mine, how exactly do you expect to fight the gods? He’s mortal, and pretty weak, at that.”

“Or do you not actually care about the gods,” Marten said quickly, “and you’re just looking to slide into the first warm body you can get your hands on? You would tell him whatever you thought he wanted to hear, if it got him to help you. But it won't work,” he continued, rising in volume, “because he’s not that much of an idiot.”

Fionnobhar, I can see inside your doctor’s head. He thinks you are a fool. Sir Fionnobhar the Black, Fionnobhar the Deranged, Fionnobhar of so much brawn it leaves no room for brains. Inside his head is nothing but a litany of curses and disparagements aimed at you, Sir Knight — he whom you called friend!

“Is that true?” Fionn demanded, taking a strong step forward. “You think I'm an idiot, making fun of me behind my back? Maybe I should give the spirit your body; he’ll make better company.”

Yes! Yes, open his body, let me inside.

Fionn scooped the dagger from the floor, brandishing it menacingly. “You think I'm an idiot?” he demanded.

The spirit howled and writhed in glee, skeletal fingers digging into Marten's shoulders like icepicks.

Open his body, let me inside, and I will lead you to such riches and power that you’ve never—

Fionn snapped the obsidian dagger in half and the lich-king blinked out of existence.

“Oops,” Fionn said. The pieces clattered to the floor, no more than metal.

Warmth crept back into Marten's body one extremity at a time, and with it, relief.

“You alright?” Fionn asked, stepping forward with one hand out like he meant to offer some kind of unspecified aid.

Gathering himself, Marten gave his arms a brisk rub, encouraging blood back into his hands, and offered Fionn a grim smile. “Fine,” he said, denying Fionn’s offer of help, if indeed that's what it was. “I never doubted you.”

With a scoff, Fionn pulled off his helmet and tossed it aside, before setting about removing the rest of his armour. “As if I could be bested by such a puny thing. Offering me a fight with the gods in exchange for stabbing you, like I couldn’t go fight the gods on my own if I felt like it.”

“I assume there is some price you would sell me out for,” Marten said drily, sitting down on the edge of the bed. Though his sleep had been rudely interrupted, he did not feel inclined to immediately seek it out again.

“Not one that I have in mind right now,” Fionn said lightly, unfastening one metal greave at a time. “But I’m sure something will come up eventually. It definitely won't be over something so petty as you thinking I'm stupid.”

“Well, I know that. If I really thought you were an idiot, I would say so to your face.”

“Which you’ve done before.”

“And I’m sure I will again. Now, can we please take that wretched dagger back to the mausoleum from whence it came on our way out of town in the morning? The mausoleum where I asked you to leave it in the first place?”

Fionn didn’t actually look any smaller or less imposing without his armour, but it was easier to read his expressions without his helm, and the mournful look he cast the broken blade rather undercut his menacing build.

“You're not keeping it,” Marten said firmly. “You’ve already stabbed yourself in the heart and cut off your own hand, and it's not like you’re going to take it to a forge to repair the blade anyway. You’ll just put it in your pack where it will get buried under a dozen other items you pick up on the road, and then you’ll forget about it entirely. It's not a keepsake or a project. It’s just a scrap of broken metal that housed a lich that tried to kill us both. We’re getting rid of it.”

“Fine.” Fionn sat down heavily on the bed beside Marten. “Killjoy.”

“Yes, I’m terrible. Now, are we done for the night? Can I get some rest without being interrupted by death or dismemberment?”

Fionn cracked a yawn, which was the closest he ever got to admitting he might be tired. Marten wasn't even sure he required sleep anymore, though he certainly still got some lesser benefit from it.

“Go to sleep,” Fionn said, pulling his legs up onto the mattress to get settled. “I won't ruin your night a third time.”

Marten remained sceptical, but there was little else for it. “Get the candle?” he requested, returning to his side of the bed, still rumpled from where he’d been laying earlier.

He listened to the knight clomp his way over to the table, blow out the candle, and return to bed in blue darkness. As Fionn got comfortable at Marten’s back, Marten shut his eyes and willed sleep to find him again. At least if there was any curse remaining in the broken dagger on the floor, Fionn’s body was a shield between it and Marten, which, for all the knight’s faults, Marten thought was intentional. He fell asleep secure in the knowledge that if anything intended to kill him that night, Fionn would probably intercept it and wake him up before it succeeded.
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THE RISE OF THE BLACK PEARL MOON
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“Enough.”

Prince Ealdraed’s voice cut through the underground chill, bringing the sorcerer to a reluctant pause.

“He’s of no use broken beyond repair.”

“What if I want to break him?” the sorcerer challenged. “This is the most interesting thing you’ve ever brought me.”

“He’s not here for your entertainment.”

With his cherub face and baby blue eyes, the prince was fangless. The only imposing things to his credit were his royal title and his wealth, both made evident in the glimmering pearls and sequins of his wardrobe, frills and finery that looked ludicrously out of place in the dungeon. The sorcerer could not be intimidated by such a soft man, whose only power stemmed from his mother’s rule.

The sorcerer did not care for politics. There was no power in the world driven by gold or title that interested him. He exclusively sought the power of the gods; nothing less could impress or satisfy.

The prince had no such power. It would incinerate him, leaving him a hollow husk if he tried to wield it, weakling that he was.

The prisoner, though, had buried deep within a seed of great potential. Queen Cyneswithe had noticed, and commanded its extraction. It was enough power to end her constant squabbles with her northern neighbours, crushing them and securing her claim to their lands.

The sorcerer intended to root it out and keep it for himself. Frustrated, he ground his teeth. The simpering, insipid prince would not let him be.

“Go,” said the prince. “He will withstand no more.”

“My work is not done.”

The prince paced over the cell’s threshold, as lazy and self-assured as a housecat, never dreaming of the day his wishes might be denied. “It is for now. A corpse will grant no revelations. Get out.”

Were he really a cat, the sorcerer would have skinned him; he was as helpless as one, in any case. Instead, the sorcerer turned and stalked from the cell, unable to disobey a direct order without challenging the prince outright. And if he challenged the prince, he would lose his tenuous grasp on what little patience he had left and kill the whelp, and that part of his plan was not yet due.

It seemed the fates conspired to disappoint him that day, just as he conspired against the crown.

Prince Ealdraed watched the sorcerer go, his tattered, dank-stained robes fluttering behind him like dusty black moth wings, the edges mouldering from spending so long in damp dungeons. He waited until the cell door shifted back into place, the lock engaging with a heavy clunk, before abandoning his impartial distance and flying to his prisoner’s side.

Glædwulf was held in dragon iron, the manacles at his wrists forcing his hands above his head, and those at his ankles weighing him down, the chains rendering him immobile. Though bruised and bloodied by the guards — the sorcerer’s marks were less physical than that — he gleamed in the flickering torchlight, his eyes like coals. Looking up at the prince, he blinked beads of sweat from his dark lashes.

“That won’t have bought us long,” said Glædwulf. His voice cracked from dehydration, but, though his tone was sombre, he was far from defeated. “The worm has no respect for you.”

“I only need keep him at bay until tonight. His disrespect is to our advantage. He must underestimate me for us to gain the upper hand.”

“He’s losing patience. He looked ready to chew your throat out when you told him to leave.”

“Let’s hope it won’t come to that just yet. I'm more worried about what he’s been doing to you than what he’d like to do to me.”

“A flesh wound,” said Glædwulf dismissively. At Ealdraed’s disbelieving look, he cracked a smile to illuminate the gloom. “Hardly more than a scratch. Speaking of scratches...?”

That night, the black pearl moon would reach its zenith, and so too would Glædwulf’s power. When released, it was no mere matter of escaping the dungeon. If guided with precision, Glædwulf had the potential to bring the royal family to its knees, obliterating the queen, her skull-faced advisers, war-mongering court, and snake-tongued sorcerer in one fell swoop. Held in the dark bowels of the dungeon, buried in the keep’s very foundation, such an explosion would reduce the palace to rubble with the force of a meteor strike.

Prince Ealdraed had no familial love or piety to soften his resolve. It wasn't the thought of such large-scale death and destruction that made him hesitate, but the manner in which Glædwulf’s power was to be channelled. In addition to his ceremonial sword, which was little more than ornamental, Ealdraed held a knife in his belt. It was a slender, surgical tool, the blade impossibly sharp, and small enough to hide in his hand. It did little good as a traditional weapon, but as a weapon of treason, it had no equal.

It was only a question of whether he had the stomach to wield it.

“You can do this,” Glædwulf said, reading his reluctance. “You must do this.”

“Tell me again that it won’t hurt.”

“You can’t damage me in any way that matters,” Glædwulf promised, which wasn't what Ealdraed had actually asked. “Ealdraed, look at me. I’m asking you to do this.”

With a deep breath, Ealdraed nodded, drew the blade, and closed the scant space between them. He knew every sign and sigil required of the ritual unbinding; he had studied the runes for so long and in such depth that they were branded against the red backs of his eyelids every time he blinked. There was no room for error in the ritual’s execution, but he was less concerned by the possibility of error than how it would feel when Glædwulf’s blood spilled hot over his fingers. Ealdraed had been responsible for very little bloodshed in his life, and for his first significant act of violence to be done to his closest friend and greatest ally seemed a crime punishable by the gods themselves.

“Don't tarry,” Glædwulf chided softly. “Time is against us.”

With a bowed head, Ealdraed knelt, subservient and armed. Glædwulf’s blood would stream downward, and Ealdraed required clear skin to mark the runes unimpeded. The logistics sickened him, but more sickening still was his imagining the scalpel cutting into the thin skin of Glædwulf’s feet. Steadying himself, he braced one hand against Glædwulf’s shin, and with the other, he set the blade’s edge to the top of Glædwulf’s left foot.

Glædwulf didn't flinch, not at first, but, as Ealdraed worked his way up one leg, then the other, he grew more sensitive with every drop of blood lost. By the time Ealdraed reached his waist, Glædwulf could no longer conceal his muscles’ shivering contractions. Ealdraed would have cut off his own hand in penance, if such an act did not make a mockery of the pain Glædwulf had withstood thus far. Instead, he bit his lip until it bled in sympathy, and continued his grim journey upward, until finally, he carved the final rune into the crown of Glædwulf’s scalp.

When he stepped back, he was trembling worse than his victim. His hands, which had stayed so steady for the ritual’s duration, shook violently as he cleaned the blood from the knife against his thigh before sheathing the offending blade. He would not speak before Glædwulf did. Standing in place with his arms at his sides, he willed Glædwulf to look at him, despite his terror that he might see himself reflected in those dark eyes, standing in his fine jacket and polished boots with blood on his hands like a tyrant conqueror, while his prisoner sagged naked and enchained before him.

From the knees down, his fine silk trousers were bloodstained, soaking the cornflower blue before the fabric tucked into his boots, where at least the blood was disguised against the leather. Droplets spattered his tunic, disfiguring the lines of pearls along the seams, and tarnishing the heavy chain of jewellery upon his breast. He should have traded clothes with the sorcerer before dismissing him, and done his work wearing a torturer’s robes. His hands were crimson.

When Glædwulf raised his head, he looked exhausted, dark hair hanging ragged around his face, masked in blood. The runes stood stamped into his skin like crows’ feet, black and already beginning to clot. But there was no resentment in his gaze.

“It’s done.”

It was less a reassurance and more a confirmation that Ealdraed’s runework was accurate and true. Glædwulf’s magic was primed; it only needed the light of the black pearl moon to detonate. The sorcerer had thought that without risk, so deep in the dungeon, but it was no great thing to smuggle moonlight underground. A glass jar of water could catch the light, and then it was a mere matter of Ealdraed bringing it to Glædwulf’s cell.

Ealdraed bit his tongue to keep from asking if Glædwulf was well. He didn't need to hear him lie. Instead, he dropped his chin in a short nod. “I will keep your cell clear for what time remains. No one will see you like this.”

“You can distract the sorcerer?”

“By any means necessary.”

“Make sure to return before the moon peaks. I am at the eye of this coming storm, and I need you here with me if you are to survive.”

“I’ll be here.”

Shutting his eyes, Glædwulf sent his consciousness through the bars of his meagre cell, beyond the dungeon and the keep, past the palace’s highest tower and through the clouds to the celestial spheres themselves.

“The moon is rising. The stars will be clear tonight.” Opening his eyes, he sought out the prince’s. “By daybreak, all this will be over. The queen will fall; the monarchy will be in ruins. Are you ready?”

Stooping, Ealdraed rested his forehead against Glædwulf’s, his skin tacky as the blood dried. “The hard part is already done,” Ealdraed murmured. Their eyelashes fluttered against each other’s like a kiss. “Now all I need do is stand by your side.”

Raising his head, Glædwulf pressed his lips to the prince’s forehead, leaving behind a bloody seal in benediction. “Godspeed,” he intoned, as if he weren't the closest thing to a living god Ealdraed would ever know.

As the day gloamed to dusk, Ealdraed wrapped himself in that blessing, carving the path for revolution. The guards were to forbid all access to that cell; the palace staff and servants were dismissed en masse; Queen Cyneswithe and that power-mongering wretch of a dark sorcerer were kept distracted as the stars blinked out one at a time from behind the clouds. From his window, Ealdraed gathered black-pearl moonlight in a glass jar, illuminating the water with that arcane, lunar glow to act as a guiding light as he descended the broad stone steps to the deepest dungeon one last time.

At the bottom, he would send the guards away, forsaking his family’s hoarded treasury, his land and titles, silks and pearls. There, he would bury himself in Glædwulf’s arms as he brought down the wrath and power of the very heavens, razing the royal family to the ground in the hopes that from the ashes, something fresh and tender might one day rise.
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AN AUTOPSY OF A HAUNTED HOUSE
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Theo was trapped in a refrigerator made of meat.

* * *
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HE FOUND THE OLD MAN dead at his table, slumped over the architectural book he’d been perusing, his glasses pushed up into wispy white hair. Theo patted his shoulder first, then shook him before trying for a pulse, fingers pressed to the paper-thin skin under his jowls.

“James,” he called. “Old man Percy’s up and died on us.”

James emerged from behind the register, sweeping over to investigate with a light frown. “Natural causes,” he pronounced, giving the body a brief once-over. “His heart gave out.”

“He was awfully quiet about it. He didn't make the smallest fuss, much less call for help. Just a regular old heart attack, you think?”

“I hardly have access to my customers’ medical records, but I assume stress was a contributing factor. He was constantly reaching for magic beyond his means.” James sounded more than a little judgemental about old Percival’s habits.

“Noted. Alright then, what do we do about him? Go through his contacts for next of kin, and call them up to come and get him? We can’t just shove him through the portal and leave him to fend for himself,” Theo added in response to the little twist of distaste he read in James’s mouth. “He must have somebody waiting for him. The least we can do is give them a call and tell them what happened.”

“That, you are welcome to attempt. But my shop is not a morgue, and I have no way of preserving a body until it can be collected.”

Theo was sceptical.

“No way of preserving a body short-notice, that I am willing to undertake,” James corrected. “You may reach out to his family, if you can find them. But the body must be disposed of.”

“Should I ask how?”

“I don’t think you’ll appreciate it,” James replied primly, and Theo took him at his word. Shopkeepers needed to eat; Theo didn’t need to know the specifics that went into it.

As James seated the body upright in its chair, a napkin came up with it, stuck to Percival’s face where he had collapsed on top of it. When Theo peeled it off, it left behind a smudge of still-wet ink. Written on the napkin in blocky, shaken letters were the words, FEED THE HOUSE.

Unease shivered through Theo’s belly. “What do you suppose that means?”

James frowned at the napkin before rifling through the old gentleman-wizard’s pockets. In short order, he fished out the man’s wallet and handed it over, followed by an enormous keyring from the man’s belt. “No mobile, but perhaps you can do something with this. Maybe his kin will know what to make of his writing. In the meantime, I’ll have him removed from the shop floor.”

Flipping through the wallet, Theo swung around the register counter, heading to the back room to continue his investigation out of sight from whatever James was about to do. He found an assortment of IDs, bankcards, a few café memberships, halfway stamped, and five different library cards. There were a handful of coins of unrecognizable nationalities, loose buttons, and a few obsolete bus tokens from before public transport had switched over to smartcards.

What Theo did not find in Percy’s wallet was any hint of friends or family: no pictures, names, or numbers. Either Percy had a mobile after all that he just didn’t carry with him — Theo didn’t know how people functioned without their mobiles within reach, but, to be fair, he hadn’t had much use for his since coming to Remington Place, either — or he was genuinely all alone.

In the slot where Theo would have expected to find a photo of a wife or grandchild, there was instead a picture of a house. When Theo pulled it out, it unfolded into a photoset, prompting a string of houses to topple from his hand like spiders descending from a web.

He didn’t like the look of them.

He couldn’t say why, exactly. They were just houses. All different styles, at a glance, from all different periods. American plantation houses, great blocky farmhouses, stern Victorian townhouses, Tudor constructions. And then, even older: structures made of stone, like fortresses, and things that were barely shapes anymore, just crumbling outlines that could have dated all the way back to the Neolithic Age. What they had in common was their strange malevolence, staring out at him from gaping black eyes.

The keyring weighed heavy in Theo’s other hand. If he looked through it, he thought he could find a key to match every house in the photoset. The metal was rough, slowly warming from his body heat.

Unnerved for no good reason, Theo folded up the string of houses and shoved them back inside the wallet. “I'm not having any luck here, James. Are you sure we can't just put him on ice for a day or two until we find somebody who knows him? Maybe another one of our regulars can give us a lead.”

When no reply was forthcoming, Theo assumed Percy had already been dealt with. With a shrug, he headed for the office, intending to toss both wallet and keyring into the shop’s lost and found, which they kept in the closet.

But, on opening the closet door, the closet wasn’t there. Instead, a corridor stretched before him, long and narrow, lit by wall sconces. Uncertainly, he shut the door and tried again. The closet did not reappear. Nerves skittered down his spine, urging him to fetch James and make him put it right. But, when he turned to exit the office, he found the door had shut behind him. Like the closet, the shop no longer waited on the other side.

Theo stood with one hand curled around the office doorknob, staring down a darkened corridor that most definitely did not belong in Remington Place.

“James?” he called, aiming for a casual tone. “Did you do something? The shop’s changed on me.”

The shop rearranged itself on occasion, shifting the layout of its rooms, but Theo had never seen it add an entirely new location to its repertoire.

There was no reply from James, nor any of the familiar sounds Theo associated with Remington Place. It was like the shop was gone entirely, replaced by this dark, unrecognizable geography yawning out into lamplit darkness.

Something groaned from behind Theo, where the closet used to be. As Theo stood frozen, rabbit-like, the sound lumbered towards him from down that narrow corridor, in between the joists and plumbing; some hulking unseen thing. Raw, visceral terror Theo had never known spiked his heartrate, turned his stomach liquid, and drenched his body in sweat.

He bolted through the office doorway, away from that thing and into the dark.

The corridor was deep green, the paint peeling and chipped in places, with oil lamps fixed in sconces at regular intervals to light the way. Between each lamp stood a heavy door in a thick frame, all of them shut.

The idea that this corridor existed as an entirely separate entity from the shop lurched into his head.

James would find him, he told himself, glancing over his shoulder the way he’d come. The corridor stretched endlessly in either direction. James would find him, and the shop would reconnect. He just had to stay alive, away from that thing making that noise, until James had the chance to notice what had happened, and put things back.

Living in an inter-dimensional plane such as Remington Place had raised Theo’s tolerance for the unusual and the uncanny by a significant degree. What he hadn't experienced first-hand, he had heard about from James’s extensive accounts. He had a pretty good grasp on the practical dealings of fluctuations in time and space, at least theoretically. Remington Place was, by its nature, connected to any number of different planes and realities. Normally, those connections were forged by invitation only, carefully curated and culled at James’s discretion. For something to latch onto Remington Place was not unheard of. Theo had just never had the bad luck of getting caught up in that latching before.

The corridor heaved, walls expanding momentarily, like Theo was caught within the lungs of some enormous beast. Far behind him, a great snuffling breath rattled out, and a gust of rancid, hot air caught the back of his neck. Whatever he’d heard in the office closet was following him, and catching up. The corridor was long and straight, with nowhere to hide. He couldn’t outrun the thing.

Forcing his legs to a halt, he tried the first three doors in reach: all locked. The handles were all different, polished brass or tarnished silver, crystal knobs or curved handles, but, for all their differences, each bore a keyhole. And Theo had more keys than he could count. Old Percy’s keyring bristled with them, a hundred different shapes and sizes, some thick iron as long as his hand like Victorian skeleton keys, others tiny and plain like they belonged to a post office box, still others ornate, with filigree. He braced himself in front of the nearest door, shoulders hunched protectively against the huffing sounds and lumbering footsteps, and rooted out a brass key that looked similar to the style of the doorknob.

It didn’t fit. Neither did the next seven he tried. The sounds got louder and closer, the beast’s breathing increasing until it sounded like it was hyperventilating from the excitement of being so near. With each failure, Theo’s fingers got shakier, and his palms more slippery with sweat, making each subsequent attempt slower and clumsier. Biting his lip, the hairs on the back of his neck standing straight up in desperate alarm, he willed his hands to steady as he picked out another key.

The ninth slotted in, the knob finally turned, and he pushed through without looking to see what was on the other side. Just before he slammed the door behind him, something shaggy and hot brushed his shoulders.

The room he entered was full of bones. The animal bones were one thing, delicate and desiccated, mice and sparrows, insect casings and owl pellets. He’d seen animal remains before. The human skeletons were something else. Near the entrance, the bones were pushed against the walls as if they had been swept out of the way, but as he continued, their numbers grew until his path was cluttered with them. They lay in heaps, rib cages still mostly intact, arm and leg bones sticking out in tripping hazards, skulls piled high to line the walls like European catacombs. They smelled dry and dusty, not a hint of moisture or decay left to rot. Still, Theo covered his nose and mouth with one hand, pulling his sleeve over his knuckles to make a mask as he skittered between the piles, trying to avoid crunching anything underfoot.

The next room was fresher.

Mummified remains gave way to bloated corpses strewn across the floor. This time, there was a smell, and Theo gagged against his sleeve as sharply as if he’d shoved two fingers down his throat. He tripped headlong through that room as the walls shuddered around him, growling with hunger, until he reached the next door and shouldered through, nearly taking the thing off its hinges.

He recognized the corpses in the next room. Some were fresh enough to keep their features, gauzy eyes staring up at him as he stumbled to a halt, his heart hammering madly against his ribs, knocking to be let out.

There was old man Percy, his wispy white hair near translucent with leaked bodily fluids, and there was Theo, limp as a discarded doll. Slowly, Theo knelt in front of his own body. The skin was grey and rubbery, eyes glazed over with dead film, something thin and watery leaking from his nose and the corners of his mouth. He was slumped in what had once been a seated position, leaning against the wall, before gravity had tipped him sideways. Dark fluid pooled under him against the concrete floor. A single oil lamp on the wall flickered, the dancing shadows giving the impression of insects crawling over his corpse-skin. When Theo touched one finger to his cheek, the skin punctured like an overripe fruit, and he recoiled.

Standing, he staggered back, and only then took in the rest of the room. A dozen of his corpses, a hundred, some dead for weeks or months already, some still warm; some older, others younger, like the room had reached across reality and pulled every version of himself, past and future, into this landfill. It had stolen every version of him and killed them all, and he, the one Theo still breathing, was the last one left in all reality. Once he, too, was clasped in the house’s slavering jaws, he would be snuffed out of existence entirely, with nothing left to find or rescue.

Turning, he searched desperately for the next door.

Instead, he found James.

James, with his coiffed blond hair lanky and falling in his face, his spectacles cracked, manicured nails ripped and bloody. Theo stared, unable to process the sight.

“This isn’t real,” he said aloud.

The realization struck as he spoke the words. Dead Percy, he could believe; he knew the man was dead, had seen his body in the shop before the house had taken over. His own dead selves, he could believe the house had somehow reached across time and space and stolen. But James?

“You can’t have killed him,” he said, and it wasn't shock or denial, but an indisputable fact. James wasn’t killable.

The room groaned, something invisible rattling through pipes Theo couldn't see. From behind the door to the bone room, footsteps shuffled, and a giant body shouldered against the walls, drawing ever closer.

“James isn’t dead,” Theo told the room, dragging himself away from the macabre tableau sprawled and putrefying before him. “And I'm not dead, and you don’t get to have me. I’m not feeding you.”

The next door opened to a staircase, leading down. His stomach dropped before he took a single step, but there was no way out of the house but through. Maybe not even.

Lurching forward, he stumbled down a set of stairs without a handrail, lit only by a red neon glow from somewhere beyond the bottom. Gravity and adrenaline pulled him down, and he careened around the corner at the bottom to find a square room awaiting him.

The room was completely empty save for a dingy old white refrigerator standing in the far corner. On the wall above it glowed that red neon light, like something pulled from the top of an emergency services vehicle. It cast the room in a sickly light, illuminating the barren walls and concrete floor. The whole space looked unwell, like something out of a bad dream.

There was no other door save the one by which he’d entered, at the top of the stairs.

Cautiously, Theo approached the refrigerator. His sneakers left damp footprints in his wake; the naked drywall sweated. The neon light gave off a mosquito whine of electricity, drilling into the side of his head.

FEED THE HOUSE.

* * *
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JAMES HAD MISPLACED Theo. He was acutely aware at all times of everyone inside Remington Place, which was often limited to himself and his assistant. But now, his senses told him that he was quite alone, save for the corpse of the elderly wizard. It was unlike Theo to go wandering off, and unlike the shop to separate the two of them. Something else had interfered without James’s notice or permission, which would simply not do.

He turned to the corpse. He had laid it out on the table in the back room, out of sight of any customers who might enter the shop. Despite the inconvenience of its presence, he had intended to grace Theo with a few hours to track down the man's connections before discretely disposing of the body. With Theo’s disappearance coinciding with the man's death, James suspected that the two events were entwined, and a more thorough investigation of the body was required.

He opened the man up with the neat efficiency of unfolding a crisply ironed shirt. Jacket, shirt, then skin and ribs were opened until the man was altogether flat, his layers falling to either side like the pages of a book for James to read. And there, written in an alphabet of blood and bone, was the story of a house that hungered ever more.

“I do hate when people meddle with eldritch entities,” James informed the corpse. “It causes no end of problems, without fail.”

Being dead, the corpse made no reply. That was fine. James did not require the wizard’s input. What he wanted was direct contact with the entity that had consumed the wizard’s life and which was now making a nuisance of itself in his shop. Taking the wizard’s remains, he refolded them like origami, reshaping the body from that of a man to that of a house, in miniature.

“Now,” said James, “show me where you have taken my assistant.”

* * *
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THE WALLS, FLOOR, CEILING: all of it soft and red and dripping, liquid pooling at the bottom, fat marbling the muscle. It stank of iron and raw flesh. The meat was cold and clammy, the machinery cold and humming, pressing in on Theo from all sides, embracing him like he was just another animal butchered, gutted, and carved up for consumption.

* * *
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JAMES PLUCKED THE ROOF off the house. Like an accordion, the inside revealed storeys stacked on storeys inside storeys, hidden rooms and secret staircases, attics and crawlspaces, corridors twisting in on themselves with more doorways, more connections, than any single house could contain. Like a game of chutes and ladders, the house’s interior crisscrossed dimensions and realities, expanding infinitely in all directions within the confines of its walls.

James took it apart one layer at a time from the top down until he found Theo. Mortal, flesh-and-blood Theo, who didn’t belong anywhere near the ever-hungering, perpetually unsatisfied house.

“If anyone is going to eat Theo, it's going to be me,” James informed the house, “and I still have use for him in this mortal coil. Kindly regurgitate him, or I will put my hand down your throat to retrieve him myself.”

The house growled and bristled, doors and shutters snapping.

“You can't threaten me, and you don’t frighten me,” James said coldly. “You made a mistake coming to Remington Place. I am much older and far stronger than you, and I do not take kindly to trespassers touching my things or interfering with my business. Give me my assistant, and I will let you leave in peace. Test my patience for a minute more, and I will dismantle your every atom until there is no universe and no dimension in which you can reassemble.”

The house glared up at him balefully, weighing its choices. When it took too long, James uttered a sharp sigh, rolled his sleeves to the elbows, and pushed his glasses up. “I warned you,” he told it, and reached inside.

* * *
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THEO FELL OUT OF THE office closet, pitching sideways to collapse past the doorframe and onto the floor. Shivering, he couldn’t do anything but crouch there, balanced on knees and forearms, head down, teeth chattering. The chill from the refrigerator had sunk into his bones and numbed his nerves, making him stiff and clumsy. He couldn’t trust that it was really the shop’s office floor under his hands, that the nightmare house had not spat him out into another one of its infinite rooms. His clothes were sodden red and heavy with thick, gummy viscera that hung off him in strands, his hair stickily matted to his scalp with blood. It was only when James’s polished shoes stepped into sight that he dared look up, and when he did, he broke into a smile of such relief, he nearly cried.

“You got me out?”

“I did.” Reaching down, James coaxed Theo to his feet, holding him by the elbows until Theo found his balance and uncurled his spine from its protective hunch.

“What was that place?”

“A being,” James said simply. “Humanity lacks the vocabulary to describe it more specifically.”

“Something like you, then?”

“We share some common traits, yes. It is very old, and very fast. More than anything, it is very hungry. I’m glad it didn’t call my bluff,” he added. “Had it dug in its heels and buckled down, I might not have got rid of it as easily. Luckily, my claim of greater power gave it just enough doubt for me to loosen its hold on the shop, and it spat you out in one piece.”

Releasing Theo to stand on his own, James crossed to the table, where a derelict cardboard dollhouse stood like a grave marker, a conglomeration of the old man’s photos brought into three-dimensional space.

Theo flinched back against the closet door. “You brought it here?”

“It was already here. That was the problem.”

James folded the house up along its creased edges, twisting it just so to collapse its layers to lay flat like a pop-up book against the table. Hesitantly, Theo crept up to look at it from over James’s shoulder. It didn’t look nearly as threatening when it was made of flattened cardboard, with no room to fit monsters or corpses inside.

“There was something in there, chasing me down,” Theo said haltingly. “I never got a look at it. It was always behind me. What was that thing?”

“Nothing that can exist independently from the house itself.”

That was reassuring. Even if James kept the dollhouse, which Theo assumed he would, any monster that emerged from it would be too small to do more than threaten Theo with a papercut.

“Where did old Percy get to?” he wondered. “Or, should I not ask?”

“This is all that’s left of the body,” James said, tapping the top of the cardboard stack before picking it up to sort into his filing cabinet in the corner.

“You turned him into a dollhouse?” Theo demanded. “That's a bit disrespectful, isn't it?”

“The original plan was to eat him,” James reminded him, flicking through his filing system. “But, this is not my doing. The house had long since consumed him. This was merely a reorganization of matter.”

Theo expected that was as much of an answer as he was likely to get. It wasn't that James purposefully withheld information; more often, there was just no way to explain it in any way for Theo to wrap his head around. James would have a much more sophisticated, entirely incomprehensible way of describing the day’s events, but that didn’t matter. As far as Theo was concerned, he'd been chased by a monster through a haunted house.

“Not that I need a minder,” he said, “but I’m going to stay within arm’s reach for the rest of the day, if that’s alright.”

“If it stops you from wandering off into nebulous unmapped planes of reality, then certainly,” James replied, sounding more indifferent than he really was.

Outside the office, on the table where the old gentleman-wizard had finally succumbed, the napkin remained. Its letters blotted wide and blurry, their shape gradually losing definition around the edges, like a bloated corpse. FEED THE HOUSE, it said, as it had said that morning, and the next day, and the day before, and millennia in either direction. Diminished as it was, the house still hungered, and would hunger evermore, until its cardboard package moulded away and freed its essence once again.
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THE SILVERWOODS IN WINTER
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The trees didn’t lose their leaves with the frost. Rather, they turned pale, and continued collecting the weakened sunlight as readily as in the summer months. People called them the silverwoods in flattery, as if they were capable of taking offense. In truth, they looked less silver than bone-white, their trunks as pale as corpse-flesh, and their branches thin and spindly like fingerbones.

Every night, the trees woke to eat the dead. Dusk fell with a grinding of molars and bicuspids hidden within furled leaves, calcium wearing itself to dust. With a groan of shifting snow, they pulled their roots from the earth to go in search of nutrients the winter ground and pale sun could not provide.

Every mammal reduced to meat and bone, every fallen bird and creeping thing gone still, they gathered into their roots and there entombed. Inch by inch, those bodies were shuffled from root to trunk, slowly stuffed into the trees’ hollows, cavities of bones and fur and carapaces.

The silverwoods weren’t likely to distinguish between a dead bird and a living woman. There was no malice behind their scavenging. If their needs could not be met by standing still, they would uproot, like any other hungry thing.

Rowan knew the danger of climbing the mountain. The way was steep, and winter dusk came early. But where her heart went, her feet must follow, though the trail grew ever fainter as the snow drifted across the steps of the one who had walked before.

The trees shifted, a groan of winter wind, a lashing of crystal-sharp flurries. Clutching her cloak tight around her, Rowan dropped her chin against the wind and trudged on, shoving forward through the drifts. Heartsick though she was, Rowan was no fool. She knew that to pass the treeline was to seek death. She understood why her love had gone, and to what end. She only could not fathom why her heart of hearts had gone alone.

If she kept moving, perhaps she could pass through the woods and out the other side come daybreak, before the trees caught hold of her. The silverwoods were not so very vast — the mountain could but sustain so many hunting trees — but it was slow going, to walk through shin-deep snow, and the wind slowed her further, cold numbing her face.

But escape was not her goal.

She didn't notice at first, when she fell. The ground gave way, a hollow hidden under the snow, and she sank in to her knees. The drift cradled her there like a swaddled babe, and it was some minutes before she realized she was no longer walking. Blinking the ice from her lashes, she looked up to see the trees surrounding her.

Are you hungry? they asked her, their voices thin and clear like windchimes. Are you cold?

Up close, she could see patterns like staring eyes in their bark, and thin red veins threading through their twitching leaves.

Are you cold and hungry, like us?

It wasn’t so much that she lacked the strength to pull free. It was that, somewhere between her brain and body, the synapses instructing her legs to move slowed and withered on the branch, hypothermia claiming her one cell at a time. She didn't know how long she had been out there in the silverwoods after dark. She couldn’t see the stars through the snowing clouds.

“Have you seen my love?” The words exhaled on a ghostly plume, her voice dead in her throat, the rest to follow. “She came to find you.”

So cold, so hungry, they murmured sympathetically. A slender branch budding with ice brushed frost from her face. Roots delved under the snow to wrap her up like something precious. We will keep you warm, inside. We will keep you fed.

“Take me to her?”

You will join her, the trees agreed.

Relief felt like a warm blanket. Somewhere far away, she understood what that meant, and that when she closed her eyes, it would be for the last time. The relief persisted nonetheless. That something, anything, was willing to reunite her with her dearest friend made her shudder, not from cold, nor fear of death, but gratitude. Her eyes fell shut, ice-stiff lashes brushing cold-chapped cheeks, and she didn’t feel a thing when the trees gathered her into themselves.

* * *
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ROWAN CAME TO CONSCIOUSNESS with the dawn. The sky was the colour of raw meat frozen under snow, a wash of blue-veined pink. She looked out in every direction at once, as if through fractured lenses from every angle of the tree trunk. She stretched her fingers through a hundred branches and a hundred-thousand thin, flat leaves. Her spine was the tree’s core, her legs and feet its roots, toes shallowly buried in the frost-hard ground. She could see the silverwoods, the sky, the snow, the mountain, all at once, without moving. There was no need to blink, though there was still rhythm to her body, changed as it was: a sense of breath and pulsing blood.

Down the slope, both sets of steps had long since been snowed over. Staring down the path, she shivered, bereft, and her leaves shivered with her, teeth and bones rattling. Her tree held her close, bark wrapped tight around her ribs.

Rowan?

To the side, she whom she loved most, her soul given form, encased in silverwood, just as Rowan was.

You followed me?

I could not bear a winter’s night without you, Rowan replied, never mind a lifetime. Are you at peace, now? Did you find the rest you sought?

I’m so sorry you came. Her love’s voice was thick with tears like frozen sap. And I am glad of it.

Reaching, they tangled their branches to hold hands as the sun rose, warmthless, and the trees, well-fed, returned to slumber for another day.
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COMPARING SCARS UNDER TECHNICOLOUR RAINSKIES
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They’d been waiting so long for the rain to let up that Joey’s hips ached from sitting. She shifted in the dust, under the godskull’s dome. Her temporary companion sprawled across from her against a line of molars, like a predator at rest; not an immediate threat, or maybe not a threat at all. It was hard to tell friends from enemies in the scrublands.

Neither one of them looked fit to be anybody's wife, but then, there was a reason they were both out wandering the scrubs on their lonesome. Joey had shot her husband; she wouldn't be surprised if the other woman had a similar story. The woman was built long and lean, like a rattlesnake, and likely just as quick on the draw. She had the eyes of a sharpshooter and skin the colour of a tornado-brown sky.

Green skies meant rain, or snow, or sometimes ash. The yellower the sky, the less likely that anything coming down would be drinkable. When the whole sky went sickly like an old bruise, solid nimbostratus clouds from the flats to the mountains, it meant a body ought to take shelter and hunker down for a solid day, if not longer. Dark green, almost teal skies were a better sign. When fat, rolling mammatus clouds dropped low in that colour, they brought the kind of rainstorms that could wash a body clean of sweat and grime and provide enough drinking water to stay alive for weeks, so long as it didn't drown them in the process.

The sky over their particular stretch looked to be somewhere in the middle. The rain was likely safe, albeit with a bitter, metallic taste. Safe, just too damn heavy to make any headway in. Not that Joey had anyplace to get to in a hurry.

The godskull was bleached from years of unrelenting sun, made porous and brittle by spending just as long sitting under the acid rain. Joey sat with her back pressed to the curve of its cranium, the brain long since scattered to dust, leaving behind an empty cavern. The rain drummed against the top and thudded into the soft dirt surrounding them, feeding the scraggly weeds.

“You’re not much of one for conversation,” the woman observed, breaking the silence after the first hour or so, when it became obvious the rain wasn't going to lighten anytime soon. “Don’t like company, or it's just been so long that you don't remember what to do with it?”

“It's been a while,” Joey allowed. She kept one hand near her pistol, more out of habit than any real expectation of a fight.

“Call me Angel.”

It surely wasn’t her given name, but that was just fine. “Joey.”

“Something to pass the time?” Angel offered.

“Sure, okay.” Joey gestured to her own face, indicating Angel’s scar. “How’d you get that?”

Starting on Angel’s forehead, a dark plummy line cut across the top of her nose before darting diagonally to her opposite cheek, lucky to have missed either eye. Joey’s scars turned up pink, then silver, never getting anywhere near so dark as that. Everything about Angel seemed designed as dramatic as possible, from her facial scar to her all-black getup to the mass of dense curls floating above her shoulders, a few loose coils hanging in front of her eyes.

Joey kept her hair cropped as close to her scalp as she could. One less thing for adversaries to grab hold of in a fight, and easier to hide under her hat. Her hair had always been recognizable, fair as it was. Angel didn’t seem to have such concerns, but then, her height alone stood her out in a crowd. Maybe she figured she might as well lean into the rest of it, too.

“Dirt devil,” Angel replied immediately, sitting up with a glint in her eye. “We took each other by surprise, and it swiped me before I could wrestle it into a headlock.”

“You wrestled a dirt devil with your bare hands?” Joey asked sceptically. Dirt devils were fast, and the older ones could get upwards of a hundred pounds of muscle under spike-armoured plates.

“It's like getting hold of a snake with claws. You gotta grab it by the back of the head so it can't bite, then throw it as far as you can and hope it runs away rather than come back around. It did,” Angel added. “Run away, I mean.”

“You’re lucky if that’s the only scar you got out of that.”

“That's the first scar people see — it’s hard to miss — but I got plenty more in less obvious places.” It was said like a promise, complete with a wink.

Joey took the bait and shrugged out of her jacket. It was boring as hell, sitting around with nothing to do; she might as well. And it wasn’t like she couldn’t still draw, if needed. Her gun sat snug at her hip in its battered holster.

“Growing up, we had a creek running alongside the road, before it dried up to nothing. My brother pushed me in one time where the water was deepest, and I got one of those big suckers latched onto my chest before I could get my feet under me again. Near about sucked my heart clean out my ribcage.” Joey tugged at the neck of her undershirt without actually lowering it enough to show anything. “My momma ripped it off once I got home, but I lost a lot of blood in the process.”

“Can I see?” Angel asked, sitting forward on her knees.

“Maybe later, if the rain don’t let up. What else you got?”

With a grin that suggested she liked nothing better than a challenge, Angel stripped: first her duster, then her vest, shoulder holsters, top.

“Bullet from a flesh raider,” she said, pointing to the knot of tissue on her right shoulder. “Went clean through front to back, and I got it seen to before infection set in.”

Joey put one hand over the vivid pink streak on her left bicep. “Graze from a shootout.”

“Who shot at you?”

“The sheriff and his posse.”

Angel whistled, admiring. “Goddamn, girl. What’d you do?”

“I shot somebody else, first,” Joey said shortly. “And my aim was better. Your turn.”

Angel dropped her hands to indicate twin scars, left and right, under a chest that was flat and masculine. “Voluntary surgery.” She flashed her teeth in a sharp smile. “Same with this one,” she continued, of a similar scar low on her stomach. “I was in Mercy when they started making all that noise about the population drop. Found a surgeon who agreed to fix me up, right before the mayor started drawing up those birther registries.”

“I heard about that. I was in Headstone, not Mercy, but a lot of towns were talking about doing the same thing. The baby draft, they were calling it.”

“That why you're out here, too?”

Joey shook her head. “If you cut me open, I bet you find nothing but a gnarled-up mess of scar tissue inside.” Fixing Angel with a hard glare, she dared her to pity her. “But I wouldn’t have given my husband a baby, even if I could.”

“Well, I’m not gonna cut you open to take a look, so I’ll just take your word for it.” Turning around, Angel showed off the lashes crisscrossing her back. “Cougar,” she said proudly. “We had a fight over the same heap of carrion. In the end, we called a truce and shared it.”

“Those look more like lashings from a belt, to me.” Angling forward, Joey turned to the side to show the silver licks that wrapped around her shoulders, visible under the straps of her undershirt. “And I know belt marks when I see them.”

“Fair,” Angel conceded. “They look alike; I’ll give you that.” Holding out her hands in fists, Angel next offered the pale, lacework pattern around both forearms, stark contrast to the darkness of her other scars. “This here’s how I learned not to go stepping in tidepools. It’s worse on my leg. I got a jellyfish wrapped around my left calf, and it put up a hell of a fight when I tried to rip it off. And of course, you can’t kill those things, and you can’t eat them, either. They'll just keep stinging till you can unwrap all their horrible, spindly little arms, chuck the thing, and get the hell out of reach.”

“Where the hell do you find a tidepool?” Joey asked doubtfully.

“On the other side of the mountains, there are these salt plains. Pink and glittering under the sun, like the inside of a fresh fruit. You remember fruit? Maybe, if you’re old enough to remember that creek. Anyhow, sometimes one of the old gods will come down from the mountains, and their steps press so deep into the earth that they raise up the lost sea, and form little tidepools that last a day or two before the sun bakes them dry again.”

“You’ve seen the old gods walk the earth? Or you've only seen the pools in their wake?”

“Oh, I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe. You meet all sorts, you walk far enough.”

“I don't think there are any gods walking around anymore,” Joey said. “I’ve been out here a year, now, and I’ve walked the scrubs from the foothills to the cliffs, and I've never seen hide nor hair of one. Only these old bones that’ve been sitting out long enough to fossilize.”

“Maybe you just haven't been looking in the right places.”

Joey snorted. “Yeah, maybe not. You tell a good story, whether or not I believe them.”

“Why, thank you. Your turn.”

There was the scar on the side of her head where no hair grew, and a dent in her shin where the bone hadn’t quite set right, and the dozens of tiny, ugly scars littering her knuckles and the backs of her hands, permanent marks of years-long self-defence that had never done her a goddamn lick of good until she’d dropped her useless fists and picked up that sturdy shotgun, instead.

“I don't have much fun to tell.” She lifted her undershirt to show a slice on the side of her abdomen. “My appendix ruptured a few years back, and I had to cut it out myself before it went septic. That might be the closest I've come to dying, but it's not exactly a good story. I never fought a cougar or walked in the footsteps of any god.”

“Well, you never know what tomorrow will bring.”

As they both redressed, Angel said, “You know, we could travel together for a bit. You could see some of the things I see.”

“It’s only an adventure if you live to tell it.” Joey settled her jacket back in place over her shoulders like armour. “While it’s happening, it’s just blood and sweat muddying the dirt.”

“Easier to survive if someone’s fighting at your back,” Angel pointed out.

“That’s just one more person to worry about,” Joey countered.

The rain was lightening, though from inside the godskull’s cranium, it was hard to tell if the storm was moving on entirely. The sky looked unchanged, from what Joey could see through the eye socket.

“So, that's a no?”

“Yeah, it's a no to flesh raiders and bigcats and strangling jellyfish,” Joey said dryly.

“What if,” Angel said carefully, picking at the hem of her duster, “I said those were all embellishments?”

“So, you’re a liar?”

“I just like to spin a good yarn. And it’s hard to find an appreciative audience out here.”

Outside, the rain was definitely getting lighter, and if Joey was real lucky, it wouldn’t even make her sick to drink. Maybe the ground would collect enough that she could clean herself up before it evaporated again. It didn’t take long in the scrublands to get used to the stench of an unwashed body, but it would be a relief to scrub off the top layer of grime.

“Come on,” Angel said with a grin. “Come with me, and I’ll show you things you wouldn’t believe.”

“You just said your stories were all embellished.”

“I didn’t, really.” As the last raindrops sputtered out, Angel got to her feet, holding out one hand in invitation. “Don't you want to see a god-given tidepool, just once?”

The clouds flattened and diminished, and the sky grew hazy and streaked with pink and orange as the sun shone through once more. The water wouldn’t last long, once the cloud cover passed. Standing, Joey adjusted the six-shooter on her hip, brushed the sand from her knees, and took Angel’s hand.

Her eyes were the same colour as that long-gone creek bed, Joey realized: a hint of gold and green in all that brown. Looked how whiskey tasted when it wasn’t watered down to shit.

“Just for a little while,” Joey said. “Just long enough that I can get cleaned up without having to watch over my shoulder, maybe.”

“Bet,” Angel agreed, and kept hold of Joey’s hand as they stepped out from under the godskull and into the rain-washed scrubs, where weedy wildflowers were thinking about opening for the first time in an age.
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UNDER THE SHADOW OF A FALLEN EMPIRE
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They were well matched, Kiril and Ardalion. That was Dariy’s first thought on seeing them together, under the simmering resentment and uncertainty. Kiril was dark bronze to the stallion’s gold, both of them shining under the early morn’s rosy glow like a vision of something holy sent down from the saints themselves. Kiril: with his dusky skin and coal-black eyes, unruly curls and dancer’s grace, who smiled and laughed like he’d never been crushed under the weight of a collapsing empire.

Of course, he never had.

“Tsar Mikhail allows us our dignity,” Empress Valeriya told Dariy. “You and your immediate staff will continue to manage my stable, as you always have. But now, you answer to his Master of Horses. In theory, you and Kiril are equals. But in practice, you bow your head to him, as I do to Mikhail.”

Dariy did not particularly care whose head bowed to whom. He had but one question worth asking. “Has the auger said anything more of my calling?”

The Empress’s lips thinned. That was answer enough. “You’re still here, aren’t you? And so are my horses. Nothing has changed until the saints themselves decree it.”

The empire had been crumbling since before Dariy’s birth. By the time the Empress inherited its rule, they were haemorrhaging territory and loyalty both. Cool and calculating as she was, Empress Valeriya determined that ceding her land to the warlord Tsar Mikhail from beyond the Blue Mountains was better than embroiling her people in a bloody war they had no hope of winning. They called it an alliance, but the truth of the matter was clear. Tsar Mikhail would take her land, her people, horses, and her hand, and in return, permit their continued existence.

Dariy had only ever known an empire in rapid decline. He had imagined that perhaps being folded into a new kingdom, one still healthy and strong, would feel as a new dawn. In actuality, it felt much the same as any other day. Unease gnawed his stomach as it always had, and when he looked to the sky for direction, the saints stood silent, offering him no quarter.

Whether the saints had abandoned him, whether his homeland was under the rule of a foreign hand, he yet lived. And, as long as he lived, he had horses to tend. Precisely whose they were mattered little.

The Tsar’s horses were sound, of flawless conformation and good health, fleet and light of foot, bright-eyed and bright-coated. The stallions were hot-headed, the mares spirited and intelligent, and the geldings were even-tempered and steady in-hand and under saddle. Mikhail paraded them before the Empress’s assembled court, as much a show of strength, as if to assure them they had made the right decision in bowing to his rule, as to impress the Empress’s Master of Horses. For, although he had his own horse-master, if they were to forge a true alliance and not merely a violent subjugation, he needed Dariy to give the Empress his word that Mikhail’s herd was worthy. A ruler with inadequate horses was undeserving of either respect or obedience.

It was mere formality, at this point. If Dariy deemed Mikhail’s herd inferior, if the Empress’s formidable pride got the better of her, Mikhail would simply take by force what he first tried to coax by peaceful means. Even if Dariy lied and said the Tsar’s horses were poorly bred, Mikhail had the sheer numbers to overwhelm their empire and crush them to dust, ancient bloodlines and royal lineages wasted.

“They are equal to the very best of yours,” Dariy murmured to his Empress, and she turned a sharp, considering eye on Mikhail once again.

And Mikhail had saved his crown jewel for last.

Ardalion stood above all the others: the closest thing to perfection Dariy had ever seen. He boasted a coat of perfect chestnut gold, which gleamed like polished metal. Four white stockings reached almost high enough to touch his body, flashing as he danced and kicked his way through the dust. When he ran, his body stretched out long and sleek like a falcon in flight, and when he stood, he carried his neck in a proud arch, as if showing off for the gods themselves. And indeed, he might have been, for his eyes were the colour most valued by priests and holy men: each one half-blue, half-brown, like marbled glass.

He had the figure of an angel and the temper of an unholy terror.

“My pride and joy,” Mikhail declared, and the Empress hummed her approval. “He will allow no man but Kiril to handle him, and no man but myself upon his back. Any lesser soul who tries it will die a thousand deaths under his hooves, and he has my blessing in it. He has proved his worth to me, and I allow him his pride in this.”

In Kiril’s hands, Ardalion was as docile as a lamb, yet the fire in his eyes promised that the Tsar did not exaggerate his temper.

Dariy preferred mares or geldings to stallions. If he had his way, he would gentle every one of them until they were as well-trained as any cavalry mount rather than let them run wild, indulging their tantrums. He had never understood the appeal of an unmanageable horse.

From over Ardalion’s sloping withers, Kiril caught Dariy’s eye and gave him a dark-lashed wink.

Dariy cast a surreptitious glance around. Was that communication meant for the Tsar, or had the man caught a speck of dust in his eye?

After the warlord’s display of might, when the sun had climbed to mid-morning, Kiril sought Dariy outside the stables, giving a flourishing bow.  “A pleasure to meet you,” Kiril said, looking Dariy up and down as if he himself were a new horse to be assessed. “My name is Kiril, Tsar Mikhail’s Master of Horses. If we are to be partners, I thought we deserved a personal introduction.”

“Are we partners?” Dariy asked.

“You’ve been managing the Empress’s horses for some fifteen years, I’m told. Ordained by the saints themselves with holy purpose. Do you want me to take your place?”

It was only a matter of time before he did, but Dariy did not say that aloud.

“A man a few words? That's alright. I can appreciate a strong and silent type.”

“I will continue managing the Empress’s horses as I have always done, until she commands me otherwise.” With one hand on his chest, Dariy offered a stiff, shallow bow. “I look forward to our working relationship.”

“So formal! I look forward to seeing you around,” Kiril replied, watching with an air of intrigued amusement as Dariy turned and strode away.

* * *
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EMPRESS VALERIYA AND Tsar Mikhail pledged marriage on the warlord’s sacred mountain, made equal rulers in name only. That the Empress would gradually claim more influence, Dariy had no doubt, but at present, she was the prize of a bloodless war.

“To represent our lands’ union and our fresh-pledged fealty, Ardalion shall be put to stud with the finest mare of my stable,” the Empress pronounced to her court from the back of her favoured palfrey. Beside her, Mikhail sat astride the golden Ardalion, their hands joined between them.

By Dariy’s side in the assembly, Kiril’s pleased preening was equal to that of his Tsar. Dariy alone felt his stomach drop.

With the lightest touch of his heels, Mikhail encouraged the stallion to rear up, tossing back his pale mane and striking out with his forelegs at the rising sun in a show of grace and power. It seemed to Dariy that the stallion, in all his glory, was striking the sun from the very sky, and with it, casting the old empire into unrecognizable night.

Kiril was that night made flesh.

To Dariy, he represented every unknown: their lands’ joint future, the strange culture and customs into which Dariy was to be assimilated, and his own personal future, bereft of holy purpose.

Kiril wore dangling earrings like meteorites, more befitting the fashions of the inner court than the sweaty physicality of the stables, and he gestured wide and loose with his arms, and walked with a swagger. His eyes were smudged with soft kohl, the lids painted gold to match his fingernails, which in turn matched Ardalion’s coat, shimmering metallic under the red sun. His smile was fast and his laugh loud, and his expression constantly brimmed over with amusement as if he were keeping some secret at Dariy’s expense. What it was, Dariy had no idea, and it annoyed him immensely.

Dariy did not have a sense of humour. He had never taken the time to develop one, and no one else had ever taken the time to coax one out of him. He wouldn’t have indulged them if they’d tried.

None of those things would have troubled Dariy on their own. It was only in connection with the auger’s words, spoken immediately before the Empress’s concession, that Dariy looked on them with heavy resignation.

That man will be your downfall.

Dariy was familiar with all the ways a man could stab another in the back. The Empress’s lands had long been full of snakes, even before Mikhail sought to conquer them. When Kiril flashed that white-toothed grin in his direction, Dariy saw an asp flashing venom-tipped fangs.

“Why so grim?” Kiril leaned in to murmur in Dariy’s ear, his hands clasped neatly behind his back. “A wedding is supposed to be a celebratory event. Especially a wedding of such importance.”

He smelled like the flowers from the olive trees that grew up the mountainside.

“Of course, I am pleased for the Empress. I wish them a happy and prosperous union,” Dariy replied, not looking at him.

“This is your pleased face? I mean no offense,” Kiril added when Dariy glanced at him a frown. “No, it suits you, this stern countenance. It's a terribly handsome look.”

Dariy bit back the impulse to roll his eyes. “You flatter,” he said flatly. “What is it you want?”

“Can I not pay a compliment without arousing suspicion? Now, were I to arouse something else—”

Flustered, Dariy walked away entirely, losing himself among the assembled courtiers to pay his respects and offer well-wishes to the wedded royals. Though he could feel Kiril’s gaze on him through the remainder of the ceremony, the man did not approach him again, though Dariy suspected Kiril would be all too happy to resume their interaction, whatever it had been, if only Dariy would make the first move.

Kiril was beautiful, and it filled Dariy with dread. He had never before reacted to anyone’s beauty; such reactions were not within his design. He knew beauty as a fact of nature, to be acknowledged without feeling. The sun, too, was beautiful, as were the stars, the colour of the land at dusk, the ancient olive trees, and the shapes of the river reeds. The Empress was beautiful in her severity, with her heavily embroidered gowns and the weight of her headpiece that towered towards the heavens. So was the darkly hawkish Tsar Mikhail, and his palace architecture with its spires and swirling towers.

Their beauty did not move Dariy, for to be moved by beauty was to be distracted by it, and Dariy had been anointed by the saints with higher purpose. They had given him a body to serve his empire, and eyes to see the scope of his duty, and duty alone. That he was even capable of looking at Kiril and seeing temptation meant that the saints had relieved him of that duty. That dismissal stung more than a whipping, more than a snake bite, but still, he resisted. To acknowledge distraction was not the same as giving in. If the saints were testing him, he would deny any and all desires of the flesh and prove his worth to them.

* * *
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DARIY’S FAVOURITE HORSE was a little bay mare with a smoky coat and a silver mane and tail, long-legged and arch-necked, who was the fastest and cleverest of her line. Svetlana was her name, and it was she who was selected to carry the first foal of Ardalion’s bloodline that was to solidify their lands’ allegiance.

The two horses were introduced over the winding stone of their pasture wall, Kiril handling the stallion, as ever, while Dariy led the mare.

Kiril was magnetic. Dariy couldn’t stop looking at him, and up close, the problem was worse. Up close, Dariy could study the pattern of his curls, and the different tones of his skin in light and shadow, the regal slope of his nose, the shape of his fingers curled around Ardalion’s lead, the way he shifted his weight from one hip to the other. He looked like he was made to be dressed in silks, lounging on a chaise, fanned by palm leaves, fed platters of dates and figs and apricots, not sweating under the sun, building calluses on his palms.

But then, to be sweating and callused under the favour of a great warlord must feel different than doing the same under that warlord’s heel, as gentle as the boot may be.

Dariy wasn’t subtle in his attention, having never had to practice subtlety before. When Kiril caught him staring, he broke into a grin.

“If you want to talk, have at it,” he invited. “I don’t bite. Unless you want me to,” he added with a wink.

“Why would I want you to bite me?” Dariy asked, bewildered and defensive.

“Would you like me to suggest a few reasons?”

“No. It sounds unpleasant and irrelevant to the task at hand.”

Ears pricked, Svetlana danced up to the wall to stretch her neck over and touch her nose to Ardalion’s, each of them blowing hot breath through wide nostrils into each other's lungs. When he moved to nuzzle her neck, she squealed and lashed out, a token protest that only served to make him all the more interested. She didn't turn away to signal disinterest, but immediately reached over the wall a second time, eagerly dancing in place as he tossed his head with a shrill whinny, delighted at having caught both her scent and interest.

Kiril fixed Dariy with a devastatingly casual smile from the wall’s opposite side. “You don’t like me, do you?”

“I have no personal opinion of you whatsoever.”

“What’s your professional opinion?”

“The Tsar has deemed you the only soul capable of taming Ardalion. That alone marks you as a competent and singular horseman. I’ve seen no evidence to dispute the claim.”

“Glowing praise,” Kiril returned, with a tone Dariy thought might indicate he was teasing.

No one teased Dariy; he didn’t know what to do with it.

“But that pales in comparison to what I’ve heard about you,” Kiril continued. “Is it true the gods themselves pointed you out, and the Empress single-handedly plucked you from obscurity to manage her stables?”

“Something like that.”

Kiril whistled, impressed. “Very nice. That explains why you look so serious all the time. I suppose I might have to take myself seriously as well, were I touched by the gods.”

“It’s less impressive than you think,” Dariy said, not looking at him. “Had the saints imbued me with any real power, perhaps your Tsar would not have harnessed us so easily.”

“It seems a bit much to ask a single man to save an entire empire on his own,” Kiril said reasonably. “Especially an empire already half-fallen.”

“The saints expect greatness from their chosen ones. I fear my performance has been lacking in that regard.”

“Well, it’s not over yet. Tell me,” Kiril continued, sidling close to the wall to fix Dariy with a curious, glinting black gaze. “Is it true that you lot, you chosen holy ones, live as those ascetic monks? Forsaking all pleasures of the flesh, and all earthly comforts? Because, in the months you’ve been here, I have not once even heard a rumour concerning your personal life, when I have walked in on my own men engaged in countless dalliances. Or are your people simply much more modest?”

“I don’t forsake anything.”

“You're blushing,” Kiril noted, his grin creeping wider. “Just how sheltered has the Empress and her holy woman kept you? Do you even know what sex is?”

“I know what sex is. It’s why we’re here, isn’t it? It can hardly have escaped me.”

Kiril’s mouth dropped open, his expression one of gleeful delight.

“The horses,” Dariy snapped, mortified. “We’re here to breed the horses.”

“I’m so sorry. Forgive my presumption. But half the horses in the Empress’s stables are gelded. You’re not, are you?”

“Of course not. That practice is reserved for the Empress’s personal servants.”

“So, you’re not — But you’ve never—?” Kiril raised his sharp, dark brows.

“I have a higher calling,” Dariy said stiffly.

“Oh, of course. You couldn’t possibly manage the Empress’s stable if you were busy constantly getting it on. Never mind that I’ve definitely been getting laid all this time without letting it interfere with my work. That said, I wouldn’t mind you were gelded. I have plenty of experience and no shortage of imagination.”

“Experience with what?” Dariy asked blankly. “Handling geldings? Or gelding colts yourself?”

Kiril opened his mouth to respond, or, more likely, laugh at Dariy again. Before he could do either, Ardalion reared. With a twist of his neck, he wrenched the lead from Kiril's hands and vaulted the wall, having apparently tired of this forced space between him and the subject of his newly-kindled desire. With a dismayed shout, Kiril caught the end of the line, preventing the stallion from following Dariy and Svetlana as they leapt back out of reach. With the wall between them, Kiril could do little but hold the stallion in place, cursing up a storm as he admonished his charge.

Svetlana seemed delighted by the display, not at all alarmed by Ardalion’s sudden proximity, and would have dragged Dariy right up alongside her intended paramour if she had her way.

As it was, Dariy dug his heels into the soft turf and called to her with a sharp reprimand. Though reluctant, her loyalty to him won out. The moment she looked away from Ardalion, the stallion let loose a shrill of outrage, and, spinning on his heels with the grace of a solar flare, he struck, clipping Dariy with one of two intended hind hooves. Staggering back with a grunt, the only reason Dariy kept his feet was that Svetlana caught him against her shoulder and took his weight, concern clear in her dark eyes.

Tension rippled through every muscle in Ardalion’s body, a shivering, impatient magma of energy boiling just beneath the surface. The stallion was tall, glossy-coated, and undeniably strong. But while he had previously behaved for Kiril, seemingly docile and content to be led, there was no man in the world who could control him in the presence of a heated mare. Tossing his head, he snorted through his nostrils and stamped his hoofs, daring Kiril to take him back in hand.

With a swear, Kiril vaulted the wall and reached for Ardalion’s halter, intending to regain control. Ardalion was having none of it. 

The four of them converged in an ugly tangle: Dariy and Kiril both reaching for the lead line, meaning to pull the stallion away from the other, while Ardalion lashed out in frustration, meaning to take it out on Dariy even as Svetlana rushed to intercept him.

It happened quickly.

Already hurting and off-balance from Ardalion’s original glancing blow, Dariy was slow to react to his second attack. Turning, Ardalion knocked into him, the full weight of his shoulder driving into Dariy’s chest to push him back, and the instant Dariy stumbled, Ardalion was on him, taking him to the ground.

Ears pinned and teeth bared, Ardalion squealed before driving down with one foreleg, stamping at Dariy as he would at a snake in the grass.

The pain was as white and blinding as the sun.

With a scream, Svetlana put herself between Dariy and the stallion, kicking furiously to drive him back and make it clear that, while his advances were welcome, she would brook no violence against her handler.

Dariy’s vision must have whited out, because abruptly, Kiril was crouching over him, one hand on his shoulder and the other grasping his wrist, his expression crumpled in concern. It was the first time Dariy had seen him look serious.

“You’re alright,” Kiril told him, though he himself didn't look so.

“The horses,” Dariy managed.

“They're in hand,” Kiril assured him, which caused Dariy to frown and attempt to sit up. He’d lost time, if help had already been summoned. “Leave it,” Kiril said sharply, with a push. “The healer is on her way.”

“How bad is it?”

When Kiril didn’t answer, Dariy shoved his hands aside and sat up far enough to catch a glimpse of his injury. His trouser leg was dark with blood, and everything below his knee was a shrieking blur of pain. He couldn’t feel his foot, or tell whether he could move it when he tried.

“You're alright,” Kiril repeated.

It was a lie, but an attempt at a kind one. Dariy lost consciousness a second time.

* * *
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ARDALION HAD OPENED Dariy’s shin to the bone, an ugly gash on top of a splintered tibia. The expression on the healer’s face, her inability to meet his eye, hurt worse than the break itself.

“Two moons for the flesh to mend,” she told him, buckling a heavy boot in place around his leg. It had been cleaned, stitched, wrapped, and splinted; through the haze of poppy milk, it felt like it belonged to someone else. “Six, for the bone.” Wordlessly, she handed him a sturdy cane. “But only if you stay off that leg. You must rest, for any hope of the bone to set.”

“Six moons, and then? When will I walk again? When will I ride?”

“Too much depends on your recovery,” she murmured, eyes downcast. “I cannot say.”

And the auger would not see him.

Her avoidance came as no surprise. Dariy could hardly meet his own gaze in the mirror; he could only imagine the disappointment she must feel. For a fortnight, he dismissed any and all visitors as he was confined to his rooms, hobbling from bed to toilet with little in between. His skin itched around his stitches and his mind grew sharp and restless. By day, he glared out the window, blaming the warlord’s mountain lands for his misfortune, and by night, he cursed the saints all the way to the distant stars and back.

On the night of the new moon, Empress Valeriya came to him, her diamond-crusted robes sweeping through his malignant discontent.

“It was only a matter of time,” the Empress said. “Your fate has long been tied to that of my empire. I'm surprised you lasted as long as you did past the wedding.”

“Your Highness, I can still work,” Dariy ground out.

For a long minute, the Empress stared out Dariy’s window to the mountains, her brow furrowed beneath the weight of her headpiece. “The auger is dead,” she finally said.

Dariy drew a sharp breath, cold dread flooding his stomach.

“The last remnants of my empire’s power have fallen. The saints no longer look on me with grace, nor do they on you. Your responsibilities will pass to Kiril. Without a prophecy to bind you, you are released from any and all duty to me.”

“Let me keep Svetlana and the foal.” His voice cracked in desperation as he shuffled to the edge of the bed where he sat, hands grasping white-knuckled at his cane. “Even in an unofficial capacity, if that is all I can have. Strip me of my title. Give every other horse to Kiril’s management. But let me keep those two. I will beg Tsar Mikhail on my knees if I must.”

Turning, her gaze fell to Dariy’s splint and her lip curled, as if she saw in Dariy’s crippled leg her own failed empire.

“Without the saints’ blessing, Svetlana’s bloodline now falls under Mikhail's purview,” she said. And then she softened. “Yet, after all this time, I would not have you far from her side. I will speak to Mikhail and Kiril on your behalf.”

Dariy exhaled a shudder of relief, as if granted a stay of execution.

“Understand,” the Empress warned. “Neither you nor I have any holiness left to our names.”

The wound was yet too raw for Dariy to feel out whether that in itself was more a blessing than a curse.

* * *
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HIS CONVALESCENCE DRAGGED. The rains came and went, the red sun glared down with a ferocity unmatched in recent memory, as if mirroring Dariy’s own impotent frustration, and Svetlana grew heavy with Ardalion’s foal.

Six moons passed in that manner. The healer admonished him for pushing too hard too soon, and left him splinted for another. Finally, seven moons from his injury, his boot and splint were removed, and the healer pronounced his bone wholly mended.

He couldn’t walk without a cane, and even with its aid, he was a slow and hobbling thing. Whereas work and divine purpose had once been his constant companions, now it was pain. Every limping step hurt him, and his knee throbbed and ached with the clouds. His back and shoulder complained constantly from having to compensate for his bad leg. Had he been permitted, his old work would have provided much-needed distraction from those aches, but as it was, he haunted the palace and the stables like a spirit, invisible to all.

Kiril had not attempted to visit him since Dariy had turned him away in that first miserable fortnight of his recovery. Now that Dariy had rejoined the workings of Mikhail's kingdom, Kiril avoided him. He was busy, of course, having been saddled with all of Dariy’s responsibilities in addition to his own, but still, Dariy felt an unwarranted sting of rejection. Previously, Kiril had made a point of tracking Dariy down throughout the palace grounds for the sake of conversation, teasing him and talking to him so nonsensically of geldings and illicit dalliances. His absence was striking, but not necessarily intentional.

Dariy tried not to take it personally. He fought back the thoughts, creeping and intrusive, that wondered how he might react to Kiril’s beauty, to his magnetism, now that the saints had stopped breathing their purpose down the back of his neck.

As the tenth moon waned into the eleventh, Dariy had a chair and bedroll brought to Svetlana’s stall. When she had her first foal, Dariy was determined to be at her side, no matter how useless he’d been rendered. He had been there at her birth, the first person she had ever seen and the first to touch her, and he had watched her grow and fill out from a wobbling new-born to a lanky yearling to a slender filly, and now, a full-grown mare of seven summers. He would not miss her foaling for something as paltry and insignificant as his own comfort. His leg ached whether he walked or rested, albeit in different degrees. If it was going to hurt regardless, he would rather spend his time with his mare than laid up in bed with nothing to distract him from his failings.

Svetlana nuzzled his collar in greeting, her eyes soft and dark. When he raised his hand to her nose, she let out a low, contented whicker, her muzzle soft as brushed velvet. Leaning in, Dariy pressed his forehead to hers, allowing his eyes to fall shut for a moment. He had visited her daily since being allowed from his bed, but still, impossibly, he missed her.

“I hope you don’t mind sharing your space for a little while,” he said, drawing back to rub his knuckles against the whorl of hair in the center of her forehead, where it grew like a bursting star.

Clouds had been gathering on the horizon all day, intensifying his aches and pains with the promise of a coming storm. All the horses had been brought in from their pastures to be safely boarded through the night. Dariy had watched without participating, Mikhail’s grooms and stablehands moving as smoothly and intricately as clockwork, with no need for his input or assistance. He had watched Kiril take Ardalion from the exercise ring, jogging along at the stallion’s shoulder to lock him up safe and sound in his stall to wait out the storm.

Kiril looked well, like the addition of Dariy’s duties had been nothing at all for him to shoulder. Envy twisted Dariy’s stomach. Not for the man’s body, hale as it was, but for the ease with which he seemed to move through life, unbothered by empires or saints or augers’ prophecies. He seemed a man untouched by the hardships that had nipped at Dariy’s heels since birth.

“Will she come tonight, do you think?” Dariy asked Svetlana as he took up the curry comb to rub circles into her coat. “Your foal?”

Her belly was huge, her rump soft above the tail. Dariy had read the star-signs, unable to resist, and they told him it was a matter of days, not weeks, of waiting. He would not move from her side until it was done. After all, he had nowhere else to be.

As he brushed her, working loose the dust from her coat, she leaned into him with her head low, ears tipped back, eyes half-lidded in contentment. Inside, her foal stirred against Dariy’s palm, restless and ready, and he had to swallow the sudden knot of emotions that surged at the sensation.

Hers wasn’t the first foal he had overseen, but it may very well be his last. His future was no longer tied to the Empress or her land, but this foal was, effectively replacing him as a prophetic act. He had no more to give, as far as the saints were concerned. It didn't matter to them whether he saw through the foal’s birth. He was disposable; he always had been. Those years in between his neglected childhood and the dismal present had been an anomaly, lulling him into a false sense of security, no matter how brief. Tipping forward, he let Svetlana take his weight as he buried his face in her mane so the saints couldn't see the sudden tears pricking his eyes.

It didn't matter. The saints weren’t watching him anymore. Perhaps they couldn’t even see so far past the steppes, into the mountains.

As dusk darkened to night, Kiril joined him.

The mare nibbled her grains, tail flicking from side to side, too mindful of the weather to sleep. Dariy watched her from his padded chair in the corner, picking at the coat of horse hair she had left down the front of his tunic, his mind far away as too many emotions coursed through him, fighting for precedent.

Kiril paused in the doorway, as if unwilling to intrude. He had never hesitated approaching Dariy before, but then, they had been on equal footing, at least nominally. Dariy was no longer sure what they were to each other. He had been disgraced and demoted, but his saints and prophecies were of little relevance to Kiril, so far into the mountains as they were.

Kiril’s gaze flickered to Dariy’s cane, as so many did, even after so many months.

Dariy gritted his teeth against the onslaught of pity.

“You won't trust anyone else to sit with her, I take it?”

Dariy cut him a withering glance that was answer enough on its own.

“I thought not. It's not as if any other groom in the Empress’s stable has ever delivered a foal before, after all. You alone must do this.”

“Be quiet,” Dariy said tiredly. “Come in, if you’re staying. You’ve never needed an invitation before.”

“I trust you with it, personally,” Kiril said, taking another step inside. “But Mikhail wants me to oversee the foaling — the first fruit of our alliance, he calls it. Otherwise, I’d leave you be.”

Dariy’s insides twisted with more than just weather pains. After ten months of near isolation, he could think of worse fates than a night of Kiril’s company. But he could hardly say so, when Kiril looked so displeased by the prospect.

As the red moon rose, invisible behind the cloud banks, Kiril bedded down alongside Svetlana in the sweet hay. Dariy remained upright in his chair, loathe to show further weakness. Moving from chair to bedroll would only showcase the stiffness and shakiness of his leg, how incapable he was compared to his former self. The stars were absent, blanketed under a heavy cloak of storm clouds, chased across the sky by gathering winds. Kiril’s lantern illuminated the stall in dark gold, casting them all in half-shadows.

“Are we going to pass the entire night in silence?” Dariy finally asked.

“You're always quiet.”

“You never are.”

Kiril huffed a soft laugh. “I thought you would prefer it.”

“When have I ever said so?”

“That would require you actually speaking to me, so I made assumptions to save us both the struggle.”

“I haven’t been avoiding you. The fact that my physical abilities are now limited—”

“I know,” Kiril interrupted, raising one hand for peace. “I know; I’m sorry.”

Outside, the storm whipped up, wind whistling as it raked the stable’s outer walls with raspy claws. The windows, already shuttered, grew darker than night as the storm swallowed what was left of the moonlight.

“It's auspicious,” said Kiril, leaning his head back, “to be born in such a storm. This foal will doubtless prove as fast as the wind and fiery as lightning.”

Such storms never lasted long, the winds exhausting themselves and blowing out faster than more gradual, sustained weather. They were fierce, but brief.

“Svetlana might not foal until the storm has passed.”

Kiril shrugged, his shoulders shifting against the wall. “Then the gods will have seen fit to grant her a calm and gentle birth. They’re smiling on us, either way.”

“Why do I feel like you could take any situation and find a way to argue that the gods are smiling on you?”

Rolling his head to the side, Kiril fixed Dariy with a muted smile. “I admit, I'm an incorrigible optimist.”

“Of course you are.” Dariy let slip a tired sigh. “You have everything you could ever want. I too would be an optimist, in such a position as yours.”

Kiril frowned, as if weighing his next words. Then he shook his head and seemingly changed his mind about whatever he had thought to say. “Do you know whether it will be a colt or a filly?”

“A filly,” Dariy replied, without hesitation. “Does the Tsar not know?”

“We don’t auger signs as your people do. Do you know what her colouring will be?”

Dariy hesitated. He was not a true auger; he could only dabble in his readings of the stars. That the foal would be a filly, he was certain. Of her colouring, he was less sure.

“She’ll breed true to her forebears,” he said slowly. “But whether she will take after her dam or her sire, I cannot say.”

“Hopefully she’ll inherit Svetlana’s temperament towards you, if nothing else.”

“If I’m never to work with horses again after this, I’m glad she will have been my last.” Dariy tried to smile, but it must have come out sadder than he intended, for Kiril looked stricken.

“Is your leg really not going to get any better? Legs take so long to heal; I can cover for you, if you only need more time.”

“I can't rely on it improving.”

“Does it hurt? Even now, resting as we are?”

“It hurts all the time,” Dariy admitted, too tired to lie.

Kiril made a noise like a dove, as if he were the one wounded, and something inside Dariy broke. The dam holding back his tears, his frustration, all his self-loathing and self-pity burst, and a flood of raw emotion escaped in an awful sob.

“I gave up everything. From the moment the auger picked me out and told me I was chosen by the saints, my life belonged to the empire. Beyond my duty, beyond my calling, I had nothing. I was a tool they used to shape their stable from mediocrity to greatness, and to sculpt Svetlana into what she is now. The moment my edges dulled, they discarded me. And what do I have now to show for my life's work? I'm not holy, not chosen. I’m leagues from my homeland, my empire under the rule of another, and I have no friends or family to whom I can look for support or guidance. Twenty years of work, of prophecy, and at the end of it, I mean nothing to the saints.”

He looked down at Kiril, who had come close during his tirade, crawling over the hay-thick floor to kneel at Dariy’s feet. “I’m glad you worship different gods here,” Dariy told him hoarsely. “Our saints are not worth knowing. I would not wish them on you.”

“Forgive me?” Kiril whispered, one hand ghosting over Dariy’s good knee. “I was his handler. I was responsible for keeping him in line.”

“And I was responsible for introducing him to a mare in estrus. I understood the risks. I don’t blame you for what happened; I blame the saints entirely. They have all my anger.”

Kiril rocked back on his heels, hesitantly curling his hand over Dariy’s kneecap. “Then what do I have? Not your friendship; you said you had none of that.”

“You have my attention.”

Kiril had a face radiant like the sun, olive skin, soulful eyes and a laugh like prayer bells. Watching him from a distance earlier that afternoon, backlit by the sun’s descent so his features were blacked out and he could have been, should have been, anyone, Dariy could have recognized Kiril even through a blindfold. His posture, his stride, every gesture of his hands and the way he turned all gave him away, even when his face was masked in shadow.

Now, sitting so near, Dariy could catch the scent of his hair and the warmth of his breath and the pressure of his touch. His stomach swooped as if he had missed the last step of the stairs: a rush of panic and the sensation of having done something incredibly careless.

But it wasn’t careless, not anymore. The saints no longer prevented him from looking, or from wanting what he saw.

“You asked me once if I’d been gelded.”

“A joke,” Kiril said quickly, fingers clenching around Dariy’s good knee. “Unless...?”

“In spirit only. My holy calling did not forbid me from taking notice of others. It prevented it at the very root. Attraction — wanting — was utterly foreign to me. I did not experience it.”

Kiril shuffled closer by another inch, his face tipped up to search Dariy’s expression. “So, all those times you rejected my advances...?”

“I hardly knew what you were advancing in the first place.” Dariy scoffed and looked away, self-deprecating. “I hardly know now.”

“You never—?”

With one hand, Dariy gripped the head of his cane so tightly he trembled from it. His other hand, he carefully lowered to Kiril’s head, whispering his fingertips through those curls.

“Was it worth it?” Kiril asked, staring up at him, rapt.

“Before the accident, I would have said yes. I couldn’t miss something I never had. Now, even if I don't know exactly what I’m missing, when I look at you...”

Dariy didn’t know how to finish that thought. Embarrassed, he withdrew, wrapping his fingers around their place on his cane.

Kiril leaned in, unconsciously following his touch, before clearing his throat. “How did your saints choose you?”

“The auger picked me out from the orphanage,” Dariy said. “I lost my family to fires in the steppes. The saints had told her she would find me there, and that I would herald a change of fortune for the empire if I were made the Empress’s Master of Horses. I was fourteen summers when she took me from that place.”

“Incredible,” Kiril murmured.

“Had the auger not found me, had the saints not sent that vision, I would have died there,” Dariy said quietly. “I was an unwanted child in that place, and I grew more difficult with every passing year. People wish to adopt sweet-faced babies, or strong labourers, and I was neither.”

“But you did get out.”

“Eventually. After too long. It is an easy thing, to take advantage of a child in such a place as that.” At Kiril’s look, Dariy raised one finger to cut him off. “Don’t,” he warned. “I neither want nor need your pity. I survived. That’s all.”

“And you’ll survive this, too. It’s a change of fortune, not a death sentence.”

“I think I’ve had enough changes of fortune to last a lifetime,” Dariy said plainly. “The winds of change can stop blowing, now.”

“It’s that old curse, isn’t it? ‘May you live in interesting times.’”

“Less interesting, please.”

Kiril outright laughed at that, and Dariy’s heart unclenched, just fractionally. He’d missed that sound more than he realized.

“Alright. Come here, come down off that chair. You can’t spend the night up there; you’ll hurt worse than you already do.” Standing, Kiril offered Dariy his hand. “You brought a bedroll for a reason. Let’s put it to use.”

Dariy allowed Kiril to help him from chair to straw, giving the man his weight as he awkwardly shifted his balance and stretched his bad leg out in front of him, lowering himself one inch at a time, like a great ungainly stork. To his credit, Kiril didn’t say a word, just adjusted his own balance to compensate and let Dariy move at his own pace, like a foal learning to walk.

Once Dariy was situated on his bedroll, red-faced from shame as much as exertion, Kiril sat facing him. Holding out both hands, he made an indeterminate gesture towards his own lap. “Give me your leg.”

“What?”

“My grandmother used to do this for my grandfather when he was hurting. Give me your leg. It will help, I promise.”

“I don’t think that’s a promise you’re qualified to make,” Dariy said, but he allowed Kiril to take his bad leg into his lap all the same, his ankle by Kiril’s hip, Kiril’s hands resting lightly atop the fabric of his trouser, one over the ragged scar on his shin, the other on his knee. His varnished nails shimmered gold, the torchlight turning them the same dark colour as the hay.

“I didn’t offer a miracle,” Kiril said. “This isn't going to fix anything. It will just help.”

Silently, Dariy dipped his chin, inviting Kiril to proceed.

It hurt, at first, but Dariy didn’t have the heart to tell Kiril to stop. Not when Kiril was already shouldering the blame for Dariy’s pain, and not when Dariy had been missing his company for so many months. The touch was worth the pain, he decided, though he would never say it aloud. Kiril would take it the wrong way, and stop.

But as Kiril worked, the pain shifted to mere discomfort, the sort Dariy already put up with all day. Really, it was no different from how Dariy felt at any given moment, except with the benefit of being in contact with Kiril again.

“Alright?” Kiril checked.

“Continue.”

Dariy couldn’t say exactly when it shifted from discomfort to something softer. But at some point, something in his leg loosened: the release of a muscle that had been clenched for too long, or the softening of a knot of scar tissue deep under the surface, or a gradual sustained pressure on a nerve to finally allow blood to flow freely where it had been cramped before. Dariy didn’t know; he wasn’t a healer. But something changed, not unlike a miracle, and Kiril’s ministrations began to bring physical relief, not only that which they already offered to his lonely soul.

He felt in his bones the instant the storm hit, as the atmosphere moved from its threatening growl to the heavy unreining of its full force. Wind collided with the walls like a physical object, and thunder exploded from the clouds with an initial, deafening crack. As that first wave of pressure broke, so did the pressure in Dariy’s body, the worst of his pain unlocked under Kiril’s skilled hands. Lightning split the sky like a lick of serpents’ tongues, visible only in the thin lines around Svetlana’s stall window, nonetheless bright enough to illuminate the entire enclosure in pure white for a split second.

With a restless exhalation, Svetlana lowered herself to the hay, taking care to avoid crushing either of the two men in the process. Laying down, she looked even rounder than she did on her feet, and she shifted and kicked at the haybed as she tried to find a comfortable position.

“She's close,” Dariy said, likewise shifting under Kiril’s touch.

“But not immediate.” Kiril slid one broad palm under the hem of Dariy’s trouser leg, and the shock of feeling skin on skin caused Dariy to pull in a sharp breath through his teeth.

“Her restlessness with the storm may yet hurry things along,” he said, fighting for composure. “We must be ready.”

“We are.”

It felt alien to have someone else's hands on his scar. Those damaged, long-neglected nerves sang out, oversensitive and desperate for attention. Kiril smoothed his hand over the scar, gently mapping its edges with his fingertips, and Dariy all but shuddered under him.

“Am I helping, or making things worse?” Kiril asked, watching him closely.

“Both,” Dariy told him honestly. “I don’t want you to stop.”

“Have you really never...?”

“Never,” Dariy agreed. It didn't matter how Kiril’s sentence might have ended; the answer was the same. He had never.

Kiril’s fingers skated past his knee, gently rucking up the cloth as he moved higher. His other hand, he braced in the hay, shifting onto his knees and adjusting Dariy's leg to lean closer. Holding his breath, flushed, his heart racing with the sudden influx of naked wanting that flooded his veins, Dariy leaned in incrementally to meet him.

A thunderclap erupted from directly overhead, as if the saints had followed him after all and split the very mountains in their fury at seeing Dariy move on from them, never mind that they had abandoned him first. He flinched, momentarily deafened.

At the same time, Svetlana flinched, too. Flicking back her ears, the whites of her eyes showing, she made a nervous sound before starting to push. Heedless of the pain, Dariy pulled his leg from Kiril’s lap to drag himself closer to the mare. She was anxious, but it was within reasonable bounds, and she gentled under Kiril’s steady hands and Dariy’s murmured affirmations. As the thunderheads rolled over the Tsar’s stables, soaking the dusty ground with mountain rain, lightning streaking across the violet storm-dark night in starts and bursts, Svetlana birthed their future.

The foal came quickly, all told, and without complication, her hooves and nose emerging tentatively at first before her body followed with a single push, and she landed wet and limp in the waiting bed of sweet-hay. Alarmed and confused by the happening, Svetlana lurched to her feet, tail flicking back and forth as she regained her center of gravity, now without the added weight of her offspring. As Kiril checked her over, reassuring her of a job well done, Dariy went to the foal, still wrapped in her dam’s placenta, legs sprawled akimbo and skinny ribs heaving with her first breaths.

She was perfect.

Dariy cleared the stuff from her face, coaxing from the foal her first noise, a squeaky whinny to express her startlement at her new world. At the sound, Svetlana's ears pricked and she turned to investigate the tiny creature that had appeared as if from nowhere in her stall. Rightfully baffled, her natural curiosity brought her over to the foal. Her maternal instincts led her from sniffing to nuzzling, working her lips over the foal’s coat from head to tail, cleaning her of fluids while encouraging her to get her spindly legs underneath her and rise.

Confident in Svetlana’s mothering, Dariy and Kiril stepped aside, with Kiril offering his arm in support. Taking his elbow, Dariy leaned against him as they watched the foal in her first struggles, clumsy and falling, but getting less so with every passing minute. When she finally found the strength and coordination to take her first knobble-kneed steps, they both erupted in soft cheers, hardly audible over the storm. Allowing Kiril’s support, Dariy limped to the foal, and, with one hand on her withers and one on her tail, he guided her in a victory lap of the stall, under Svetlana’s watchful eye.

The next roll of thunder came from further off, the lightning slower to strike in its wake. The storm, though still present, was passing, and by daybreak, even the rain would have moved on. After guiding the foal to Svetlana’s side, encouraging her to find her mother’s milk, Dariy permitted Kiril to help him to the bedroll, sitting with his back against the wall.

Kiril joined him, and for a moment, they sat in silence, watching the foal’s coat dry. She was dark, with more of her dam’s colours than her sire’s, and nostalgia for his past life and lost empire ached gently in Dariy’s chest. As the storm rumbled on, the pressure lessened, and the lingering pain in his leg eased in turn, diminished but not altogether absent. Likely, it never would be, but Kiril’s ministrations had helped more than Dariy’s months of bitter self-remonstrations.

“To new beginnings,” Kiril said softly. “Wherever they might lead.”

Lightning flickered from somewhere over the mountains, and Dariy kissed him.

It was the soft pressure of one mouth on another, Dariy’s lips slightly chapped, Kiril’s scent stronger and closer than Dariy had ever smelled it. It was nothing. It was momentous. A storm the size and scope as that which had rolled over the warlord’s empire surged through Dariy in a fraction of the time. Every emotion, sensation, and longing he had been denied his entire life crashed to the surface with the power of a rolling dark thundercloud, striking him to the core and electrifying his every nerve with the swift accuracy of a lightning bolt.

When they parted, he opened his eyes — unaware he’d ever shut them — and gazed into Kiril’s. Kiril looked back at him through sooty lashes, his own eyes liquid black like depthless pools of ink. The glimmer painted on his eyelids looked like the dusting of butterfly wings.

“To new beginnings,” Dariy said. Looking away, he nodded to the foal. “To her future. To whatever I am now, without the saints.”

“Perhaps your fickle saints were only ever holding you back,” Kiril murmured, leaning close to press a second kiss to Dariy’s jaw, somehow sweeter than the first. Dariy yearned for a thousand more. “I, for one, cannot wait to see how you reshape yourself in their absence. And, as I am the Tsar’s Master of Horses, it is in my purview to appoint you as I see fit. And I will not part you from either Svetlana or her foal. Her upbringing will be yours alone to oversee.”

The thunder was so distant as to be hardly there at all. If Dariy were to find his feet and unbar the window to throw the shutters wide, he would see the first stars blinking out from behind the rolling clouds. Stars, but no saints.

“Kiss me again,” he requested, “and tell me more of your incorrigible optimism. Perhaps it is time I tried to cultivate some of my own.”

As Svetlana settled in with her bright new foal and the night quieted around them, horse hair and hay clinging to their clothes, Kiril was only too happy to oblige.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

BEYOND THE RIVERBANKS OF THE JADE PALACE
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The dragon was the size of a bumblebee, its scales iridescent in the sun like beetle wings. Light slanted into the garden from between the clouds, setting the jewel-like petals and stained-glass foliage aglow. There were more clouds than clear skies, threatening rain as they had threatened every day since Lady Carmellia had arrived at the Jade Palace a full moon-cycle past, but if it had actually rained in that time, it must have done so quietly, and at night, because she had borne no witness. The skies held back their tears for her, keeping private their emotions as carefully as she guarded her own.

She had no wish to wed the Jade King. It was by no fault of his own, save his age and his face and his apparent disregard for the outer reaches of his kingdom, whose people were consistently overlooked and overtaxed.

As the sun hid her face behind a fresh bank of billowing clouds, Carmellia turned her thoughts from her betrothed. The gardens were lovely, the dragons flitting hummingbird-like between the flowerheads, delicate and beautiful, but none so lovely or beautiful as her companion. Silver-haired, in robes of lavender and blue like a summer sunrise over water, Lady Sapphire knelt amid the dahlias and delphiniums with her hands folded neatly over her knees. When Carmellia was wed and crowned, Sapphire was to be her lady-in-waiting, though she was of higher birth and nobler blood. So easy it was, for a king’s whims to reshape fates and houses.

“You seem lost in thought.” Sapphire’s voice was bell-like, as silver as her hair. “What do you see, that your gaze should wander as if these gardens are immaterial?”

Absently, Carmellia raised one hand, coaxing a ruby-and-garnet dragon no more than the length of her forefinger to alight on her wrist, investigating her fingertips for nectar. The dragons sometimes came to her, though never to Sapphire. “They know you are to be their queen,” Sapphire had teased in the beginning, but Carmellia found no warmth in the thought.

“I wish they were as great as in the old stories,” Carmellia murmured, turning her wrist to examine the tiny dragon.

They had once been magnificent creatures, their bodies as long as rivers and their scales as thick as shields, advising the old masters in their ancient wisdom until the world splintered into fragmented kingdoms, petty kings and tyrants replacing the old philosophers, and hungry liars replacing the dragons as advisors to the crown. Now, dragons were as songbirds: simple, common things.

“And then what?” Sapphire asked curiously, twining a blade of grass between her fingers.

Her nails were glossy, painted the palest pink to match her lips. Carmellia was as dark as Sapphire was light, her skin dusk-gold, her hair onyx, her eyes like coal to Sapphire’s porcelain and rosewater.

Carmellia turned her wrist and the dragon darted back to its foraging of sugar-nectar and insects. “I might ask them to burn down the palace with the Jade King still inside.” There was no air of confession to her words, merely a dull, hopeless statement of fact.

Sapphire laughed. “For doing you the great dishonour of asking you to marry him?”

“He is not asking,” said Carmellia, “and I cannot refuse. The king’s word is law, and there is no request he can make that is not a demand.”

“So, you would burn him in his bed and see his palace reduced to rubble. You have no interest in claiming his crown for yourself?”

“What do I know of grand-scale politics? I was raised to manage a household; a town, at most. I have no training to run a kingdom, nor do I wish it.” She shook her head, ropes of pearl from her headdress swinging forward over her shoulders. “This runs too close to treason. Let us speak of other matters.”

Sapphire’s eyes were the dusky purple-pink of hydrangea blossoms. “If you could have anything in the world, what would you wish?”

“Nothing great. I only wish I could forego all these expectations weighing down my future, that I might continue to sit here in this garden — in any garden — and stay with you a while longer.”

“I'm flattered that you should hold me in such high regard,” Sapphire said after a moment. “I can count on one hand the number of people who would forfeit a crown in favour of my company.”

“I expect you could count them on a single finger,” Carmellia said drily. “As for all the others, they’re welcome to my crown, just as they are welcome to the king, and to his bed. I want none of it.”

“You want me,” said Sapphire, watching her closely.

It wasn’t quite a question, so Carmellia felt no need to respond. She hadn’t the words for it, in any case. To want seemed a kingly luxury. She wished, and she yearned, but wanting felt like something to be followed up with action: demands, and grasping hands. Expectations and ultimatums. She was as a bauble, passed from her family to the Jade King in exchange for social standing and an increased presence in his court, a chance to remake the fortune her father had lost when his fleet of merchant ships had run afoul of storms five years past, sinking both their luck and wealth into the pitch-black depths of the sea in a single terrible season. That the king had later turned his gaze on her, as she bloomed from fawn-like adolescence to willowy adulthood, was their only salvation.

Yet, as humbling as those five years had been, Carmellia might rather embrace them in perpetuity than resign herself to the Jade King’s cold and lonely bedchamber. He did not work in his gardens; he had no patience for tender things. Though he was not cruel, he was a coldly practical man, and that practicality turned to ruthlessness in his politics and personal matters.

Carmellia did not yearn for ruthlessness. She yearned for sunrises over calm waters, silk-soft petals against her skin, and a steady hand to hold in hers. A gentle touch, a lilting voice, limbs to tangle under bedsheets and an embrace to keep her through the night. For all his power, the king could not make true such lofty dreams.

“You said you would set dragons on him, given the opportunity.” Sapphire still watched her with those calm, calculating hortensia eyes. “Would you end him yourself, if you could?”

Carmellia knew the weight and grip of a dagger, and she knew what it was to watch the life fade from a person.

She also knew the fate of king-killers, and for all her struggles and lost wealth, she had never set foot in a dungeon, nor witnessed an execution. Hers was a soft and sheltered life. Her hands weren’t made for violence. She didn’t even cut flowers from the gardens for her rooms.

“No,” she said quietly, with a hot curl of shame in her stomach.

“You bite your tongue until it bleeds, do your duty to your family and marry him, all the while wishing you were here with me in these gardens, instead?”

Unable to answer, Carmellia dipped her chin. Her pearls felt as chains weighing her down.

Sapphire’s smile was as fond as it was mocking. “Come,” she said, taking Carmellia's hands. “Come to the river. Let’s swim before it rains.”

“It won’t rain. It never does.”

But Carmellia allowed Sapphire to draw her to her feet and lead her through the gardens until the manicured flowerbeds gave way to wilder patterns, where the grass grew tall and lush and dark, broad leaves bowing to the breeze. Lacy-stemmed wildflowers waved throughout, cosmos and buttercups whose petals were too tiny and uneven for the stately gardens, cultivating a different sort of beauty in their imperfection.

The grass and flowers grew past Carmellia’s waist, the wide sleeves of her dress sweeping through the stems as a ship through water. Sure-footed, Sapphire led her down the familiar winding path to the riverbank. There, red-winged blackbirds dipped in and out of the reeds, bulrushes swaying under their perches. The river was wide and placid, its glassy surface reflecting the cool sky. The far bank was open, leaving room for slender-legged wading birds to explore the shallows and great emerald-and-cobalt lizards to bask on the rocks, stone and water heated from invisible springs beneath.

It was there Sapphire had taken Carmellia in the early days of her arrival, and they had bathed together under the clouds, soaking in the warm waters, endless layers of skirts and dresses cast aside on the great flat stones to wait for their return.

“Tell me,” said Sapphire, as they walked out onto the largest of the rocks that jutted into the water, from which one could dive into the deepest part of the river’s heart. At the stone’s edge, Sapphire moved to Carmellia's back, clever fingers disrobing her so smoothly that Carmellia barely felt her garment’s silk shift over her skin. “Tell me, what would you do if this were the entirety of your future? No king, no crown. Just you and I, here at the river, and in the gardens.”

“There is nothing to do, in my wishing,” Carmellia murmured, a knot of confusion between her brows as Sapphire slipped away the outer shells of her dress. The fabric pooled on the rock around Carmellia’s ankles, a heap of shimmering embroidery. “There is no call to action, no sense of urgency. Nothing but the warmth of your company and the sweetness of your conversation.”

“Just that?” Sapphire’s hands were feather-light against the back of Carmellia’s neck, lifting her shining waterfall of hair to unclasp the chain of necklaces around her throat. “In this dream, you have no betrothed, no husband, no king. Is there truly nothing you would ask of me?”

“With no king, I would have no lady-in-waiting.” Carmellia swallowed past the anxious beating of her heart. Glimpses of sunlight played over the water’s surface, a brief, bright glimmer before the clouds swallowed them again. “I’m in no position to ask you for anything.”

“Can a friend not ask a boon of another?”

Sapphire moved to Carmellia’s hair, methodically slipping out the pearl-headed pins and enamel combs that crowned her so elaborately. Each piece of jewellery Sapphire knelt to lay neatly atop the stone, like a gathering of tiny bejewelled reptiles or a colony of insects. When Carmellia’s hair fell loose in waves, unencumbered by the trappings of house or class, Sapphire turned her attention to Carmellia’s shoulders, where clung the slim sleeves of her slip, the last sheet of silk to cover her body.

Carmellia’s breath caught in her throat. Turning, her slip so light it was near translucent, she took hold of Sapphire’s hands before they could divest her of that final layer. “What would you have me ask?” she whispered. “What secret would you hear from me?”

Holding her hands, Sapphire stepped close enough for Carmellia to feel her cool breath against her face, and she shivered, suddenly tense with anticipation she didn’t dare name.

“When you first came here,” Sapphire whispered in return, “you spoke of your duty to your family and your king. You were iron-willed in your commitment to your course, and I found you dull as iron. But every day, your iron armour cracked a little more, and as time marched ever on towards your wedding day, you shrank from it with increasing desperation. You told me of your love for the garden you kept at home, so I took you to the king’s gardens every morning. You told me how, in the palace, you had gone from room to room counting all the dragons in the art, as if such a task could occupy your frightened mind and allow you to forget your looming future. I showed you the secret places where the dragons like to flit amid the flowers, and you told me of your family’s stories of knights and dragons past. And with every conversation, you grew brighter and livelier even as your dread sharpened to a diamond point. If I’m to be your lady-in-waiting, then we can steal more moments like this, skirting the king’s attention.”

“Is that what you want?” Carmellia asked, her voice a weak and fluttery thing as she clung to Sapphire.

“What I want is to steal you.”

Carmellia didn’t ask how. She didn’t care how. All she said was yes, emphatically, desperately, her fingers curled in the front of Sapphire’s dress like she meant to hold on and never let her go. “Yes, steal me away from here.”

With a crescent smile, Sapphire effortlessly stepped free of her grip, back to the edge of the rock over the water. Like a kingfisher, she dove as smooth and straight as a spear, making no sound and leaving no ripple in her wake. Carmellia watched her, a streak of silver beneath the surface, diving down and down to the river bed until the light refracting through the water played tricks on her eyes.

When she reached the river bed, Sapphire lighted down upon it with both feet, her shoes lost somewhere in her wake. Planting her bare soles against the rainbowed pebbles, she launched herself back to the surface, layers of skirts and robes falling away from her body like blooms of ink swirling through the water behind her.

Carmellia's heart forgot to beat, her lungs to breathe, as not Sapphire but a great water-serpent of a dragon broke the surface and streamed into the sky, shedding river water like glittering diamonds.

The dragon was as long as the river itself, with scales the size of banquet plates in shining lavender and periwinkle, with mother of pearl armouring her underbelly, a pale lion’s mane framing her face. From her temples sprouted two branching antlers of ivory, to match the great ivory talons curling from the end of each great paw. She twisted through the sky like a streak of lightning, impossible and dreamlike, before turning with a dancer’s grace back to the blackbird-reeds and the hidden hot spring, back to Carmellia where she stood speechless in her peach-blush slip on the river stone, her hands clasped over her heart.

“Shall I steal you, Lady Carmellia, from the Jade King’s keep?” asked the dragon in a voice like a thousand windchimes.

In reply, Carmellia flung wide both arms, and when she leapt, the dragon caught her.

* * *
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IN THE CLOUD FORESTS over the mountains above the Jade Palace, Sapphire drifted languidly with the air currents, holding Carmellia clasped within two paws like a bird of prey carrying her catch from the river. The clouds were thick and heavy, buffeting Carmellia with unshed rain until her skin was soaked and shivering. When her trembling became noticeable, Sapphire twisted and shimmied to pierce the cloud barrier, coming out to clear skies above just as the clouds broke open, swelling the river and drenching the gardens below. With rain below them and open heavens above, Sapphire took Carmellia through that in-between space where the sun and wind dried her skin, and Sapphire’s own heat warmed her through like sauna stones.

“Where are you taking me?” Carmellia called above the rushing wind.

“Far enough that the Jade King’s name is no more known.”

Higher and higher Sapphire streamed, until the skin of heaven itself gave way, rupturing in the dragon’s wake as she took Carmellia into that sharp, clear mirror world that was so similar to Carmellia's earthly realm, yet shatteringly unfamiliar. There, Sapphire slowed, winding through pink and gold clouds like spun sugar, which whispered and grazed Carmellia’s limbs like meadow-grass.

She was still shaking, Carmellia noted distantly of herself, though no longer from the cold or rain. For a mortal to be brought into the heavenly realms was no small thing, to say nothing of the dragon.

“Stop,” she finally said, pushing against the talons Sapphire had curled around her like a belt. “Let me collect myself.”

Obliging her, Sapphire slowed to a lazy halt in a field of sky-juniper. There, she rolled onto her back and released Carmellia, watching her from hooded eyes like a great cat. Standing weak-kneed, Carmellia gathered her thoughts and her courage. Where she stood, which could not be called solid ground, her footing rolled and billowed beneath her like a sea of clouds, drifting around her calves like mist, but she felt no sense that she might fall. Tall, slender trees grew from the wispy meadows to wave branches of many-coloured leaves through the air, a dreamlike coral reef of enormous proportions all around her.

“What is this place?” she breathed.

“That which I call home, at least sometimes. That which you could call home as well, if you so desired.”

“Are there other people here?” At her next thought, Carmellia gasped. “Is this where the dragons came, when they left the world behind?”

But Sapphire shook her head. “This place is not empty of life, but I am likely to be the only dragon you will ever see. I’m sorry to disappoint.”

“You have never disappointed me.” Clearing her throat and gathering herself back into something resembling a high lady of the courts, Carmellia said, “You stole me. Am I to stay here, then? As your treasure?” She could think of worse fates, though it seemed lonelier now that Sapphire was something steeped in legend rather than a mortal girl much like herself, with whom she might have spent a lifetime.

“Should I keep you here, isolated and neglected, as the Jade King would have kept you there?” Sapphire laughed, and, in a rippling of scales like a mirage, she shed her dragon skin and returned to the form by which Carmellia knew her. “You wished for a garden, and for my company and conversation. Here, the meadows stretch as far as each horizon, further than you can explore in a hundred lifetimes. And there will be no chance of interruption, no dread of any future days, nor cause to shelter from the rain. Do you still wish for nothing more?”

Carmellia hesitated. “A river? With a hot spring?”

“You would recreate the Jade Palace grounds in the heavenly realms?” Sapphire’s tone was reproving.

Daring to be bold, Carmellia corrected her. “I would recreate my favourite memory of you. The moment I realized you would serve not so much as my lady-in-waiting, but my safe haven. When we bathed together in the river, and you combed my hair in the water. That place, I would recreate so I could revisit it with you, now in a happier state of mind.”

“You truly don’t want anything more than me?” As if she couldn’t believe she alone could be the sum of Carmellia’s every desire.

Her sudden meekness made Carmellia brave, and with a gesture, she called forth a river to split the heavens in twain, as strong as a stag and gentle as a fawn. Sapphire watched, delighted by her authority, as the waters came to kiss Carmellia’s toes, whereupon she calmed the flood and stepped into it as into a warm bath.

“You would not rule the Jade Palace, but will you be queen here?” Sapphire sounded pleased by the prospect, but still, Carmellia shook her head.

“I would like to be your equal. It seemed a simple fantasy, then. Now...”

“You do not feel you could be equal to a dragon?” Sapphire teased. “You worry overmuch. Don’t you know, there are no great dragons anymore. They’re all as songbirds and bumblebees, in this sorry age.”

“Then what are you?”

“I am the one who will sit with you in the garden for all eternity, that we might share company and conversation among the flowers.”

Stepping into the water, she waded effortlessly to stand facing Carmellia, the blue-green water lapping around their waists. The first time they had bathed together, Sapphire had stood at Carmellia’s back, combing water through her hair until it was as sleek and shining as an otter's coat. Now, they stood face to face, a perfect reflection of one another, one light, one dark.

“You wished for me,” Sapphire murmured, her hands coming to frame Carmellia’s face. “And now you have me, and I you, and no one else. I’ll raise you a hundred gardens and a thousand conversations, such that you will never be bored or lonely. And if ever you find yourself wishing for something more, or something different, I’ll split the sky to find it for you. If you would be queen of this place, the crown is yours. If you wish to be my most valued treasure, I’ll guard you more jealously than anything in the world. You only have to say it.”

“Why me?” Carmellia had to ask. “Dragon or lady, why should someone of your calibre choose me, out of everyone in every kingdom of the world?”

“Because I covet beauty,” Sapphire said simply. “And because, for all that mortal lives seem as mayflies, I found myself wishing to give you more time, which I’ve not felt for a mortal in an age. If it’s within my power, why should I not indulge such a whim?” She stroked Carmellia’s face, a cool, sweet sweep from chin to temple. “Now, tell me: what more can I give you?”

“There is one more thing for which I’d wish,” Carmellia whispered.

“Anything,” Sapphire said immediately.

“Do I have to ask?” Carmellia shifted her weight forward, her hands on the smooth, bare skin of Sapphire’s waist. “If it’s already within reach...”

Sapphire’s gaze fell to Carmellia’s parted lips, stained mulberry-red and glossy. That same gaze flickered back to meet Carmellia’s once more, holding not a question but an answer. When Sapphire leaned in, eyes lidded, her breath was as night-blooming jasmine, spearmint, ice-water. Meeting her lips was like plunging into crystalline waters, leaving no air in Carmellia’s lungs or words in her mouth. There was scarcely room for thoughts in her head, nothing but a sharp, breathtaking clarity like waking abruptly from the haze of a late-morning dream.

When she opened her eyes after the kiss, awake from the anxious dream her life had been, Sapphire gazed back at her, beautifully otherworldly, and Carmellia didn’t understand how she could have ever mistaken her for a mortal.

Coaxed into existence like a spring breaking ground, a field of flowers shimmered up from the clouds, soft swathes of colours mapping the heavens: spiralled ranunculus so delicate they looked like candied-sugar desserts, softly ruffled peonies, curling many-layered chrysanthemums. Gazing over the rolling hills and swaying trees, all of them made of the same stuff, whether clouds or stardust from far-off nebulae, Carmellia drew Sapphire with her from the water. Holding onto her companion as they sat cross-legged amid the flowers, she lifted their joined hands to point out a shape wafting gently over the horizon.

“That looks like the dragon on the Jade King’s crest,” she observed. It was a stout beast, heavy and winged compared to Sapphire’s slender elegance.

Squeezing Carmellia’s hand, Sapphire leaned forward and gently blew out her breath, and the shape dissipated as steam blown from a cup of tea. Carmellia watched until every last particle had drifted away to reform in new, scattered shapes, and only when the last speck of the Jade King’s presence had been erased did she sigh and settle against Sapphire’s side, as ethereal petals drifted over their laps like a blanket.

“So, you have my company,” Sapphire said lightly. “What of our conversation?”

“There’s time enough for talking later,” Carmellia murmured, and was rewarded with Sapphire’s windchime laugh against her skin, her cool breath and the silken press of her smile to Carmellia’s shoulder.
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RUBY AND BRINDLE
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The wild rat came into the home on his human’s shoulder, little claws digging into the rough wool of the stolen coat.

“This will do,” said the second human; not words the wild rat knew.

His person scooped him from his perch to set him down on the long entry-way table. The wild rat sniffed the air, whiskers quivering and black eyes bright and curious. The interior smelled musty, but there was none of the damp mould or illness he knew from the prison. When he explored the table’s length, his tail cleared a swish of dust in his wake.

He had never been inside a home before. The prison to the north housed countless bodies, but there was no comfort to be found, and certainly no luxury. There was hardly even any life. Nothing but darkness and hunger and the cruelty born of both.

His person was an exception to that rule. His person had fed him scraps he could ill afford to spare, and spoke to him kindly, and called him friend. And then, on that night of nights, the prison walls had cracked open and he carried the wild rat out of that place to breathe fresh air and feel the pinpricks of snow against his fur for the first time.

And now: a home. Somewhere soft and warm, orange in the lamplight, with thick rugs and carpets underfoot, and trinkets on the walls that spoke of a lifetime of ease and accumulation. As the two humans trod deeper into the seemingly abandoned house, the wild rat followed them. The second human was pale, with magic that brought frost and ice, and frighteningly stronger things, besides. That one, the wild rat shied away from, uneasy for reasons he could scarce contemplate.

Overwhelmed by the cacophony of sense and textures that had never existed within the prison, and for which he had no words, the wild rat skirted the baseboards as he nipped from one room to the next. In the kitchen, he scaled the countertop with ease, investigating every inch before climbing higher to settle in and observe the humans at their work, in the hopes they might produce something edible from the dry ingredients that lined the scant pantry shelves. He could subsist on raw flour if needs must, but he preferred not to, just as he would prefer not to forage in the wilderness again. For all the prison’s misery, its kitchens provided crumbs and bones at the ready, to say nothing of the prisoners themselves.

“Hello,” said a voice, polite and curious, from over his shoulder.

With a jump, the wild rat spun to find a face blinking at him from behind the glass pane of the cabinet door. Sitting amid the rose-patterned porcelain teacups was a rat unlike any he had seen: a male larger than himself, with sleek, light brown fur that was almost blond, darkening over his legs and face, save for a splash of white over his nose and muzzle. But it was his eyes that were most striking. Instead of being berry-black like the wild rat’s own, this house rat had eyes that were dark red, almost purple in the shadows.

When the wild rat made no response except to stare, the house rat stood on his hind legs and, leaning forward, pushed open the cabinet door with his forepaws, inviting the wild rat inside with a tip of his head. The wild rat only hesitated a second before scurrying to join him, too curious as to his appearance to be much afraid of intruding on his territory.

“My name is Ruby; pleased to meet you,” said the house rat. “Are your people moving in?”

“I don’t know if they’re staying,” the wild rat said, creeping closer to sniff politely at the house rat’s nose, their whiskers glancing off each other.

The house rat allowed it for a second before prompting, “What’s your name?”

“I don’t have one.”

“Are you a wild rat?”

“Yes, of course. But you’re not,” the wild rat added, “are you?”

“Not at all, though there have been wild rats in the house before. Mice, as well. To my lasting disappointment, none have been so bold to come and talk to me. I am most delighted to make your acquaintance. Do you know the people who brought you here?”

“As well as any wild rat knows a person, I suppose.”

“But you don’t know if they mean to stay? No one has lived here since the summer. People have come and gone, but they don’t stay more than a few hours at a time. The house desperately needs someone to settle in and take care of it again.”

“You don’t like having it all to yourself?” the wild rat asked.

“Oh, no.” Ruby seemed flabbergasted at the idea. “No, certainly not; it’s much too enormous for me to manage by myself, and really, a house needs a human touch to keep things comfortable. They haven’t discussed any such plans?” he asked hopefully.

“I wouldn’t know.”

Ruby looked confused for a moment before brightening. “As a wild rat, have you not learned English? It's an awfully useful thing to pick up, because people are always talking. A little French never hurt, either, although I regret that I only know a smattering of German. Still, it all counts for something. I’m sure your people will discuss their plans at some point, and when they do, I'll fill you in. Do you really not have a name? What should I call you without one?”

“We’re the only two rats here,” the wild rat pointed out. “Who else could you be talking to, that you would have to call me anything?”

“I suppose that's true. It just seems rude.”

The wild rat shrugged, faintly baffled by the concept.

“Oh, but what’s ruder is that I haven’t offered to show you around! Come, come. You’ve seen the human side of the kitchen now, so come through and let me show you my nest.”

With an eagerness befitting a week-old pup, Ruby ushered the wild rat in between the rows of dainty teacups to the back of the cabinet, where a tiny hole had been bored through the wood and into the dark, close recess of the wall. There, between the joists, Ruby had made his home, fashioned with squares of bright fabric, some embroidered, some monogrammed, to make a nest cozier than anything the wild rat had ever dreamed of in the prison.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Ruby invited, looking immensely pleased with himself and proud of his abode. “Have tea, and tell me all about yourself. I've never had the opportunity to converse with a wild rat before.”

When the wild rat crept inside and dutifully rucked up a section of the fabric to make a place to sit, Ruby unburied from the corner a biscuit half the size of his own body, with cream spread between two gold layers, and a fat thumbprint of red jam on top. It smelled mouth-wateringly sweet, and, though it was stale and had clearly already been nibbled on several occasions, it looked no less delicious for it.

“Help yourself,” Ruby said, pushing the biscuit in front of the wild rat. “I’m afraid I don’t have a great spread to offer — it's been such a long time since I’ve had company — but this is still good, and there's water in the jar behind the pillow, as this does get a bit dry after a few bites.”

The wild rat took a careful nibble, biting off a piece to grasp the morsel between his front paws, sitting on his haunches to curl over it. “This,” he said between bites, eyes blissfully shut, “is the best thing I've ever tasted.”

Ruby preened. “You should have had it when it was still fresh. Humans do make the most exquisite desserts. Leftovers are well and good, but they really can’t compare.”

“I think it’s perfect.” Swallowing, the wild rat asked, “What did you want to know about me?”

“Did you live in the wilds before coming here?” Ruby asked immediately.

“I lived in a prison to the north.”

“Oh, how dreadful!” Ruby said with a delicious shiver, inching closer around the side of the biscuit. “Tell me more.”

“There’s not much to tell,” said the wild rat with a shrug. “It was very dark, and very dank, and everyone was miserable and smelled terrible. I was born there, and it was all I knew my whole life until the walls cracked open and the one human who’d ever shown me kindness took me away. I never realized how wretched it was until I was outside, and travelling outdoors was still less pleasant than the home you have here. I wouldn't want to go back for anything.”

He took another bite, this time getting the cream. The sweetness made his teeth buzz, not unpleasantly. Beside him, Ruby crept closer again until they were nearly touching. His golden fur looked like brushed velvet, which wouldn’t be out of place in such a house.

“You’re a tame rat,” the wild rat observed. “Were you born among humans? Did they raise you? We heard rumours, even closed off in the prison, but I never thought a tame rat would look so...”

“Different?”

“Beautiful,” the wild rat said. “I always imagined a tame rat would look the same as a wild one, only maybe slower, and better fed. You look like a whole different species.”

“Yes, well.” Ruby fussed with one of the fabric squares, playing with the stitched hem between his forepaws, seemingly bashful and not quite able to meet the wild rat’s eyes, which the wild rat found fascinating. “My person raised generations of us here. There were always wild rats on the outskirts, but yes, they might as well have been a different species. They certainly thought of us that way.”

“Where did your family go?”

“My person was very old; he passed in his sleep at summer’s end.”

The wild rat knew death. It was so ever-present that he never used to give it much thought. But, since leaving the prison, he had felt it like a shadow at his back, clinging close and worrying at him like a reminder of something half-forgotten.

With a twinge of anxiety that never used to plague him, he briskly scrubbed his forepaws over his face, banishing the feeling. He’d seen friends and family die, and humans, too, through violence or illness or slow starvation. The prisoners that hadn’t gone out sickly, he’d eaten, and, while he felt no particular way about that fact, he thought it was probably best not to mention in present company.

Ruby shook off his own melancholy, smoothing out his whiskers with nimble fingers. “He was a spry old gentleman, bright and active till the end. And he was in his nineties, which is a very respectable age for a human. But then, we’re all very long-lived in this house. I myself had just passed my second year that spring, and he had every expectation that I should live to see my third.”

“Three years!” the wild rat exclaimed. “And that’s not unusual for your family?”

“Not at all. But of course, we were all very well taken care of, and there aren’t any predators in the house. I suppose wild rats don’t often see three?”

“I’ve never heard of one coming close.”

“What a terrible shame,” Ruby tutted. “In any case, my fellows were rehomed between his friends in the Fancy Rat Society. I elected to stay behind.”

“Why?”

“The house provides for me,” Ruby replied simply. “Although I do wonder sometimes if I made the right decision, staying here instead of finding a new person. I didn't want to leave, but we’re really not made to be alone. My family has been living among humans for so many generations, we hardly know how to go without them anymore.”

“That sounds terrible,” the wild rat said frankly.

Ruby chuckled. “I never thought so while he was still alive. But now, perhaps you’re right.”

“If my people don't stick around, I can show you how to forage outdoors,” the wild rat offered. “The house won't provide for you forever if no one moves in.”

“Oh, but I shouldn't want to forage,” Ruby said, distressed. “I'm really not built to fend for myself. Perhaps, when and if your people move on, I should take that as a sign to find somewhere more inhabited. Perhaps I can track down the whereabouts of my littermates,” he continued, more hopefully. “Not that I don’t appreciate your offer,” he hastened to assure him, grasping the wild rat’s paw and giving his fingers a squeeze. “It's awfully generous of you. But I really couldn't — I mean, I’m an indoor rat. You understand; the prison was indoors as well, after all.”

“Maybe my people will take you with them when they go. They've been kind enough to me.”

“Are you going with them?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure how much I enjoy journeying. Definitely not in winter, anyway.”

“Then stay with me, instead,” Ruby urged, catching hold of him with both paws now to draw close. “Here, or in another house; wherever we end up. I’ve so missed having company and someone to talk to; you have no idea. Stay with me, and we can be nice, indoor rats together. We’ll have cake crumbs and biscuits for tea and berries and cream for dessert, and we’ll be warm and safe and comfortable, and you needn’t scrounge for survival and I needn’t be alone ever again. We could be happy, for whatever time we’ve got left.”

The wild rat sometimes dreamt of dying, or being dead. There was no sense of calm or peace in those dreams, just a sudden stopping of everything, followed by an all-consuming cold and darkness. He would wake up, teeth chattering from his shivers, and crawl up his person’s body to nestle into the hollow of his throat where he could feel his heartbeat, and the warmth and rhythm would gradually reassure him that he was still alive and well.

He didn't know where those dreams came from, but could only hope that whatever his future held, it would be kinder than that.

Prison rats didn’t live long. He had already passed his first year, and outlived many of his littermates. The thought of seeing a full year pass outside the prison walls, to feel the summer sun and watch the trees change from empty sticks to buds to leaves to fiery golds and sticks again, seemed an unreasonable expectation.

But it would be nice, he thought tentatively, to see the summertime. To come out the other side of winter and witness the turn from grey to green, and nibble the fresh shoots and watch the daylight hours lengthen before experiencing summer from the comfort of a real home. To die in his sleep in a soft bed in the summertime was as far from a death as that which caught him in his dreams as it was possible to get, and he wanted it as much as he had ever wanted anything.

And to do it all alongside not just a soft-hearted human, but a companion of his own kind, who understood him better than any human ever could.

“I'm not a tame rat,” the wild rat said uncertainly. Ruby’s offer was as tempting as it was impassioned, but it sounded far removed from the wild rat’s reality.

“I can tame you,” Ruby said immediately. “There's hardly anything to it. All you need is a name.”

“You can do that?”

“Certainly. What's in a name? I was named for the colour of my eyes, so you can be named for the colour of your fur.”

The wild rat glanced down at himself. “Grey?” he asked doubtfully.

“Brindle,” Ruby corrected, smoothing one paw over the wild rat’s shoulder and down his back. “It's a good colour, and a perfectly respectable name.” He paused. “If you like it?”

The wild rat turned the word over in his mouth until it became a name. “I don't mind it,” he decided, and Ruby broke into a relieved smile.

“There you have it, then: a person who treats you well, and now, a name. You’re as tame as anything.”

Outside the wall, beyond the cabinet, the two humans bustled about the kitchen, and the unmistakeable scent of food wafted into Ruby’s nest.

“Let’s see what they’re up to out there,” Ruby said, making for the exit. Shoulder to shoulder and flank to flank, Brindle joined him.

On the kitchen counter, they perched, waiting to be noticed. Brindle followed Ruby’s lead, as Ruby was more accustomed to people, even if Brindle knew these particular ones better.

“Your little friend’s found a friend of his own,” the pale one noted, elbowing the first human in the side.

“They’ve got a fresh loaf of bread in the oven,” Ruby informed Brindle, “and a pot of beans warming on the stove. I haven’t tasted home-cooking since the summer,” he added wistfully. “Do you suppose they’ll share?”

“They’ve never not shared before.”

“Then I’d best introduce myself.” Scampering down from the countertop, Ruby crossed the floor and climbed the table to say hello, which he did by very carefully and respectfully taking hold of Brindle’s person’s forefinger, in the manner Brindle had seen genteel humans greet one another.

“You’re a fancy rat, are you?” the human asked, his demeanour cautious yet charmed. “Did you used to be someone's pet? Did you get left behind?” To the pale one, he asked, “Do you know how long this house has stood empty?”

Brindle didn't understand their language, but the words clearly meant something to Ruby. The house rat’s eyes brimmed with emotion, as if such simple human interaction were a great balm to his soul. Brindle’s person went to the stove to scoop a wooden spoonful of brown beans from the pot, still just lukewarm, and brought them back to the table. Unable to resist the smell, Brindle quickly joined them, though he was more reserved in his approach than Ruby.

“You’re a soft touch,” the pale one chided, though they didn’t attempt to take the spoon or the beans away.

“How can I deny anyone food when they're hungry?” Brindle’s person asked softly. He himself was still too thin and sickly. It was far easier for a rat to survive on prison rations than a human.

Rather than digging in to enjoy the offering straight away, Ruby sat up straight and clasped his forepaws together in gratitude, tail curled neatly around his haunches.

“Do you know tricks?” Brindle’s person asked, leaning forward with his hands on his knees to put himself at eye level with the two of them. “Did someone train you?”

Delighted to have been asked, Ruby darted forward, jumping nimbly from the table to the person’s arm, scampering up one shoulder and around the back of his neck before coming down the other side.

“I think that deserves at least a piece of buttered bread when it’s out of the oven,” the person said.

“Get out of here with you,” the pale one said with a roll of their eyes, but they made no move to actually stop the rats from partaking, just as they hadn’t stopped Brindle from sharing meals during their trek across the frozen moors.

When the bread was pulled from the oven, the crust was the same colour as Ruby’s fur. Brindle’s person cut a thick slice and slathered it generously with butter before topping it with beans and setting it down on a plate for the rats. Ruby and Brindle sat side by side, passing each other choice bites, shoulders rubbing and tails entwined, enjoying each other's company as much as the food itself. Brindle’s person seemed charmed by their display, his pale companion quietly amused as they both ate their own suppers, sitting down for a meal at a table for the first time.

“They say they might stay until the spring,” Ruby told Brindle happily. “They think it’s unlikely anyone will want to move into the house properly before that. And they’re talking about leaving us a stockpile of food when they go. Your person worries after you,” he observed. “Like you’re a pet after all. He has a kind heart, I think.”

“He does,” Brindle confirmed, remembering the person holding him after every nightmare, stroking his back until his rapid heartbeat slowed and his whiskers stopped trembling. That stood out to him as a kindness even above the way the man had shared his crumbs in prison.

“You need not stay on my account,” Ruby said, watching him anxiously. “If you would rather go with them, I certainly won't hold it against you. I more than understand the appeal of being a pet.”

Brindle wrapped his tail firmly around Ruby, holding him tight. “You named me,” Brindle said. “As kind as they are, I’d rather spend the rest of my time with someone I can talk to. You've made a home here for yourself. I’ve never really had one before. If you want me around, I’d like to stay.”

“I do,” Ruby said immediately. “I would like that tremendously.”

That night, after the humans had gone to bed, Ruby and Brindle tucked themselves into Ruby’s nest, piling the fabric around their bodies to trap the heat. There, in the dark, Brindle felt himself relax for the first time in so long, he could hardly remember. When he had still been a pup, perhaps, nestled in with his littermates, before he'd been old enough to understand the ways of the world and what existence had in store for him.

“I’d like to live out my remaining time in the house I’ve always known,” Ruby murmured, “and go peacefully in my sleep, in summer’s embrace, however soon that summer might come. I’d almost given up the hope that I might have that, and also a friend to see me off, or even come with me, if the timing’s right.”

“It’s better than scraping out an existence anywhere else,” Brindle agreed. “A quiet, easy end to things. It sounds nice.”

With a contented sigh, Ruby made himself comfortable, curling up to rest his chin on Brindle’s back. “How marvellous it is to find someone so late in life that I can call a friend again. I never thought I should be so lucky.”

Burying his nose in Ruby’s soft, gold fur, Brindle shut his eyes as the warmth carried him towards a restful sleep. However lucky Ruby thought himself, Brindle thought his own luck must be brimming ten times over, to have been born within cold stone prison walls, only to find a home and a friend as lavish and generous as he had found with Ruby. They fell asleep curled like two halves of a heart, and winter drew one night closer to spring.
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THE TEMPLE AT THE END OF ALL THINGS
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Had Shams been a warrior, or a philosopher, they might have been better equipped to handle the sudden all-encompassing quiet of existence. But Shams was a member of the cleaning staff in the Emperor-Queen’s palace, and had spent their life steeped in humanity.

They had been a member of the Emperor-Queen’s cleaning staff. Now, they weren’t anything. At least, nothing that could be defined by their relation to others, because there weren’t any others left.

At first, they tried to sit and meditate amid the emptiness of their city, but the quiet was uncanny, and the rapid churning of their mind refused to settle. So, they tried a more active meditation, returning to the palace to scrub the floors and dust the mirrors, following their regular routine. Still, the crushing emptiness persisted. 

Shams had been cleaning the powder room when it happened. On finishing, they had emerged to find themself the only person left. Whatever gods had reached down to empty the city, or whatever spirits had stolen Shams’ people had overlooked Shams in that little room. And, although Shams waited, no one and nothing came back for them.

They sat on the Empress-Queen’s throne, and laid in her bed, and ran impertinent fingers over the carved wood lid of her jewellery box, and nothing changed. Nothing mattered.

Putting their back to their gleaming white stone city and the purple mountains behind it, Shams walked into the rainforest.

The noise was immediate, a curtain of birdsong and insect-whirring, and the humidity felt like a many-armed embrace, like burying their face in a warm bosom and refusing to come up for air. They walked deep into the forest with no expectation of ever finding their way out again, nor any concern for food or shelter. They would walk until they were physically incapable of taking another step, and then they would sit down and give themself over to the beetles and the moss. 

It was with this intention that Shams came upon the automaton.

It had the wide face of a salamander, the body of an elephant, four human arms and four legs, and a crown upon its head. Whatever ancient, proto-god it represented, Shams would never know, its culture so long-lost as to be unnameable. The automaton hadn’t walked in a thousand years. The civilization that built it had been hunted to extinction, or dwindled to nothing from a too-isolated population, or shed their arms and legs for fins to return to the river and swim back to the sea; no one knew, and there was no one left to ask.

The temple it had once guarded, or where it was once worshipped, was a shambling heap of stone so overtaken by greenery that it was at first unrecognizable as human-made. Banyan roots tied knots around its walls, and spotted doves roosted in its alcoves. Under its domed roof, through which grew a brilliant fruit tree, sat the automaton, whose shell was covered with soft, emerald-green moss and crawling with jewel-bright insects. Woody vines twined around its limbs, their flowers opening like trumpets, and its lowermost portion was buried in mulch that had built up over centuries upon centuries.

The relief at seeing evidence of humanity persisting after extinction felt like a balm.

“Hello,” said Shams, their voice rusty from disuse.

The automaton could not provide conversation or even company, but it offered a purpose. Whether it had originally been a god or a tool, Shams could restore it. It was easy to set aside their loss and hunger and bone-deep weariness in the face of having something concrete to do. They fashioned a ladder out of branches, steps bound with plant fibres, and set it against the figure with a murmured apology of respect.

One by one, they transferred every crawling insect on the automaton’s body to the nearby plants: iridescent beetles, clever ants, pink orchid mantises, and tarantulas the size of Shams’ hands. Next, they brushed aside the dead leaves and loose soil, and peeled away great sheets of moss, carefully lowering them to the ground and setting them aside where they could grow anew. They stripped off their sweat-stained tunic; the tree canopy shielded them from direct sunlight, and the scant protection the fabric offered against the hungry flies seemed irrelevant when Shams did not intend to survive much longer.

With their tunic in hand, they climbed to the ladder’s highest rung to reach the automaton’s crown, and, working methodically from top to bottom, they buffed the metal until it gleamed. The automaton’s round salamander eyes stared past them as they worked, sightless and unblinking.

“There is some comfort,” Shams said from the automaton’s feet, polishing the metal of its toes as it turned from dull bronze to brass to glorious gold under their care, “in knowing you’ve seen this all before. You watched your people disappear, and life continued on. Now it's happening again, and here you are, unbothered and unchanged.” Rocking back on their heels, they gave the metal a gentle pat with their bare hand, proud of their work. The automaton was warm to the touch, like a living thing. “I can only hope that in a thousand years, birds will be nesting in my bones, as well.”

With a clicking buzz like a flock of cicadas rousing from sleep, something deep within the automaton stirred, coaxing it to motion. A light flickered behind its amphibian eyes, a slow flare of consciousness, and ponderously, it moved its enormous broad head to gaze upon them.

“You’re still here,” Shams breathed, breaking into their first smile since their people had vanished. “How wonderful. Would you mind if I shared this spot with you until the end?”

With tremendous slowness, the automaton lowered one hand until its knuckles brushed the forest floor. When Shams carefully stepped onto its palm, the automaton lifted them out from beneath the temple’s ruins to stand upright amid the trees, its eyeline level with the under-canopy. Like the sunrise, it raised Shams as they clung to its fingers, until they were lifted out of the rainforest and into the sky.

From so high up, with the clouds brushing cool dewdrops against their skin, immediately evaporating in the sunlight, Shams could see everything. The forest stretched lush and green in every direction, vibrant with life. To the south, Shams’ city emerged from the trees to climb the foothills of the purple mountains, too tiny and distant to make clear that its houses stood empty. Far in the opposite direction, a great river wound through the green like a fat, lazy dragon glistening under the sun.

Shams’ world had ended, as the world had ended a hundred thousand times before. Humanity was cyclical: brought low by godlike whims or warfare, natural disaster or unremarkable circumstance, then raised again to flourish for a time before another inevitable destruction. It seemed impossible that in a world so wide, Shams should be the last human alive. It seemed equally impossible that Shams should be troubled by it. The rainforest alone was so incomprehensibly vast, so teaming with life, that Shams’ city was but a drop in that great river. The sun would burn, the rain would fall, and the trees would seed with or without them.

The automaton stood above the trees, a monument to the lost and forgotten. Someone had once prayed to a golden deity with the head of a salamander and the body of an elephant. Shams had once cleaned the private chambers of an Empress-Queen. Both civilizations were now only remembered by the two beings standing together, overlooking the forest’s canopy.

Looping both arms around the automaton’s thumb to anchor themself, Shams pressed their cheek to its warm metal, exhaled their grief, and inhaled serenity.
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A FUTURE GLIMPSED THROUGH SMOG
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FOUR OF EIGHT

* * *
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As their carriage rattled through the city smog, carrying them away from the cold indifference of the long-term hospital ward towards their elegant townhouse home, Laura Livingston sat across from her husband with her hands folded in her lap, perfectly composed. David was pale and staring, like she had just donned a judge’s cap and consigned him to the gallows.

“Do you want me to end up institutionalized, as well?” he hissed, voice low as if their driver could somehow overhear their conversation from outside, above the clattering din. “Such an accusation is a death sentence!”

“I would never have voiced it if I didn't mean to protect you from the consequences,” Laura replied evenly. “Do you think so little of me, that I would condemn my husband to such a fate?”

“Then why suggest it at all? To reduce my efforts to help him to something so base, so, so crass—”

“I’m not reducing anything. But I saw the way you looked at him today.”

It was as if all the air had been sucked from the carriage interior, leaving David suddenly alone and gasping in the furthest reaches of freezing black outer space.

“You need my cooperation if you want to get him out of that place, which, I agree, is no good for him. And I will give you my cooperation, but I must request a certain degree of honesty in exchange. Both with ourselves, and each other. I think you can agree that’s fair.”

“It’s not fair to suggest — Is this revenge?” he asked desperately. “For a loveless marriage?”

That brought her up short. For a second, it was only the bustling rhythm of the carriage that reminded her heart to beat and her lungs to breathe. “You think this is loveless?”

“I know you didn't marry me out of passion, or for my money or social standing. Certainly not my looks. And I know, as hard as I try, I can't give you all that you want.”

Their townhouse stood largely quiet; they employed a housekeeper, but neither a governess nor a nanny.

“When you first raised the matter, I thought perhaps you meant him as a surrogate son. Someone for me to mother; the child we couldn’t have.”

“No,” David said emphatically.

“No,” she agreed. “I see that now.” She patted the folds of her skirts like she wanted to reach across to take his hand. He bristled with defensiveness; he wouldn’t let her. “I care for you. I want you to be happy. Isn’t that love?”

He didn’t have an answer, or at least, not one he dared speak aloud.

* * *
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ONE

* * *
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AN ANGEL.

That was David’s first thought on seeing the young man. He languished alone in an empty room, the walls white, his clothes plain and grey, too listless to escape despite a lack of restraints. A fallen angel — not one that had followed the devil out of heaven, but one that had been unfairly ripped from that soft place in chains.

As David stood frozen in the doorway, the man slowly turned to look at him, his curls illuminated like a halo from the sliver of sun coming through the window, a too-small reminder of the outside world. His face had the look of a martyr, beatific and mournful.

“Who is he?” David asked, when the orderly found him there.

“He has visions that give him fits.”

That was an answer to a question David hadn’t asked.

“Why is he unattended?”

“His medication keeps him calm enough that he doesn’t need supervision.”

David stared at the man, who looked like he should be able to physically walk out of the institution unimpeded, yet couldn't even sit upright in his chair. David couldn’t explain the draw he felt, nor why it was so important that he should abandon his plans for the rest of the day to arrive home two hours late. He was moved to some connection to the pitiful figure sitting in that empty room, and though he told himself it was no more than compassion, his excuses sounded defensive even to his own ears.

“I want to meet him.”

The orderly shrugged and gestured to the open door. Mrs. Livingston was one of the institution’s most esteemed donors, and a noted philanthropist. If she or her husband wished to meet one of the hospital’s more docile patients, then the institution would oblige, as they obliged the fancies of anyone who could pay admission. No matter what those fancies might be.

“Oliver,” said the young man softly, when asked his name.

“Hello, Oliver.”

David took a knee, as there was no other furniture in the room, and offered his hand. Oliver looked at it for a moment before haltingly accepting the proffered grip, as if expecting some manner of trick.

David shook his hand just once, lightly, before letting go. “My name is David Livingston. I'm visiting on behalf of my wife, who donates to the running of this place.”

Oliver looked down at his own hand, now empty, and slowly flexed his fingers, as if that had been the only touch he'd been offered in quite some time, and now, knowing that it didn't hurt, he wasn’t sure what to do without it.

* * *
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TWO

* * *
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OLIVER’S EYES WERE round and grey, and pre-disposed to tears, though, in all the hours David spent visiting, he never saw him properly cry. It was as if Oliver had some great well of emotion locked away that his circumstance or medications made inaccessible, leaving his body limp and still, his voice even, and his eyes quietly, unremarkably leaking everything he could not express.

“I was born under a black star,” he said with a little smile, in answer to David’s query. “I’ve always seen things. It started when I was a boy. I saw my mother’s illness; that was the first one I remember. Seeing it wasn’t enough to save her, but it gave her time to prepare.”

“Your father?” David asked.

He had acquired a second chair, though the orderlies removed it from Oliver's room at the end of each visit. Oliver always watched them take it away with a wistful longing as if with it went any chance of David’s return. David came as often as he could, three times a week when he could manage it, telling himself it was for the sake of raising Oliver's spirits and giving him a more comforting sense of routine than what the barren institution offered. He tried not to examine his motivations any deeper than that. Laura was philanthropic in her donations; David could be altruistic with his time.

“He died before I was born,” Oliver said. “I never met him, and I never have visions about people I don’t know.”

“Do you still have them? The nurses told me your medicine stops all that.”

Oliver looked at him for a second before replying. “No, I still see things. The medicine just makes it less disruptive. If I don’t say anything, they assume I haven’t seen anything.”

“Does it... does it hurt? Or trouble you?”

“The visions never bothered me. Sometimes their content does, but I would rather know if something’s coming and have time to come to terms with it than be blindsided by the unexpected. Like my mother, with her sickness.”

“Do you ever see anything good?”

“Sometimes. The visions aren’t warnings; I don't think they’re anything, really. Just a crossed wire between time and space inside my head. As often as not, they’re completely boring. Like when you dream about getting up in the morning and getting dressed and having breakfast, only to wake up properly after the fact. You feel sort of embarrassed to have dreamt something so mundane.”

“Have you ever seen me, in any of your visions?”

“Not yet. But, now that I’ve met you, maybe I will.”

* * *
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EIGHT

* * *
[image: image]


THE WORLD IS SOFTER now than Oliver has ever known it. The sheets are crisp, the pillows fat, the morning light filtering through the drawn curtains pale yellow like watercolours. When he rises, he will be secure in the knowledge that breakfast is waiting, and his food and drink will be of his choosing, just like the clothes in his wardrobe, small selection as it offers.

Beside him, David sleeps on. Time hangs suspended even though the sun has fully risen, and Oliver takes it to study him. The bird’s-nest mess of his hair, perpetually scruffy, despite best efforts to tame it; the stubble lining his jaw; the shape of his hand where it lays palm-up and open in the space between them, the bed enormous. Downstairs, Oliver can hear Laura in the kitchen, the shuffle of her steps, unhurried, and smell the rich, curling scent of fresh coffee.

He can tell the instant David wakes, a shift in the pattern of his breathing, before he opens his eyes. David is always slow to wake, groggy and mumbling for the first few minutes, unlike Oliver's own instant lucidity, switching from one state of consciousness to the other without transition.

Oliver is the first thing David sees, and his expression goes warm immediately, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Morning,” he mumbles, clumsily shifting his hand forward to press his thumb to Oliver's chin. He meant to touch the cupid’s bow of Oliver’s mouth, but missed. They'll have more chances to get it right. They have infinite chances.

“Good morning,” Oliver murmurs in reply, helpless against his own spreading smile.

And then he woke up.

* * *
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THREE

* * *
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“I WANT TO BRING HIM home,” David said quietly. They were having a late evening tea and toast in the drawing room, and he couldn’t meet his wife’s eyes. The room’s shadows felt smothering. “He's not dangerous. He’s not even really ill. The only reason he's trapped there is because there’s no one else to take care of him. He hasn't got the means to buy better treatment, so he’s left to rot in that little room all by himself. It’s not fair.”

“He's not a stray to be taken in off the street,” Laura said gently. “What makes you think you can provide for him? How do you intend to meet his needs, which you barely understand? You’re not a physician.”

“I care about him. That’s more than any of those doctors or orderlies in that place can claim. I’ve seen bruises, you know.” Now that he had started talking, it was like the floodgates had opened, and he couldn't stop the confession from pouring out. “You know they beat some of the patients there, the violent ones, and the ones resistant to their medications. Oliver’s not like that. The stuff they give him makes him so compliant; he couldn’t lift a finger against them, so what reason have they got to leave bruises? All he does is sit in that blank little room all by himself, for years and years before I found him. It’s no life, what he’s got in there. It’s no way to treat a man. And I want to—”

David bit his tongue. Swallowed something bitter.

“I can’t help him without you,” he said. “But I want to. I feel I owe it to him, somehow. I think I’m the only person who’s treated him like a living soul in his entire adult life.”

For a long minute, Laura said nothing, sipping her tea as she contemplated the situation, or rather, her husband’s reaction to it. David wanted to shrink from her scrutiny, and he might have excused himself or changed the subject if only a man's life didn't depend on him speaking up.

Laura had beauty and wit in measures equal to her wealth, and David couldn’t help but feel, not for the first time, that she deserved so much better than what he could give. Yet, despite his shortcomings and despite her generosity, both of which stretched as far back as when he was a desperate suitor calling on her all starry-eyed and moonstruck by her charm, here he was, asking for more.

“I will meet him,” she said, her tone measured and considering, “and then we’ll see if there’s anything to be done.”

* * *
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SIX

* * *
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OLIVER FELL ASLEEP on the carriage ride home. He had barely been conscious as they signed the paperwork transferring the responsibility of his keeping and well-being to the Livingstons. The nurses had sedated him prior to their arrival, as if concerned their patient might suddenly lash out the moment he was taken off the premises. David held his tongue to keep from demanding to know what the hell they were thinking, drugging him into oblivion when he wasn’t even theirs anymore. Laura merely levelled them with a look, clicking her tongue once in disapproval before sorting the paperwork and having the orderlies load Oliver into their waiting carriage. The suggestion that her future donations would come with heavy caveats was as obvious as it was unspoken.

Oliver slumped into David for the latter half of the drive, his body gradually giving in as sleep took hold. David sat ramrod straight, eyes averted, but there was no escaping Laura’s benevolent, knowing gaze.

“I’ll have the housekeeper step in to help him bathe this evening,” Laura said. “She won’t find it improper, given the state of him, and she’s raised children of her own.”

“No, don’t. The last thing he needs is being manhandled by another stranger.” David stared fixedly at the curtain covering the window, away from her raised brow. “I'll do it.”

She gave him one of her long, inscrutable looks. “Is this your concession to our earlier conversation?”

“This isn’t a discussion I want to have where he can hear it, whether he's awake or not.”

When she didn’t waver, David blew out his breath, frustrated and overtired and jittery from the enormity of what they had just done, and were about to do. “You weren’t wrong,” he finally admitted from between ground teeth.

“I want you to be happy. And I’d like for him to be happy, as well. Heaven knows he deserves some peace, after his stay there.”

Oliver stirred. “Who’s happy?” he asked blearily, attempting to straighten. He was still in his institutional greys, drab and washed out, in stark contrast to the carriage’s luxury. He looked pauperish beside Laura’s voluminous skirts and David’s wool suit, and David hated it.

“Who will be happy,” Laura corrected with a polite smile. “Now that you’re under my governance, that is something I can wish for you, I think. Just as I wish for my husband’s, and my own.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve seen that, in any of your visions?” David asked.

“I’ve seen a lot of things,” Oliver said vaguely. “Is it much further?” He cast a yearning glance to the carriage window, where the curtain was drawn for privacy's sake.

“Not very,” Laura replied. “When we get home, we’ll get you set up in the guest room, where you may take whatever time you need to decompress. I’ll have tea and supper brought up, should you like a bite to eat before bathing. Or after; it hardly matters. You can do as you like, now.”

“Do you have a garden?” Oliver asked. “I’d love to see a garden again. Even just to sit.”

“We can do that,” David said, his throat threatening to choke up.

Already, he missed the warmth of Oliver's body pressed against his side. Admitting it, even within the privacy of his own head, made him feel sick, like he was taking advantage of his newfound position of authority in the other man's life.

Finding David’s hand, Oliver clasped it tight, and David managed a tiny, guilty smile in return.

* * *
[image: image]


FIVE

* * *
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“I’LL GET YOU OUT OF here, Oliver.”

The problem with the tranquilizers was that they made it difficult for Oliver to recognize when he was having a vision. Dreams, visions, current happenings, and stories: everything seemed equally real, or unreal. It was all very muted, and far away.

David held both of Oliver’s hands in his, leaning forward until their knees almost touched in the middle of their two chairs. He was earnest, beseeching Oliver to believe him.

But Oliver couldn't be sure he was really there, never mind whether he was capable of keeping such a vast, unthinkable promise as that.

“Tell me you want to come home with me, and I’ll make it happen,” David swore. “I can’t bear to leave you here.”

Oliver blinks and sees a bed, morning light through heavy drapes, a beautiful woman sitting across a dining room table, her eyes dark and soft. A clawfoot bathtub curling steam, with shining brass fixtures.

And he sees David, David, David.

The kiss is warm and opaque like bathwater, a scuffing of stubble, a graze of skin, and for the first time in thirteen years, Oliver is clearheaded.

He blinked.

“Okay,” he whispered hoarsely. “Yes. Take me home.”

* * *
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SEVEN

* * *
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WHEN THE GREAT CLAWFOOT tub was full, David cleared his throat. “Shall I step outside while you undress?” he asked the ceiling.

“No need,” Oliver said absently.

He shed his clothes with nonchalant efficiency, catching David off guard. David didn’t turn around quickly enough, and then, once he caught a glimpse of Oliver’s back, he was stuck in place. Dark pink scars marred that pale expanse of skin in crude patterns — the work of a belt, David realized with a sick lurch, though the scars looked mostly old. The bruises were fresher, and none could be explained away by innocent clumsiness, not when Oliver spent his days sedated, with no furniture but the chair on which he sat.

David was still staring when Oliver sank into the bathwater. It was only when he noticed Oliver watching him with a curious, half-embarrassed look of expectation that David roused himself, and quickly took a seat in the chair Oliver had previously occupied.

“I can’t remember the last time I was allowed a real bath,” Oliver said as he soaped himself up. “I wasn’t one of the model patients they liked to display to visitors as an example of their modernity and medical progress, so mostly, they did as little work with me as they could.”

“How did you end up there?” David asked. “Did you have no other family, after your mother passed?”

“My mother didn’t, so I went to my father's sister, whom I’d never met. I stayed with her until I was fourteen, at which point, she decided I was more trouble than I was worth. She didn't have either the patience or the interest in dealing with my peculiarities.”

“Your visions?”

Ducking, Oliver wet his hair, slicking his curls back from his face before beginning to wash them. “She could have just turned me out,” he said quietly. “Whatever trouble I might have met on the streets couldn't have been as bad as spending the next thirteen years institutionalized.”

“I’m sorry.” David didn’t know what else to say. Insufficient as it was, it was all he had.

Oliver shrugged. “But now I'm here. You said you’d get me out, and you did. The past doesn't matter now that I have a future again.”

But his past was written all over his body. Some of his bruises were faded to sickly yellow, some still pansy-violet fresh. David couldn’t look away from the evidence of violence done to him. Eventually, the bruises would fade entirely, and even the scars might ease with time and treatment.

The fact that David could look at his bare skin, so hurt, and still want to touch him made him feel as monstrous as he judged all those orderlies and nurses to be. Self-disgust roiled in his stomach, strong enough to make him sick.

“David.”

Oliver’s voice broke through his haze and David blinked, refocusing. Oliver had finished washing, his hair glossy and wet, skin pink from the water’s heat and from being freshly scrubbed. Soap suds glistened on the water’s surface, crowding around his chest where he leaned forward, his eyes brighter than they’d ever been, all his attention fixed on David.

David cleared his throat. “Sorry. Lost in thought. Are you finished?”

Slowly, Oliver shook his head, a stray curl escaping to plaster itself to his temple. “I want to stay in as long as it's hot.”

“Do you care for company? Or shall I go?”

“Whatever you like,” Oliver replied, still watching him closely. Then, “Stay,” he amended. “I want you to stay.”

Nodding, David tried to settle in his chair. “Right. As you like.”

Oliver soaked in silence for a minute, skin glowing pinker as David tried to look elsewhere without making his discomfort obvious.

Finally, Oliver asked, his voice low and almost playful, “Are you going to kiss me?”

David recoiled. “What? No, I’m — Did Laura say something to you?”

“No.” Oliver blinked at him with guileless grey eyes. “I saw it. I know it happens in the bath, so I’ve been waiting. But you’re taking longer than expected, and the waiting is starting to get to me, so I thought I should ask.”

“You saw me kiss you,” David repeated.

“I thought you wanted to back at the hospital, too. Once we got to know each other. But I saw it happen here, like this. I thought that was why you brought me home in the first place.”

“I would never,” David sputtered. “You thought I took you home to maul you, like a dog with a piece of meat—”

“That's not what I thought,” Oliver interrupted gently, “and it’s not what I said.”

“I wouldn't,” David repeated.

Oliver dropped his gaze to his hands on his knees, underwater. “I wouldn’t mind if you did.”

“Come again?”

A wry smile curled over Oliver’s mouth. “My aunt didn’t admit me because of the visions.”

“Oh. Oh, god. That’s worse, isn’t it? The medications they had you on, the sedatives—”

“Had nothing to do with the visions. And I won’t be taking them anymore; my head’s already clearer than it’s ever been. But I don't want to talk about that right now. What I'd really like is for you to kiss me. Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

David swallowed, an audible sound against the dryness of his throat. “Um. How did it go, when you saw it?”

“Well, I was in the bath, like this. And you got up from your chair to sit at the side.” Oliver paused, waiting expectantly until David got up to follow the instructions from his other, future self to kneel at the side of the bath.

“You had one hand on the edge and the other, you lifted to — yeah, like that,” Oliver said, when David hesitantly curled one hand around the back of Oliver's neck. “And then you leaned in...”

But David couldn’t bring himself to move, not even knowing he had already done it, or that his future self would do it.

“I know you know how to kiss,” Oliver teased. “You’re a married man. You must have done it before at least once.”

“With a woman. Never a man.”

“Do you really think it will be that different?”

“It must be. Why else would there be such fuss about it? Why would I feel like I've been missing out on something my whole life, if it's not different? Why would I be so scared of it—”

Oliver kissed him.

David’s eyes fell shut reflexively and he leaned into it — soft pressure, warmth, and a hyper-awareness of his own heartbeat and breathing and firing of synapses, all of which felt so magnified that Oliver must surely be able to feel them just the same.

“Alright?” Oliver asked against David’s lips, the question little more than a breath. “Don’t be afraid.”

In the future, in another universe, maybe in another life, David had already done this, and he had survived it. The world had kept on turning, the galaxies spinning in the sky. Before doing it, the act had been unthinkable. Now that it was happening, now that it was over, he hardly understood why he'd ever had such an aversion.

When their lips parted, David didn’t move away. Still kneeling, his hand cradling Oliver's neck, he rested their foreheads together and exhaled every anxiety he'd been holding.

“What happened next?” he asked, without moving.

“What do you want to happen next?”

Oliver had seen the future awaiting him when he next woke, and he wanted to hold it in both hands, dovelike, and never let it go. His bruises would fade and his scars would soften, and he would dress in bright colours and bold patterns, and wrap himself in thick, soft scarves as the days cooled. His mind would clear and sharpen away from those useless medications, and he would sit across the dining room table from Mrs. Laura Livingston, who would talk with him like he was an intelligent person worth talking to. And at night, he would lay his head to rest on down-filled pillows, and fall asleep to the steady rhythm of David's breathing.

It had been a terribly long time since he’d seen a glimpse of a future he actually wanted.

Carefully, like he was handling something precious, David raised Oliver’s hand to his lips, brushing a kiss across his knuckles. Oliver sank deeper into the bath, flushed and pleased.

“Let’s start with tea?” David suggested.

Oliver had never heard anything better than the tentative optimism in those words.

“Tea,” he agreed, wholeheartedly.
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