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Sun and Stone

by Noel Oliver

Moxley Alten opened his eyes, cursed the daylight streaming through the cracks in the shutters, and pulled the heavy quilt up over his head. Damn that Elven wine, anyhow. This was the third time since he’d come to Alvarranen that it had snuck up and blindsided him, leaving him with a splitting headache. If only he could get a proper mug of Dwarven ale.

At the moment he may as well just have stayed in bed. The whole reason he’d gotten accidentally drunk the previous night was because of the end-of-term celebration; most of the students had already left, and his fellow teachers were heading off over the next few days to spend the winter solstice with their families. Moxley and the two other dwarves who had come to Skywhisper Academy to teach that fall would be left rattling around the empty halls. At least Finn and Jessa had each other.

He gave a little grunt of exasperation at the thought and flipped over his pillow, pushing his forehead against the cool side. If he wasn’t careful he’d start feeling sorry for himself again. It was true he hadn’t really wanted to come here in the first place. Moxley had grown up a child of nobility and had only left the caverns in the heart of Mt. Drom a handful of times in his life. The dwarves called Mt. Drom “Heart of the World”; it was the center of their kingdom and, supposedly, the origin of their race. Nowadays the only dwarves who lived inside the mountain itself were the oldest and richest families. Finn and Jessa had grown up in cities spread across its foothills; they didn’t understand how Moxley could miss the constancy of his home, where it was never too hot or too cold and the days were marked by the lamplighters and not the rising of the sun.

“That sounds boring,” Jessa had declared bluntly when he had tried to explain, sometime just after they’d crossed the border into Elven lands. Finn had at least tried to be sympathetic, Finn with his green eyes and curly dark hair and wide smile. Moxley had become instantly smitten with him, only to have his hopes dashed before he’d even quite dared to acknowledge them when he saw them making out behind the wagons one evening.

He’d spent the last week of the trip juggling heartbreak over Finn, nerves over the thought of having to actually get up in front of a classroom of adolescent elves and explain Dwarven grammar rules, and a vague sense of panic at the fact that he couldn’t even see Mt. Drom on the horizon any more. He’d been outside before, of course, but never entirely out of its shadow. He tried to distract himself by reading Meluros Skywhisper’s History of Conflict between the Elven and Dwarven Peoples for the third time, because if he let his mind wander he started to wonder if everything he’d ever known had ceased to exist.

He’d found a stride, more or less, after a shaky first couple of weeks. He couldn’t say he was a particularly good teacher, but so far his students seemed to be making decent progress, and they didn’t hate him. Ultimately he was effectual if mediocre, which suited him just fine, even if it meant he had to talk himself up a bit in his letters home.

Moxley finally got up mostly out of boredom. With no classes to distract him, homesickness was starting to creep back in, so he figured he may as well go look for something to do. The Academy’s library was extensive, and the conservatory lovely. Maybe he’d even take Finn and Jessa up on their offer to show him around town for once.

He started rethinking the library plan as soon as he stepped inside. The room was wide, high-ceilinged, and drafty; he could see his breath in the air. Maybe he’d just grab some books at random, go back to his little room, and huddle up by the fire.

As he rounded one of the shelves, he was surprised to find he wasn’t alone. Sitting at one of the low wooden tables, bent over a quill and parchment, was the headmaster’s personal assistant, Lorenfaar Felbann. He was instantly recognizable; the man had the reddest hair Moxley had ever seen. It wasn’t the red-tinted brown tones the dwarves called red, but a rich, vibrant hue, like the petals of a prizewinning rose, or fresh blood, and it fell in waves down to the middle of his back. He also had a habit of dressing himself in robes of shockingly dyed fabrics that clashed awfully with his hair; today it was dark blue. He had his back to Moxley and was muttering softly to himself, but Moxley must have made some kind of noise because the elf’s shoulders tightened and he whirled. Spots of pink appeared high on his pale cheekbones as he scrambled to his feet and bowed.

“You don’t have to do that,” Moxley said self-consciously. “I’m the one who’s intruding.”

“I do apologize, Mr. Alten, I didn’t realize you were awake. I had intended on bringing you some water this morning, but I wasn’t sure I should bother you. I did notice that you seemed rather under the weather last night.”

“You mean drunk,” Moxley said ruefully. “That’s very thoughtful of you.” The entire conversation had been in the Elven language; it was basically all Moxley spoke outside of the classroom nowadays. He happened to glance at the parchment on the table, however, and was surprised to see a line of Dwarven characters, written in a shaky hand. “What’s this?” he asked, stepping closer. “Were you practicing?”

Lorenfaar flushed more deeply, the pink creeping up the edges of his pointed ears. “I’m afraid my language skills are… rudimentary, at best. I thought I might work at honing them over the break. Actually, I don’t suppose… but no, I’m sure you have better ways to spend your free time….”

“You want me to tutor you?” Moxley asked.

“Only if you wish to, and I’ll pay you, of course. I’m not sure what the appropriate rates might be.”

“Don’t even think about it. I’m already paid to be here, and I was honestly not sure what to do with myself with all this time off. I don’t know though, I’ve never taught anyone one-on-one. Finn used to tutor, maybe he’d be a better choice.”

“I’d just as well have it be you,” Lorenfaar said. “That is, as I said, only if you wish to.”

“Well, sure, why not.” It would be better than following around Finn and Jessa and trying not to look like a lost puppy, and at least he’d be making himself marginally useful. “Do you want to start right now?” He couldn’t quite fight down a smile as he looked at the childishly crooked lines Lorenfaar had scrawled across the page.

“I know,” the elf sighed, settling back into his chair. “My handwriting is terrible.”

“You’re already improving,” Moxley said. “The end of the row looks much better than the beginning. Just keep going over and over again and eventually the shapes will feel natural to you.”

The elf obediently dipped his quill into the inkpot, scratching more letters into the parchment. “It’s all of these straight lines,” he sighed. “They just feel so rigid.”

“I like to think of it as being neat and orderly.” Moxley pulled out the chair across from him and settled himself down. “The first time I saw Elven writing I thought it looked like the kinds of designs women get embroidered on the edges of their skirts as decoration. All those loops and swirls.”

“I suppose we’re just comfortable with what we know,” Lorenfaar said, meeting Moxley’s eyes with a little smile. It struck Moxley that even after spending six months in Alvarranen this was the longest conversation he’d ever had with an elf.

He watched the quill move across the page, its movements growing more and more sure. He forgot about the cold, but the pleasant quiet of the moment was broken when his stomach gave a loud rumble.

Moxley was sure he was bright red under his beard when Lorenfaar looked up at him in surprise. The elf’s arched brows knit together as he asked, “Mr. Alten, did you forget to eat breakfast?”

“I suppose I did,” Moxley said sheepishly. “When there isn’t anyone to remind me to eat….”

“I’ve noticed,” Lorenfaar said. “Cook’s been stocking up the pantry before she leaves, I’m sure you’ll have no trouble getting something from the kitchens.”

“All right,” he agreed. “We can continue after that.”

–

Finn and Jessa were in the dining hall, laughing together over plates of wheat cakes topped with honey and pears. The smell of the warm pears sent such a strong wave of homesickness over Moxley that he had to stop for a moment and let it pass.

They waved him over, and a kitchen servant – apparently they hadn’t all left quite yet – materialized out of nowhere with a plate for him almost the instant he sat down next to Finn.

“Remind you of home at all?” he asked Moxley. His own plate was so spotless Moxley wondered if he’d licked it clean.

“Pear tarts,” Moxley said with a sigh. “Our cook always made them this time of year. They were amazing.”

“I miss mince pie,” Jessa sighed. “My ma makes the best pies. And the pasties… I think I might kill someone for a beef pasty.”

“I believe that,” Finn teased. “You’re terrifying when you’re hungry.”

She mimed swatting him with her fork, which set them both laughing again. Moxley took a bite of warm pear and for just a moment he was at home, sitting at the long table with his father at the head and his siblings around him, a log roaring in the fireplace. His mother would be fussing over the huge party they always hosted on the solstice, prattling about who had responded to her invitations. The solstice wasn’t a religious holiday to the dwarves, who didn’t share the elves’ reverence for the sun; rather, they tended to see it as an excuse for a party. Outside the mountain it might have been a more meaningful occasion. Still, Moxley never imagined he’d miss it this much.

“I should make us dinner on the solstice,” Jessa said. “If I promise to clean it up I bet Cook wouldn’t mind. She keeps fretting over leaving us as it is. I can make some pasties and a mince pie and we can get roaring drunk-”

“No wine,” Moxley said. “Ale or nothing for me.”

“Ah, Elven wine, your mortal enemy. Poor Mox,” Finn chuckled, clapping Moxley’s shoulder. His hand was warm and broad and Moxley focused very deliberately on taking another bite of his breakfast.

“We used to put up paper lanterns at our inn,” Jessa was saying. “Just like the ones here.” She gestured vaguely to the round yellow lanterns hanging from the ceiling, unlit now, which the elves used as a stand-in for the missing sun. The inn Jessa’s family ran was on a major trading route and had quite a few Elven guests, at least partially because not every dwarf-run inn even allowed elves to stay. The bad blood after the last war lingered even now, seven decades after the truce had been signed.

“We usually just drank a lot,” Finn laughed. “When I was little I remember my grandpa would always buy a fruitcake somewhere, but the rest of us hated it so he’d have to eat the whole thing himself.”

“And it comes back to food,” Jessa said. Just then the door opened and Lorenfaar came in, apparently done with copying letters for now. The dwarves had all been speaking their own language amongst themselves, but Jessa switched to Elven as she called him over.

He looked somewhat confused as he made his way over to the table.

“Want to sit with us?” Jessa asked. “Since we’re the only ones here right now.”

“I’ve actually already had my breakfast,” Lorenfaar said, but he sat anyhow, next to Jessa and across from Moxley. “I just wanted to see how Mr. Alten was doing. He promised he’d help me with my rather pathetic Dwarven-language skills.”

“Studying on your vacation, huh?” Jessa laughed. “When are you going home?”

Lorenfaar shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not, actually.” Perhaps in an effort to curb the imminent awkward silence, he continued, “I live here all year. I grew up in an orphanage in town; I don’t have any family left.”

“Well,” Jessa pushed on, “at least you won’t be all alone this year, right?”

“Right,” he said with a smile that seemed just a little shy.

–

After breakfast the two of them retired to Moxley’s room with a pile of books and parchment and a pot of strong black tea. At Lorenfaar’s suggestion, Moxley added a few drops of brandy to his cup to stave off the cold, and he sat on the edge of the bed while the elf took the desk chair, reading passages aloud. He had a heavy accent, and Moxley corrected his pronunciation now and then, but it was clear Lorenfaar was much more comfortable reading the Dwarven alphabet than he’d been writing it.

It seemed like they’d barely gotten started before the light began to fade. Moxley was quickly beginning to hate winter. It seemed he’d just started appreciating blue skies and the dappled grass of the yard outside his window when it had started to die. He had been used to working by lamplight back home, but now when the sun started to set he just found himself wanting to go to bed.

Lorenfaar stopped at the end of the passage and fell silent, gazing out the thick pane of the window. He seemed lost in thought, and Moxley found himself reluctant to prod him.

“Mr. Alten, may I ask you something?” he said after a moment.

“In Dwarven, please,” Moxley said, falling into teaching mode out of habit.

The elf hesitated for a few seconds, forming the words in his head before he spoke. “I have a small question.”

“Go ahead.”

“This will probably sound foolish, but… I had always heard that all dwarves had huge beards. Down to your belts. And that you spent hours braiding them. Yet you and Finn only have very short ones.”

Moxley chuckled to himself, rubbing at the scruff along his jawline. “If you ever went to Baile you’d certainly see some long braided beards. Both my grandfathers have them, but they’re considered a bit old-fashioned nowadays. Besides, it’s just so much easier to keep it short and simple. You know, before I came here, I thought all elves had blond hair and green eyes.”

“Really?” Lorenfaar seemed amused, and Moxley noticed with a start that his eyes were the same shade of deep red as his hair. It seemed impossible that he hadn’t taken note of it before.

He did his best to cover his shock with a cough. “Well, I suppose that’s why we came here in the first place. The headmaster says communication is the first step toward peace.” He sighed. “I don’t know, maybe we really are doing some good. No one’s painted anything rude on the gate in a while, and whoever was throwing rotten cabbages over the walls lost interest weeks ago.”

“Maybe they ran out of cabbages.” Lorenfaar was handsome when he smiled, the curve of his lips softening his angular features a bit.

“Maybe.” Moxley couldn’t help smiling back.

–

The next two days passed much the same. In the morning Lorenfaar would join the dwarves for breakfast, and then he and Moxley would retire to Moxley’s room for a while. Moxley gave up on actual instruction; Lorenfaar was much better with the language than he gave himself credit for. Instead they just talked in Dwarven about all kinds of topics. At first Moxley kept the conversation to simple things like the weather and what they were going to have for lunch, but eventually, as he kept finding himself babbling about his home and family, he finally worked up the nerve to ask the elf about his childhood.

Lorenfaar was seventy-three, almost twenty years older than Moxley. He’d been born just after the last great war, and his family’s farm was wiped out in the earthquake that rattled Alvarranen around the same time. (Moxley tried not to squirm too openly at this point; many dwarves believed that earthquake was a sign from the stone itself that the dwarves were superior, but he had never been entirely convinced.)

Lorenfaar’s father had returned from the front just in time to see his home destroyed. He had taken his own life shortly after Lorenfaar had been born, leaving his wife to look after their newborn son on their own. She had traveled to the city looking for work, but succumbed to illness when Lorenfaar was still a small child.

“I wish I remembered her more clearly,” he murmured. “She must have been a strong woman to make it that long. Looking back, I’m sure she went without food some days just to make sure I had enough.”

They had abandoned their usual location in Moxley’s room for the school conservatory. The domed glass room was pleasantly warm and damp even during cold weather, and they sat on low benches as they talked, admiring the lush greenery and exotic flowers. Lorenfaar was wearing dark green robes, and when paired with his red hair he reminded Moxley of the holly boughs his family used to decorate the hearth in the winter.

“Anyway, long story short, my mother died, I spent the next forty years in the orphanage, and then when I came of age I was somehow lucky enough to get a job at the Academy. Back then I just cleaned and did odd jobs, and then I ended up assisting the head librarian for a while, copying and organizing manuscripts. Eventually the headmaster promoted me to his personal assistant, and that was that.” He stretched his long legs out in front of him and looked up at the sky, shining blue through the glass. “I don’t know if I should be telling you this, but as much as I love this job, I almost quit when I heard a group of dwarves was going to be coming to teach here.”

“Really? Why?”

Lorenfaar sighed. “I grew up among war orphans. There was… resentment, to put it kindly. Bitterness. Blame. I had a very close friend there who was convinced that your people were entirely responsible for the war, that they had somehow triggered the earthquake that caused so much devastation–”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“Of course it is. But we were children, and we had never met an actual dwarf. We latched onto the worst of the stories because we needed someone to blame for our situation. And blaming a distant country was easier, for me, than blaming my own father.”

Moxley let that digest for a moment before he asked, “What changed your mind?”

The elf finally turned to face him, smiling. “You did.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. A week or so after classes started, I was fetching a book from the library when I heard you in one of the alcoves–”

“Oh, Stone take me,” Moxley groaned, hiding his face in his hands. “You saw that?”

“Once I realized you were crying, I didn’t linger. You’re embarrassed?”

“A grown man crying in public, how is that not embarrassing?” Moxley brushed some hair out of his eyes irritably. “That was definitely my low point, though. I was just feeling so overwhelmed, and I didn’t think I’d have time to get to my room and back between classes. In retrospect I should have locked myself in the privy.”

“Well, you certainly shook my assumptions about dwarves. I’d grown up assuming all dwarves were loud, rude, violent, prideful.”

“And here I am, a meek little weakling.”

“You’re not weak,” Lorenfaar said firmly. “You’re a young man who just left home for the first time, and who is a little unsure of himself. You’re… normal.” He chuckled. “You’re a normal person. That’s what I hadn’t been expecting.”

“Well… thank you, I suppose. I’m not sure that was entirely a compliment….”

“Mr. Alten/…”

“Moxley. You can call me Moxley.”

“Moxley.” Lorenfaar suddenly took one of Moxley’s hands in both of his, swiveling on the bench to face him eye to eye. “A year ago I would never have dreamed I could be friends with a dwarf. But here we are, and I find myself hoping you might consider me a friend, too.”

“I-I do,” Moxley stammered. He seemed to have gone warm all over.

It must have been the humidity.

–

The day of the solstice dawned cloudy and gray, leaving the scant few hours of sunlight muffled. Moxley went to the dining hall to find Finn and Jessa already there, but Lorenfaar nowhere to be seen. The cook had left them slices of ham and Jessa had scrambled more eggs than were probably necessary.

“I used to hate cooking at home,” she explained, “but now that I don’t have to do it I actually miss it. I’m making dinner tonight, so you and Lor had both better come.”

“We will,” Moxley agreed.

“Oh, and you got a letter from home this morning,” Finn said, grabbing a stack of folded parchment from the end of the table. Moxley held it for a long moment, fingertips lingering over the familiar wax seal with its stylized letter A, then tucked it into his back pocket for safekeeping.

Lorenfaar still hadn’t appeared after Moxley had finished his breakfast and cleaned up after himself. He paced the front hall, wondering if he should go upstairs and knock on the other man’s bedroom door. He had actually turned and headed for the staircase when he thought he heard raised voices from outside. He hesitated with his hand on the door handle. He hadn’t brought his coat, and whatever was going on out there was probably none of his business anyway.

There were two small decorative windows to either side of the doorway, and he squinted through one. The thick glass blurred his vision but he easily recognized Lorenfaar’s red hair. He was standing near the front gate talking to someone dark-haired, and although Moxley had no idea what they were saying it certainly seemed to be an argument. Both men – at least, Moxley thought the dark-haired figure was male – were gesturing wildly with their arms, and then abruptly Lorenfaar slammed the gate shut between them and turned on his heel, storming back towards the building.

Moxley barely had time to get out of the way before the door was flung open so hard it hit the wall. Lorenfaar was already halfway to the stairs, cloak billowing behind him, when Moxley found the presence to call out, “Are you all right?”

He whirled, and for the briefest of moments an expression of rage twisted his features. It melted as soon as he saw Moxley, and his shoulders sagged visibly.

“Not particularly,” Lorenfaar admitted, and Moxley didn’t think it appropriate to ask him to speak in Dwarven this time.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked hesitantly.

“No. Yes. To be honest, I want to break something, but talking about it is probably a better idea. Is your room all right?”

He strode off down the hall and Moxley blurted, “Of course!” as he scrambled to catch up.

The room was really too small to pace properly but Lorenfaar did anyway, traveling the few steps from desk to door restlessly, twisting the hem of his cloak in his fingers. Moxley settled on the edge of the bed, waiting for him to compose himself.

“All right,” he said finally, tucking a strand of hair behind one pointed ear. “The man I was just talking to… his name is Dalinar. We grew up together in the orphanage. We were… close.” He sighed, settling on the bed next to Moxley, fixing his gaze on the wall. “Actually, to be honest, we were lovers for years.”

“Lovers?” Moxley echoed.

“You sound surprised.”

“Well… I’d always heard elves didn’t believe in… ah…” He searched his vocabulary for the proper Elven word. “Relations… outside of marriage.”

“Don’t believe in it?” Lorenfaar chuckled. “That makes it sound like we think it doesn’t exist. No, it most certainly happens, no matter what some of the stricter priests might say. I always heard that dwarves didn’t believe in love, but I doubt that’s true.”

“Of course it isn’t–” Moxley began, but Lorenfaar held up a hand and he cut himself off.

“We can debate cultural ethics later. The point is, while I managed to move on and let go of the hate I’d harbored your people for years, Dalinar never did. Traditionally, you know, we stay up all night and watch the sun rise. Dalinar and I used to do that together, even after we’d grown up and left the orphanage. He just asked me if I would join him again this year, and I turned him down.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not the same man I used to be, and he can’t understand that. When I told him I’d been spending time with you, he called me a traitor.”

Caught somewhere between pride, gratitude, and guilt, Moxley wasn’t sure how to respond. Finally he just said, “I’ve never seen a sunrise.”

Lorenfaar just stared at him, his utter disbelief driving all the pain from his eyes, and Moxley was immediately glad he’d said it. “I’ll watch it with you,” he continued. “If you want me to. I’d like to.”

“I would like that,” he said, a slow smile spreading across his face, lighting up his red eyes. “I would like that very much.”

It wasn’t until Lorenfaar had left to get his own neglected breakfast that Moxley remembered the letter in his back pocket. He read it slowly, as he always did, a few lines at a time, pausing to let the meaning of the words sink in, sometimes re-reading a paragraph three or four times before moving on.

It started out predictably enough: We miss you, we’re doing well, we hope you are too. His mother prattled on at great length about her solstice party, how she was decorating the dining room, the band she’d booked, the gown she wanted to wear. Moxley’s sister was far into her pregnancy, and he had to put the letter down for a moment when he thought about the fact that he wouldn’t find out when his first niece or nephew was born until weeks after it had happened.

Of course I’m very excited about my first grandchild, his mother continued. In a few years when you come home I hope you find someone to settle down with. I have a few people in mind.

“Oh, Mother,” he muttered out loud. He had been so homesick that he sometimes forgot how much she liked to manage his life. She had been the one who had wanted him to come to Alvarranen in the first place, gushing about what an honor it was to be selected and how proud she’d be of him, and now she was already planning on his return?

He tucked the letter into his desk drawer, gazing out the window. The gray haze seemed thinner now, a glimmer of orange marking the sun’s slow descent into the longest night of the year. There was no sense dwelling on his family now, not when he had friends waiting for him.

Moxley spent the evening stuffing himself with pies of all kinds and losing miserably at dice games with Finn, Jessa and Lorenfaar. He couldn’t remember ever having enjoyed himself more.

–

Hours later, after several pints of remarkably fine ale Finn had somehow procured from the market, Moxley followed Lorenfaar up a treacherous spiral staircase onto the school roof. He slumped against the back of a bench, barely able to stay upright, wriggling around in a vain attempt to keep his rear end from turning numb with the cold. He had almost started drifting off when Lorenfaar nudged him, murmuring, “There, do you see it?”

He blinked, not sure where he was supposed to be looking, but soon realized that it really was getting lighter on the horizon. There was a strange quality to that light; it seemed white, clean, new. Was every sunrise like this, or was it just because it was the first of the new year? He stole a glance at Lorenfaar; the light caught in the red of his hair, and his eyes glowed like embers. He seemed to have no problem staring right into that light, and there was an expression on his face that Moxley couldn’t quite fathom, something thoughtful and serious. Reverent, perhaps.

Moxley suddenly found himself breathless, and his heart thumped in his chest as he forced his gaze back to the horizon, squinting. The sun caught the frost on the rooftops, setting them sparkling. It reminded Moxley of the surface of the Synde River when he’d crossed it on the journey here all those months ago.

“Isn’t it something?” Lorenfaar murmured.

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Yes, it is.” He felt something brush his side and slipped his hand out from under his cloak, letting his gloved fingers twine with Lorenfaar’s, not quite believing this was really happening. The other man’s thumb ran across the back of his hand, and Moxley looked up sharply to find Lorenfaar gazing down at him, expression inscrutable.

“What?” he finally managed. His mouth seemed to have gone dry.

“Nothing,” Lorenfaar said, too quickly. After a moment he relented. “It’s just that I thought I’d be spending this morning alone.”

“You could have spent it with Dalinar.”

“No.” Lorenfaar’s hand squeezed Moxley’s firmly. “We don’t have anything in common any more.”

Moxley tried to look at the sun again, but it was too bright. He covered his eyes with his free hand, little colored spots dancing in the darkness behind his eyelids.

“I’m sorry, do you want to go back inside?” Lorenfaar asked.

“No! No. It’s a little overwhelming, that’s all. But I’d like to stay with you for a little while longer, if that’s all right.”

“Of course.”

Lorenfaar was still holding his hand. Moxley wanted to ask why, but some kind of spell seemed to have fallen over them. The silence of the campus grounds and that strangely pure light of the sunrise made him feel as if he and Lorenfaar were the only two people left in the world. He shivered suddenly, the cold winter air giving him an involuntary chill, and tried to protest as Lorenfaar stood up, his hand slipping out of Moxley’s.

“You should have told me you were cold,” Lorenfaar said. “You don’t have to push yourself. Let’s go in, I’ll make a pot of tea.”

Moxley stood, but his head swam suddenly; he hadn’t realized how tired he was. His hand came up, catching Lorenfaar’s elbow to steady himself. Something was happening, something he couldn’t quite understand but wanted desperately to hold onto.

“I’ve never…” Moxley began. Looking up was a mistake. Those damn red eyes. They could have been unsettling but somehow they were so warm, and looking into them, Moxley forget whatever it was he’d been about to say.

“Never what?” Lorenfaar asked.

“I’ve never done anything,” Moxley breathed, and then he found himself leaning upward, or maybe Lorenfaar was leaning down; one way or another their mouths were meeting, and the number of things Moxley had never done went down by one.

–

A sweet tenor voice was singing words he couldn’t quite make out, a lilting, airy melody. Moxley blinked up at the beams of an unfamiliar ceiling and wondered if he was still dreaming. He was still wearing his clothes, minus cloak and breeches; a thick woolen comforter was pulled up to his chin, and he could hear the crackling of a fire. He felt so warm and secure he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to move.

The singing trailed off, and he turned his head to see Lorenfaar watching him.

“I’m sorry, did I wake you?” he murmured.

“I don’t mind. That was lovely.” He pulled the blanket up to his chin. “Where am I?”

“I brought you to my room.” Lorenfaar settled on the edge of the bed, reaching down to gently brush Moxley’s bangs out of his eyes. “You were practically asleep on your feet, and I didn’t think I could get you all the way down the stairs to your own bed.”

“How long was I asleep?”

“Not long. Two hours or so. Do you want some breakfast, or tea? I can bring it to you.”

Moxley pulled himself into a sitting position, hoping his hair wasn’t sticking up too stupidly. “Why would you go to all the trouble for me?”

“Because I like you, Moxley.” He rested his hand atop Moxley’s on the mattress. “Very much.”

“I like you too,” Moxley said, wanting nothing more than to kiss him again. “But this makes things complicated.”

“It doesn’t have to.”

Finn and Jessa would probably tease them good-naturedly. He could live with that. If they told the headmaster right away, he probably wouldn’t have an issue, as long as their relationship didn’t interfere with their work.

He couldn’t help but think of his mother’s letter. She’s not here, he reminded himself as Lorenfaar leaned in, his breath warm against Moxley’s lips. She’s not here, and he is.

He kissed Lorenfaar again, perhaps a bit too eagerly; their teeth clacked together, and Lorenfaar laughed, cupping Moxley’s chin in his hands and gentling the kiss.

“I’ve never kissed anyone with a beard before,” he said, thumb tracing Moxley’s jawline.

“I’ve never kissed anyone before.”

“That’s a shame.” Lorenfaar slipped onto the bed beside him and they lay there for a long time, exploring each other’s mouths. Moxley’s hand rested on Lorenfaar’s waist, and gradually he grew bolder, letting it slide down, tracing the curve of his slender hips.

“It’s warm in here,” Lorenfaar murmured, lifting Moxley’s hand and sitting up.

“Yeah,” Moxley replied, and was a little startled when the other man responded by pulling his robe off over his head. Beneath it he wore nothing but his simple cotton underclothes. “Oh,” he said. “You meant….”

“Is this too fast?” he asked, stroking Moxley’s cheek.

“No, not at all,” he replied. “You’re… you’re beautiful.” He kissed one pale shoulder, amazed at how white and smooth every visible bit of skin looked. “You… really don’t have any body hair, do you.”

“Oh, I have some,” Lorenfaar said playfully. “Would you like to see it?”

“Eventually,” Moxley said, feeling himself blush. First, though, he pulled his own shirt off. He wasn’t particularly hairy himself, for a dwarf, but he had a sprinkling of brown curls on his chest, and a line running from his belly button down into the waistband of his pants.

“Ooh,” Lorenfaar said with apparent interest. “Can I touch it?”

“You can touch whatever you want,” Moxley said, laying on his back. Lorenfaar ran his fingers lightly through the fuzz on his chest, making him shudder, and then touched his navel with his index finger, tracing the line of hair down his belly. Moxley was achingly hard, which would have been embarrassing if he couldn’t see the outline of Lorenfaar’s own erection straining against his underpants. Emboldened, he put his hands on Lorenfaar’s shoulders and rolled him over, nipping briefly at his slender collarbone before making his way lower.

I have never,Moxley thought to himself, put my hand around another man’s penis. A moment later he amended the thought: Now I have.

He traced its whole length with his hand, amazed at its throbbing heat even through the thin cloth, delighted by the hitches of breath his movements caused in the other man. He hooked his fingers into Lorenfaar’s waistband and tugged, and the elf helped get his underpants off entirely. He did indeed have hair there, a light dusting of reddish curls around the root of his penis. His manhood was just like the rest of him, long and slender and almost elegant, and there was a drop of moisture at the tip that Moxley suddenly, crazily, wanted to lick.

The idea of putting his mouth there came so strongly it surprised him. He had always thought the act sounded disgusting but now, with the prospect before him, it was anything but. He knelt between Lorenfaar’s legs and bent his head, slowly enough to give the other man a chance to stop him, then swiped his tongue experimentally over the tip.

There was a heavy, salty taste there, strange but not unpleasant, and he let his lips close around the head, drawing a hissed affirmation from Lorenfaar as the other man’s fingers dug into his hair. It was smooth and slippery, and the texture felt so interesting on his tongue that he tried to take more in, only to go a bit too far and pull back, coughing.

“Are you all right?” Lorenfaar asked, concern causing his eyebrows to knit together.

“Fine,” Moxley insisted, rocking back on his heels and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I was going a little too fast, I think.”

“Don’t push yourself too hard,” Lorenfaar said, and then his fingers were on the buttons of Moxley’s fly. Soon he was naked as well and they lay beside each other, hands pumping each other’s erections. Their height difference put Moxley’s cheek against Lorenfaar’s breastbone, and he could feel the other man’s heart fluttering in his ribcage and his breath panting against the top of his head. Then they were both shuddering, shooting all over each other’s hands, and Moxley realized he was babbling obscenities in Dwarven, which Lorenfaar likely wouldn’t understand, but he probably got the idea anyway.

They lay panting together after, Moxley thinking wonderingly, Did I just lose my virginity?

That thought was quickly followed by one less pleasant: My parents are going to disown me.

Lorenfaar’s arms fell around him, and he burrowed into the other man’s warmth, forgetting everything else.

–

They stayed in bed for hours, talking, kissing, cuddling. Now and then, when they had rested enough, they would try something new, and by the time hunger drove them out of bed hours later Moxley’s virginity had been well and truly abolished beyond any shadow of a doubt.

They fetched cold pasties from the pantry, and Moxley discovered that it wasn’t easy to eat while your mouth was busy grinning. Afterward he went back to his room for a change of clothes. Finn and Jessa were nowhere to be seen; he suspected they’d been spending their day much the same way he had.

The sunlight was nearly gone, and as he dressed in the darkness he wondered why he was bothering. It seemed likely his clothes were going to come off again before long, anyhow. When he went to meet Lorenfaar in the front hall the other man was bundled up in his cloak.

“Are you going somewhere?” Moxley asked.

“Just out into the yard. Grab your cloak, I have to show you something.”

Moxley did as he was asked, and Lorenfaar lead him out the front door, where Moxley gaped at the scene before him. White flakes drifted down from the sky, covering the dead grass and piling up on the wall. The moon, just a few days past full, cast its light from high overhead, turning everything silver. Moxley had heard of snow, but he hadn’t expected it to be so silent and so bright. Lorenfaar wrapped his arms around Moxley’s shoulders from behind, resting his chin on the top of his head. “I love that look you get,” he said softly, “when you see something new. I sometimes forget how young you are.”

Moxley had been officially considered an adult since he’d turned fifty, five years ago, but he had to admit to himself he rarely felt like one. Just now, with Lorenfaar’s arms around him and snowflakes melting on his cheeks, he felt like he could take on just about anything. He turned around, backed Lorenfaar up against the wall of the gardener’s shed, and kissed him. He probably could have gone on kissing him all night, until the snow piled up and covered them, but the peace was interrupted by a pained, incoherent shout from the street behind them.

Standing at the gate was a dark-haired elf, with no cloak or jacket, clothes rumpled and dirty. From the way he clutched at the wrought iron bars and swayed on his feet it was immediately apparent that he’d been drinking.

“Lorenfaar!” he wailed. “How could you!”

“Light grant me guidance,” Lorenfaar muttered, pushing Moxley away and crossing the snowy yard. “Dalinar. You’re drunk.”

“Of course I’m drunk,” he said. “What else was I supposed to do, spending the whole day alone? You abandoned me.”

“I did not,” Lorenfaar sighed. “Now go home and sleep it off.”

“No, dammit! I won’t go until you let me in.”

“You’ll leave if I let you in. That doesn’t even make sense.”

“Please! I just need to talk to you. Please.”

He sounded near the verge of tears. Moxley couldn’t quite help feeling sorry for him, and Lorenfaar must have felt the same way, for he pulled his key ring out of an inner pocket and opened the gate. Dalinar flung himself forward and Lorenfaar accepted his embrace patiently. Then he said something too quiet for Moxley, still standing by the shed, could hear. Whatever it was, it made Lorenfaar stiffen and step back. Moxley wished he could see his face.

“What, no answer?” Dalinar sneered. “Well, dwarf?” Moxley straightened. Dalinar hadn’t acknowledged him at all until now. “Are you two fucking, or not?”

“That’s none of your concern,” Lorenfaar said, finally composing himself.

“You are, then. You are! You really left me for that?”

Moxley felt he should say something in his own defense, but before he could form the words, Dalinar snarled “I’ll kill him!” There was a flash of steel as he drew a short dagger from his belt. Lorenfaar grabbed frantically at his sleeve and Dalinar whirled, shoving him hard against the gate. Moxley took a step, slipped in the snow, and fell hard on his ass.

There was something partially buried in the snow between him and the wall – a smooth wooden handle. He had no time to think. His hand closed around it and he surged to his feet as Dalinar closed the distance between them, swinging as hard as he could.

The flat side of the shovel caught him full in the face, and he went down in a heap, blood gushing from his nose. Moxley didn’t even stop, just kept running, skidding over the wet snow, until he was at Lorenfaar’s side. His face was even paler than usual but he opened his eyes as Moxley neared, shaking his head slowly. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think he’d–”

“How could you? It’s not your fault. Are you all right?”

“I think so.” Lorenfaar struggled to sit upright and Moxley held out his hands to help him. “I must have hit my head on the gate, but I’m–” He stopped, staring in shock at the blood covering his hand. Moxley pulled his cloak aside and gasped in horror at the stain spreading dark and red across his robe. “When did that happen?” Lorenfaar asked dazedly.

“Help! Someone, please help!” Moxley’s voice sounded distant as it rose, high and panicked, and he prayed that a guard patrol would hear. Pressure, he thought numbly, apply pressure. All he could do was press his hands against Lorenfaar’s side as the blood soaked through his cloak and his voice threatened to give out from the shouting.

–

I missed you all on the solstice, Moxley wrote. I hope Mara is doing well. Has the baby come yet? Never mind, I’m sure you’ll let me know as soon as possible.

He paused, chewing on his lower lip, and began a new line. I met someone.

That seemed horribly inadequate. He stared at the words so long they stopped looking like words, and dropped his forehead to the surface of the desk with a groan.

“I sense some tension there,” a voice said from behind him. “I would love to bend you right over that desk and help work it out.”

“As nice as that sounds, Lor,” he said, turning to face the other man, who lay propped up on a mound of pillows on his bed, “you know you’d rip out your stitches, and I don’t want that on my head.”

“I know,” he said with a sigh. “All this waiting around to heal is what’s really going to kill me.” He fell quiet, and Moxley knew he was thinking of Dalinar, languishing in prison. Moxley set down his pen, determined to get that melancholy look off his face.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he said, climbing onto the bed between Lorenfaar’s knees. “If you promise to hold still and not hurt yourself, I’ll work out my tension on you.”

“Oh?” Fine red eyebrows lifted in amusement. “And how are you planning on doing that?”

“Like this,” Moxley said, ducking his head under the hem of Lorenfaar’s robe.

“That should work,” Lorenfaar acknowledged, giving a little gasp as Moxley sucked on the soft skin of his inner thigh.

Well, he didn’t have to write about this in his letter home, Moxley mused as he took Lorenfaar’s hardening cock into his mouth, but he would write. Elf, male, low-born: none of that mattered any more. He had a lover willing to take a blade for him, and even if the whole world disapproved he wouldn’t give him up for anything.


Duties
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The first few months that Johan spends in the Gravina family manor are a blur of doing the wrong thing at the wrong time while saying the wrong thing to the wrong person in the wrong place, but his uncle assures him that he’ll settle into his role in time. Serving as Young Master Hugo’s valet is an important responsibility, after all. Does Johan think he was chosen lightly? Well, then.

In some respects, his uncle is right. At least, Johan is no longer in mortal terror of being dragged from his bed in the middle of the night, unceremoniously shot in the back of the head, and tossed into a shallow grave with only a pile of lime for company, all because someone mistook his incompetence for insolence.

Not that he thinks Hugo would have allowed something like that to happen, not anymore. He’s more patient than Johan would have guessed, given his upbringing. Even kind, in his strange way. Johan can’t recall him ever once raising his voice–not even that time Johan dropped a full, steaming pot of tea on his shoulder.

…Which could be a result of his upbringing, really, but examining that thought too closely makes Johan feel unsettled and uncomfortably protective, so he lets it go.

Either way, the fact that Hugo seemed willing to overlook his mistakes had the odd effect of increasing the pressure Johan felt to stop making them.

It was the routine that saved him in the end, he thinks. When your every activity is mapped out before you set foot out of bed, and those activities are essentially the same from one day to the next, it takes a special kind of effort and creativity to go on screwing them up.

And today starts out routinely enough. Johan brings Hugo his breakfast in bed, helps him to perform his morning ablutions, and sets about the task of dressing him. Which, unfortunately, is one of those duties that continue to give him trouble.

No, that’s shifting the blame. Dressing Hugo is not the problem. The problem lies firmly with Johan, and his inability to stop sneaking glances as he works. Once or twice, he’s let his eyes linger for more than a glance, and Hugo noticed. At least, Johan thinks he noticed. He didn’t say anything, but the look he gave Johan in return seemed mildly amused and a touch smug.

Today Johan manages to get Hugo into his shirt, trousers, suspenders, and socks without even registering the spreading width of Hugo’s shoulders, the soft curve of his mouth, or the plane of his stomach.

Hugo yawns as he drops into the plush chair at his bedside, and Johan kneels to slip on his shoes and tie the laces.

He feels Hugo’s hand settle on his shoulder. It lingers before drifting lazily to Johan’s nape. Keeping his head down, Johan slides his gaze up to check Hugo’s expression. It’s watchful, in a detached way.

The hand on his neck is not an order. It’s probably not even a suggestion. But Johan thinks, maybe he could take it as permission…?

He’s thought about this countless times, usually late at night as he lies in bed and tries (and fails) to convince his body that it is not actually the least bit aroused.

Johan licks his lips and leans forward very slightly, watching for the young master’s reaction. And Hugo parts his knees wider.
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Johan thinks, Yes. He reaches up to undo the button of Hugo’s trousers, which almost wrings a giddy laugh from him–he just did that button up a minute ago–but he forces it down and does his best to appear unruffled, professional.

He suspects he ought to say something. “Sir,” maybe? Or “Pardon me”? But he doesn’t trust his voice to work for him right now, so he just slides the button free and folds back the fabric of Hugo’s trousers.

The moon-pale Gravina hair that looks so fetching when it falls over Hugo’s eyes is every bit as lovely down here, just coarser and less inclined to sway in a breeze. It prickles Johan’s knuckles as he makes his hand into a loose fist and strokes a few times, slow and regular, coaxing Hugo to hardness.

It doesn’t take long, and that sends a warm rush down to Johan’s groin in turn. He bows his head, licks his lips a second time, and slides them over the head of Hugo’s cock. Bundle of nerves though he may be, Johan doesn’t think he’ll ever forget the stuttered hitch of Hugo’s breath, the way his fingers curl into the hair at Johan’s nape.

Johan slides down farther, about halfway, which is as far as he’s ever been able to go without choking. He wraps his hand around the remainder and bobs his head, settling into a rhythm as best he can. Which isn’t all that good because Hugo’s half-stifled moans, the shaky push of his hips, the way his hands card through Johan’s hair… Well, they’re distracting.

And even though Johan has enough on his mind as it is–with his jaw stretched uncomfortably wide and his mouth feeling soft and tender from Hugo’s thrusts–he needs to look up, needs to see Hugo’s face for this.

The young master’s cheeks are flushed (for the first time Johan has ever seen), head lolled back, eyes closed, lips parted around muted gasps. His expression could almost be mistaken for pain, if not for the way he moans, “Ah, that’s–yes,” when Johan presses his tongue hard against his shaft. “More like that, Johan. You feel so….” His eyes slit open to lock with Johan’s for a breath before they squeeze shut again, and his grip on Johan’s hair tightens enough to bring tears.

Bitter heat floods Johan’s mouth. He swallows, and swallows, and slides a hand up under Hugo’s shirt to stroke a thumb along the underside of his ribcage, petting his flank as he comes back down.

Hugo sinks into the chair, sated and boneless. He lets out a soft, open-mouthed sigh, and Johan tucks him back into his trousers, buttons them, straightens his clothes.

“Ah, well, if that will be all,” he says, rising to his feet and turning quickly away. He has a little difficulty walking toward the door, but he can’t linger, not when he’s–

A hand seizes his elbow, and he hears Hugo say, “I don’t remember dismissing you.”

“My apologies, sir,” Johan says, desperation rising hot in his cheeks, “but I have something to attend….” His words dissolve into a moan when Hugo reaches around to brush a hand over the front of his trousers.

“I suppose this is what’s making such stringent demands on your attention?” Hugo says, and already his voice is back to sounding calm, superior, and amused. He presses his hand down firmly, cupping and stroking Johan through the fabric of his trousers. He pushes closer to rub his cheek against Johan’s spine, right between his shoulder blades, and chuckles. “You liked it that much, did you? Having me in your mouth. Sucking me until I came.”

He trails his hand up, over Johan’s stomach, his chest, up past his throat, and traces his fingers over Johan’s swollen lips. He presses three of them inside.

They taste of salt, and Johan can feel the calluses left by long hours of filling out ledgers and practicing with knives. They don’t force his jaw wide, but his mouth still feels open and oversensitive. He moans around Hugo’s fingers when they pet his tongue.

“That’s good,” Hugo says, and pushes against his back, guiding him to the desk.

Hugo works Johan’s trousers open with his free hand and slides his fingers out of Johan’s mouth. He brings them down to wrap–strong and slick–around his cock. His strokes are slow, deliberate, and Johan leans over the desk to brace himself against the sturdy wood.

Hugo says, “Let me hear you.”

“I–I don’t think…” Johan buries his face in his crossed arms. He doesn’t know why this should embarrass him so much more than being down on his knees with a cock in his mouth, but it does, and he bites his lip as he rocks into Hugo’s hand.

Hugo stops stroking and presses close to trap Johan against the desk. “I want to hear you,” he says. He molds his body to Johan’s back, holding him still.

Johan feels himself flush even hotter. “Please,” he whispers.

“Please what?” says Hugo. His breath is warm on Johan’s nape. “Tell me what you want.”

“I…” Johan grits his teeth. The fingers of his right hand curl white-knuckled over the far edge of the desk. “I want to come. Please, I want to come in your hand, just like this.”

“That’s good,” Hugo says again, and Johan feels the pressure on his back ease just enough to give him room to move, feels Hugo’s hand resume its steady stroking. “I love your voice, the way you sound, especially now. Tell me more.”

“I’m–ah.” Johan pants, his breath moist in the cave of his arms. He can hardly think–how does Hugo expect him to talk? But he says, “I think about this, about you, when I do this to myself.”

Hugo makes a pleased humming sound low in his throat and strokes faster.

Johan shivers. “It–it makes it so much better,” he says, and the words come more easily now. He says, “But it never feels like this, never this good. No–oh god–no matter what I do, it’s never as good as–ah, Hugo, yes, like that.”

“You’re close,” Hugo says, not asking, and his voice isn’t steady anymore. “That’s right,” he says. “Good. Now.”

It’s an order Johan couldn’t refuse even if he wanted to. He comes harder than he ever has and slumps against the desk, his breaths shallow and shaky. Gradually, they even back out, and he’s able to stand on his own again, and see the mess he’s made.

“We’ll have to take care of that before it damages the wood,” Hugo says. He holds Johan’s gaze as he licks his fingers clean. “I’ll just ask Madelyn to–”

“I’ll take care of it,” Johan interjects. He doesn’t doubt for a moment that Hugo would do exactly that. After all, Johan has caught Madelyn sending appreciative glances his way, and if he’s noticed… He buttons up and smooths his wrinkled shirtfront. “I’ll go get a washcloth.”

He makes it one and a half steps before Hugo catches his tie and tugs him down into a kiss. Johan can taste himself on Hugo’s tongue. He wonders whether Hugo is thinking the same thing about him.

Hugo breaks the kiss but keeps a firm hold on Johan’s tie. “This isn’t another of your duties, you know,” he murmurs against Johan’s lips, and that foreign unsteadiness has crept back into his voice.

Johan has to stifle another giddy laugh. He smiles instead and brings their mouths back together, slow and searching. He says, “I had assumed it was an incentive.
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According to tradition, a bird offered to God in His shrine was to be killed by way of having its neck broken and its head twisted free of its body, but in modern times this had come to be seen as unnecessarily cruel. The current manner of sacrifice called for a hooked sakin to be pushed into the juncture between the bird’s throat and breast with a measure of precision that most laypeople were incapable of; Aryeh had been trained in it from a very young age. When he was a child, he’d felt intensely bad killing the perfect white doves the Temple bred for this purpose. The priests told him that it was good that he sympathized with the small and the helpless, because it meant he would be a good king. He could now issue the killing thrust without even having to look at the bird, and he was grateful for that.

Today, however, this was the thought that gave him pause. He checked the blade for flaws with his thumb mechanically and took up the dove that was handed to him, and even as he recited the words begging God to forgive them all for unknowing sins committed, he thought, it’s a blessing that I no longer have to look at its eyes. He stopped nearly in mid-word. He looked down at the dove in his hand. It looked back up at him, docile, knowing nothing else.

The priest at his shoulder cleared his throat. “Your Highness?” he whispered.

Aryeh opened his hand. The dove kicked its feet and twisted to right itself, and for a moment it just sat in his palm comfortably. He could hear muted confusion in the congregation now. “Your Highness,” the priest said, “what’s wrong?”

The dove launched itself away from him, gliding smoothly over the heads of the people gathered and out of the open Temple doors. There was some tense laughter at that — a bird had gotten away, it happened sometimes. There were countless more where it had come from. Aryeh dropped the knife and ran after it.

The priests called after him, but he flung himself into the outer garden and looked around in a growing panic. It was spring, and the trees were all full of new leaves and hiding whomever might be in them. “Your Majesty!” the head priest said, catching Aryeh’s sleeve. “It’s all right!”

“No,” Aryeh said.

“We have another.” The head priest — Sered — gestured back to the Temple, and Aryeh saw that the people had gathered at the door and were watching him in silence. “God has spared this one. We will choose another.”

Aryeh shook his head. “No.”

—

The first king of Giveah had been the prophet Tzvi. God came to him and told him that he would no longer be the hunted, but the one the hunters feared, and he would thereafter take the name Aryeh, as would his son, and his son after. God would always be the Lord of Giveah, and Giveah would be God’s beloved as long as there was a king to represent her. God promised Tzvi this: the sun would never set over the Temple of Omri without rising again.

But none of Tzvi’s descendants were prophets. The kings of Giveah were deaf to their Lord, and could only guess at what He desired. They employed prophets, but prophets did not always agree with one another.

The nineteenth anointed king of the Tzvic Dynasty was seven years old when he gave up his birth name and inherited the throne. Giveah was under occupation then by the Asturian Empire, a government that didn’t take much interest in Giveah aside from what it could pay in tribute, and finally it could not afford to keep hold of the country at all. His mother had acted as his regent until he came to legal age at fifteen, the same year that the Empire withdrew, and the combination of his mother’s influence and the uncertainty of the country’s new freedom led to his advisers and administration’s anticipation that he would be a mild and controllable power. They did not guess at the depth of his devotion to God at the beginning, and when it became apparent they were puzzled. It was true that he’d taken up his Temple responsibilities at a much younger age than he had his royal ones, owing to the restrictions placed on non-Tzvic regencies, but most kings went through their duties with a certain detachment so as not to presume upon the priesthood. God wanted to see the king tending to His Temple, and so he did. That was all. The previous king never taken it particularly to heart, and no one quite knew why this one did. There was some gathering fear that Aryeh was a fanatic.

He wasn’t, though. He was young and he was doubtful, both of the people who tended to him and of himself. He thought that the only one who knew the best course for Giveah was God, and God did not speak to Aryeh.

—

“Of course it flew away,” his mother said. “You let go of it. What did you think it would do?”

Aryeh sighed. “You’ve only been in power for five years,” she continued. “You can’t pull stunts like this. The people will lose faith in you.”

“It wasn’t a stunt,” he said.

“A tantrum, then, a fit. I don’t know.” She stopped pacing the room to pause next to where he was seated. She sighed and reached down to straighten his tie; it didn’t need it, but it was a nervous habit of hers. “I can’t even guess at what you’re thinking.”

He shook his head.

“I don’t know why you’re so worried all the time,” she said. “The country’s in the best shape it’s been in in thirty years. Your prophets do nothing but sing God’s praises of you. Don’t you believe them?”

“They sing their own praises,” he said.

She gave him a very stern look. “Which is it?” he asked. “Do you think I’m losing the faith of the people, or do you think God is pleased with me?”

“I think you’re paranoid,” she said. “In any case, Sered wants to speak with you.”

“I’m sure he does,” Aryeh said.

He arranged for a meeting with Sered in a conference room in the main government building, and the man did not look happy with him. He went through the usual motions of respect, taking his hand and kissing his ring, but his mouth was drawn tight. “Your Majesty,” he said, “we need to discuss this. I don’t think I understand.”

“What is there to not understand?” Aryeh asked. He seated himself, and Sered did likewise; his attendants remained standing, and Aryeh barely glanced at them before Sered launched into a speech.

“You cannot halt the shrine sacrifices,” he said. “You are the king — a popular king with considerable respect of the people — but you don’t have the authority to alter Temple law. There are no prophets on record advocating this. It will be seen as a power grab and you will suffer for it.” The words didn’t have the tone of a threat, but Aryeh’s eyebrow shot up regardless. Sered paused, and he said, “The king cannot be seen as dictating the laws to God. The palace and the Temple are separate houses for a reason. Your people will not stand for it.”

“How is it a power grab?’ Aryeh asked.

“Any proclamation you make that orders the priesthood against the Temple’s stance is a power grab, Your Majesty. Believe me when I say that my loyalty is yours, and I will carry out your wishes if you cannot be convinced, but please trust me. This is a very bad idea.”

“I haven’t made any proclamations yet.”

“I know. I only beg that you take my words into consideration before you do.”

Aryeh leaned back in his chair, thinking. “Are the sacrifices really that popular?” he asked.

Sered blinked at him. “It’s not a matter of popularity, Your Majesty.”

“No, but… you’re saying that the people would object if they were abolished. Do you think that’s true?”

“Sacrifice at the shrines is how people atone for their sins to God. If you take that away, then what are they supposed to do?”

Aryeh shook his head. “No, no, people are supposed to bring a gift to the temple to help support it. You bring a turkey to the shrine, the priests bless it and sacrifice it for you, and then the priests eat the turkey later. Right?”

Sered had that drawn look about him again. “That is how it was done a long time ago, yes.”

“A long time ago,” Aryeh said. “Only because people don’t raise their own turkeys anymore. Now you come to the shrine, you give one priest a coin and he gives you a dove, and then you carry it inside and give it to another priest who kills it. And then at the end of the day they burn all the dead doves.”

“Temple law… does adapt to changes in the country,” Sered said.

Aryeh chose his next words carefully. “If a man has a bird killed but that bird didn’t belong to him, then how is it a sacrifice? And if the priests don’t eat the sacrifices anymore, then how is that a gift to the Temple?”

Sered sighed. “These are not new arguments, Your Majesty.”

“They aren’t arguments that have been addressed to my satisfaction,” Aryeh said. “I don’t think. What I do think is that when you say the people will object, what you mean is that the priesthood will object.”

“You don’t think maintaining your favor with the priesthood is a worthy consideration?”

“No, I do.” Aryeh sighed. “But as it is… they’re just killing birds and charging admission for it.”

“It’s what God wants,” Sered said. “Sin offerings are called for. That’s the way it’s always been.”

That was and would forever be the final word, Aryeh knew. He considered Sered for a moment and asked, “Did you ever find that dove from this morning?”

Sered frowned. “The one that escaped? No, of course not.”

“I didn’t think so,” Aryeh said.

—

Though he knew it made Sered grind his teeth, Aryeh put the question to a public polling company. The results they returned were not exactly what Aryeh was anticipating, but they were close enough.

“People who don’t work in shrines like the idea of abolishing the sacrifices,” he told his wife Layla at lunch about a week later. “Across the board. But the priesthood is pretty evenly split.”

Layla raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure nobody likes sacrificing doves. But it’s a very… visceral way to connect to God. I’m sure you’d need something more sophisticated than a telephone poll to get to the heart of how people feel about it.”

“Yes,” Aryeh said, “but it’s a good start.” He reached around for his briefcase to produce his printouts; Layla made a face but didn’t object. “Essentially,” he said, “the closer a shrine is to the Temple, the more in favor of eliminating the sin offerings the priesthood is likely to be. Sered aside, of course. The larger a shrine is, the more in favor they are.”

“And… the wealthier they are,” Layla said.

Aryeh nodded.

“Because the outer shrines depend on the doves for income.”

“Exactly,” Aryeh said.

Layla sipped her tea and considered. “That isn’t an easy thing to get around,” she said. “The priesthood isn’t going to want to take money from the government for operating costs.”

He shook his head. “Well… we’ll see. The poll wasn’t done in the name of the throne. This can stay quiet for a little while longer while I figure that out.”

She raised an eyebrow at him, and after a moment of two she said, “Oh, my Lord, don’t be a fool.”

“…Excuse me?”

“The shrines will want to know why they’re being surveyed about the validity of Temple law — that’s usually their call. They’ll contact the Temple to find out what’s going on. And Sered will tell them, because he’s angry.” She took a bite of her salad and added, “If he hasn’t told them already that the king is refusing to perform Temple sacrifices.”

He stared at her; he dropped his chin with a groan. “God help me.”

She laughed. “Well, one in the eye for everyone who thought you’d be a quiet king. Locking horns with the priesthood,” she grinned, “that’s exciting stuff.”

“I’m not trying to be exciting,” Aryeh said. He stared down at his untouched food. “What do you think about it?”

“Me?” Layla shook her head. “I can’t help you. You should ask Hannah. She knows the law better than either of us.”

“I know. I will once she’s feeling up to it. But, I mean…” He cleared his throat. “What do you think about the sin offerings?”

She hesitated. She laid down her fork. “You know,” she said, “I’ve never really thought about it. But… there is something kind of… out of place about it, isn’t there?”

“Out of place?” Aryeh asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… God demands that we be without sin, or as close to being without sin that we can manage. He believes in us, that we can live up to those expectations…” She stared down at her plate. She laughed. “Ah, this is silly.”

“No,” Aryeh said, “tell me.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think it follows for Him to ask us to project our failings onto something innocent, and for us to kill it in our own stead. I don’t think that’s a law God would lay down. I think that is a law of man.” She looked up at him. “I think it could only be a law of man.”

Aryeh stared at her. She stared back for a moment, and then she cleared her throat and said, “You should really ask Hannah, though.”

“I…” He hesitated. “I will. Of course.”

“Even if I’m wrong, people have become so detached from the sacrifices that it’s gotten ridiculous,” Layla said. “Lord, do you remember those lions that family brought in last year?”

“Yes.” Aryeh sighed. “I remember the lions.” Doves were the easiest to produce in a pure form and to care for, but families that could afford a premium breeder could and did bring in more impressive animals. Swans and white peacocks were far from unheard of at the Central Temple, and God help the priests on duty the day someone wanted to make a political statement.

“Do you think God was impressed by that?” Layla asked.

Aryeh was silent for a long time before he shook his head. “I don’t know.”

As Layla predicted, the shrines started to send petitioners almost immediately, young men brimming with righteous indignity beneath the weight of their priest’s flags. Aryeh declined to meet with any of them. “I haven’t made any proclamations for them to petition yet,” he said. “If they want to air their grievances with the state, they can do that at home.”

“Your Majesty, you cannot just send these men away,” Sered said.

Aryeh sighed. “Put them up, then. Do whatever it is the Temple does with visiting priests. This isn’t my concern.”

It was his concern, though, and he worried as he felt Sered’s eyes bore into the back of his neck. He couldn’t afford to make a war of this. The Temple of Omri was one of twelve city-shrines that made up Giveah’s territory; he was, to put it mildly, vastly outnumbered. Even if his people’s mood corresponded with his today, his voice would soon be drowned out by those trusted to speak the word of God, those of men people were very close to in their communities. If the throne was going to draw a line in the sand, this seemed like a remarkably stupid place to do it unless he had some kind of support or precedent.

“Just drop it,” his mother begged him as he studied the bookshelves in his library. “There is no defeat in exploring an idea and deciding not to pursue it.”

“Defeat isn’t the issue,” he said. “I don’t aim to appease Sered; I aim to appease God!”

“Defeat is most certainly the issue!” she said. “If you attack Sered on his turf and he makes you submit to him, don’t think for a second that he’ll be satisfied. Not after he’s tasted blood!”

Aryeh made a face as he selected a codex and began to thumb through it. “And you call me paranoid.”

“Trust me.”

“Look, I don’t know what went on between you two, but Sered and I are on the same side. We share a common goal.” He forced himself to take a deep breath. “We’re just… disagreeing on how to attain it.”

She put her hands to either side of his face, forcing his attention away from the text in his hands. “Darling, you need to get your mind off this. Go, take an afternoon off. Relax with one of your lovely wives.”

“I fear my wives tire of my company,” he said.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Hannah just gave birth, Mother.”

“She didn’t just give birth; that was three weeks ago.” She laughed at his wide eyes and added, “I’m joking. Hannah isn’t your only wife.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “I know.”

His mother paused and gave him a look sidelong that he didn’t like. But she shrugged and said, “A man shouldn’t think only of God. Especially a man your age.” She smiled. “It isn’t healthy.”

His only comfort was that news of this little struggle had yet to reach the newspapers. The front pages were preoccupied with the recovery of Giveah’s agricultural industries, and the editorials were full of the usual prophetic fluff about the king’s youth and God’s favor. It didn’t seem that God was terribly concerned either way, to go by them. Aryeh never had put much stock in columnists.

There was a photograph in The Herald’s lifestyle section from his wedding that past summer to his wife Saray. He stared at it for long, empty seconds, puzzled — he’d been skimming for mention of himself but not photographs — and then he folded the paper back into a neat square on his desk. He returned to his scriptures and his histories.

He found treatises on the humane slaughter of cattle and diagrams of birds’ bodies that traced the paths of major arteries and veins through the neck. He found prayers for the souls of the innocent sullied by the sins of the able. He found overwhelming sympathy for the sacrifices from throughout the country’s history, but he found no direct support for ending them. Man’s worry extended no further than his pity.

—

It was with a reluctant heart that King Aryeh went to Sered and admitted that he had no grounds on which to challenge Temple law. Sered did not gloat as per Aryeh’s mother’s warning, or at least he didn’t do so openly; he laid his hands on Aryeh’s shoulders, presuming but kind, and said, “I’m impressed by how much thought you put into it. You went about this the right way.”

“Thank you,” Aryeh said, his voice dulled by his own disappointment. “What do you recommend that I do now? The shrines are breathing down my neck.”

“Ah,” Sered said, “They shouldn’t be any trouble. Hear out one of the petitioners, tell him the throne isn’t planning to impose any restrictions on the shrines, and word will get around.”

Aryeh frowned. “That’s all?”

“Don’t give the matter any more of your time than that,” Sered said, “or the priesthood won’t trust your intentions to leave it be.”

Aryeh thought that Sered was being rather transparent himself, but he nodded. “Fine. We’ll do that.”

“Which shrine will you hear out?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Aryeh said. “Pick one. I need to speak with some people first, so have someone ready and in my conference room in an hour.”

Sered bowed deeply. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

Aryeh went to Layla and his mother and told them that he was giving the matter up. Layla smiled at him sadly, and his mother clapped her hands once and said, “Thank God for it.”

“You are the least supportive adviser in this administration,” he said, gently chiding.

“Darling, I am your most supportive ally. The others will tear you apart like wolves if you show them your throat.”

“I’m not showing anyone my throat.” He looked to Layla and said, “We’ll stay on the safe side of this for now. Maybe we can revisit it later.”

“That is the wise thing to do,” she said. “The quiet thing.”

Aryeh dropped his eyes to her chin. She pushed herself to her toes to kiss his cheek.

The man they picked out from the shrines’ petitioners was clearly selected for his youth and his poorly-concealed terror. He wore a close-trimmed beard and a dark red priest’s flag, both of which pointed east, far east, to the Shrine of Athaliah. To merely say Athaliah was rural would be generous; it was the sort of place ascetics went to be sure of their seclusion. Aryeh almost felt bad for the man, who scrambled to his feet when Aryeh and Sered entered. His flag — worn over the shoulders of his obviously borrowed suit in lieu of a tie — was probably the most expensive thing he owned. “Your Majesty,” he said.

Aryeh smiled and offered his hand. The man took it with what Aryeh had enough time to think of as remarkable confidence before he jerked him forward into the table and struck him hard across the face.

“How dare you?” the man said, nearly shouting. “How dare you capitulate to the very buzzards waiting for the calf’s first stumble?”

“No!” Aryeh cried, addressing not the man gripping his arm but the guards behind him who were now thumbing off their safeties. “Don’t, he’s not armed–”

The man put his mouth next to Aryeh’s ear. “Do not give in to the jackals and the serpents that surround you, Ze’ev. You are stronger than they are. You are stronger because you know the truth.”

“Truth?” Aryeh said. “What truth?”

“That God is angry.” The man’s voice dropped to a whisper that made the hairs on Aryeh’s neck stand. “The Lord says this: if Giveah hides her eyes from Me, then I will abandon you. You will have no recourse. A wife who does not know her husband is no wife at all.”

—

“It’s fine,” Aryeh said. “It doesn’t hurt.”

Layla leaned over him and squinted, her gaze falling just short of his. It made Aryeh feel odd and detached. “Well,” she said, “it left a bruise.”

Aryeh reached up to tap his cheekbone under his eye. It was tender, but he kept his expression serene. “Sometimes the bruises that look the worst are the ones that hurt the least.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Of course, my Lord.”

“You should have had him executed!” His mother announced her entrance thus, sweeping into the room in a barely contained rage with her fingers tensed into claws. “My darling,” she said, “what happened?”

“I don’t know,” Aryeh said. “Sered’s looking into it.” He forced himself to lie. “It was probably a seizure or something. They took him back to the Temple to rest.”

“A seizure,” she repeated. She sighed and seated herself beside him on his sofa. “A man doesn’t punch his king in the face when he’s having a seizure.”

“He didn’t punch me,” Aryeh said. “You’re blowing this out of proportion.”

His mother narrowed her eyes. “What did he say to you?”

“Nothing. He said nothing.”

“Nothing?” his mother asked.

He was silent, and then he gasped when something cold touched his cheek. Saray had seated herself at his other hand, slipping around behind the sofa unnoticed, and she held a piece of ice in a cloth. “I’m sorry,” she said. “There’s a mark.”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Thank you. I’m fine.”

Saray smiled and bowed her head.

Aryeh didn’t want to head the court with a bruise on his cheek, but he wanted it covered with make-up even less. Most of his minsiters were good enough not to say anything about it. Sered, however, stopped short as he approached him that evening in his throne room. “He gave you a black eye!” he cried.

“It’s hardly that,” Aryeh said. A gaggle of pages looked over at him, trying to stare subtly and mostly being ridiculous. Aryeh sighed. “What happened? Is he all right?”

“Oh, he’s fine,” Sered said. He handed Aryeh a sheaf of faxed pages. “I contacted the Shrine of Athaliah. This is apparently not the first time something like this has happened. They beg your forgiveness.”

“Not the first time?” Aryeh glanced over the sheets in his hand. Copies of official employment and residency papers, scans of government identification cards. Proof that Athaliah hadn’t sent a particularly inept assassin, Aryeh supposed. That possibility hadn’t even occurred to him. “What does that mean? Is he–” He took another quick look at the fax. “Orev, is Orev ill?”

“Not ill, your Majesty. He’s…” Sered paused. “Well, it’s complicated.”

Aryeh frowned a little. Sered was some three times Aryeh’s age — he had been the Temple’s head priest under both of Aryeh’s parents — and his occasional lapses into condescension were becoming a concern. “Complicated,” Aryeh said. “How is it complicated?”

“This is really a matter for the priesthood, your Majesty–”

“Did Athaliah knowingly send someone who was prone to fits of violence to petition the throne? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“No! No, no,” Sered sighed, “he’s… well, he’s a prophet.”

Aryeh blinked. “A prophet?”

“But he isn’t a vetted prophet, so it’s nothing you have to worry about.”

Aryeh stared at him. “A vetted prophet?”

“I told you,” Sered said, “this is complicated.”

“Are you… are you telling me that God hit me?”

“No! Your Majesty, anyone can claim to be a prophet. There are procedures designed to weed out the charlatans, and he hasn’t been submitted to any of them. He’s just a priest.”

Aryeh shook his head. He had no idea how the prophesy schools policed themselves, and that made sense, but… “He knew my name.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“He knew my name. He called me by my birth name.”

Sered said, “Your Majesty, your birth name is a matter of public record.”

“I know, but… a priest wouldn’t just call me that, would he?”

“I would not presume to guess,” Sered said. He sounded very tired.

“I want to speak with him,” Aryeh said. “Set up another meeting.”

“What?” Sered asked. “You want to put yourself through that again? Why?”

Aryeh drew himself up very straight. “I just told you. I want to speak with him.”

Sered looked very much like he wanted an argument. Aryeh projected as well as he could that he would not tolerate one, and Sered sighed and bowed his head. “Of course, your Majesty.”

“Eleven, tomorrow morning.” He turned on his heel and walked away.

Aryeh had dinner alone that night. He flipped through the pages of the fax idly as he ate. Orev was nearly half a year his junior; he’d only turned twenty last month. Strange, how that seemed so much younger in other people.

—

When Aryeh arrived for the meeting, he found Orev sitting at the table staring at his hands folded tightly in front of him and Sered seated across from him. They both stood when he entered, but Orev did not lift his eyes. Aryeh took stock, and he said, “Sered, if it’s no trouble, I’d like to conduct this meeting by myself.”

Sered raised an eyebrow. “By yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Your Majesty,” Sered said, gesturing to the near-cowering priest, “this man attacked you before.”

Aryeh smiled and said, “The guards may stay.”

Sered wavered, but he sighed and bowed. “Of course, your Majesty.” He shot a glance at Orev and then excused himself, closing the door behind him. The two guards took their places behind Aryeh’s chair instead of by the door, but he supposed the circumstances allowed for that.

“Please,” Aryeh said, “Sit.”

Orev did so mechanically, and Aryeh followed suit. The man still would not look at him; it wasn’t unusual for people to not want to meet eyes with the king, but it was a noticeable change. “Are you well, Orev?” he asked.

Orev glanced up at him at and immediately looked down again. “Your Majesty, I– I sincerely apologize for what happened yesterday,” he said in a desperate rush. He spoke with an eastern accent that would have been charming if he weren’t so distressed. “That was not the message I was asked to bear to you. Please don’t let my behavior reflect poorly on the Shrine of Athaliah.”

Aryeh hadn’t yet decided what to make of Athaliah’s part in this situation, but that had little to do with Orev himself. Aryeh asked, “What was the message you were asked to bear?”

Orev swallowed. “The Shrine of Athaliah respectfully begs that the king reconsider his encroachment on Temple law. The king is a representative of the people of Giveah to God, not– not the other way around. If Temple law is to be changed, it should be done so within the priesthood of Giveah’s shrines.” He rattled it off like a child bloodlessly reciting his role in a play.

Aryeh asked, “Athaliah does not think I can act within my duties as the people’s representative in this case?”

“I…” Orev shook his head. “I-I don’t know.”

“I see,” said Aryeh. “Well, Orev, that’s more or less what I was expecting. But that is certainly not what you said to me yesterday.”

“I know,” Orev whispered. “I beg your forgiveness.”

Aryeh shook his head. “Don’t.”

Orev glanced up at him again. “…Your Majesty?”

“We contacted your shrine.” If it were possible for Orev to go any paler, he did at that. “Your head priest says that you’re, ah…” Aryeh gestured in a manner he hoped was neutral but encouraging. “…prone… to this sort of thing.”

Orev was silent. Aryeh leaned forward and softly asked, “God speaks to you?”

It took a long time for Orev to reply. He looked up nervously at the guards that flanked Aryeh, and this time Aryeh was attentive enough to be startled by the diamond blue of his eyes. “God speaks… with me,” he finally said.

“With you,” Aryeh said. That was an interesting semantic trick, and clever enough to make Aryeh momentarily suspicious. But Orev gave him very little time to consider it.

“I begged that the head priest not send me,” he said, leaning forward and whispering with broken intensity. “I pleaded that God not use me this way while I was with you. I am so sorry.”

“If God would strike at me,” Aryeh said, “then I will bear the mark.”

Orev looked like he wanted the blandly carpeted floor to swallow him. Aryeh asked, his tone gentle, “What does God say, then?”

“Ah.” Orev swallowed. “I think… I think you got the gist of it. Yesterday.”

“All right,” Aryeh said, “but what did that mean? Does God want the sacrifices to stop?”

“He…” Orev paused, frowning. “I think… what He wants is for the king of Giveah to not doubt himself when he knows the right path. If the king cannot follow his heart, then… how can he expect his people to follow him?” He took a deep breath and managed to meet Aryeh’s gaze. “Does that make sense, your Majesty?”

Aryeh held his eyes for long moments, considering. “All right,” he finally said. “Here’s what I’d like you to do.”

Orev sat up a little straighter in his chair. “I’d like you to stay in Giveah for a little while longer,” Aryeh said. “A month, let’s say. I’ll have the Temple send your shrine an official summons. Is that all right with you?”

“Of course, your Majesty,” Orev said.

“Good. Now, if God chooses to tell you anything else during your stay, please, do not hesitate to alert the Temple priests,” Aryeh said. “They’ll get in touch with me right away.”

Orev looked confused, but he nodded. “…Is there anything else Your Majesty requires of me?”

“No,” Aryeh said, “that is all.”

Orev nodded and made his shaky way to his feet. Aryeh stood as well, and Orev straightened as he did so; Aryeh realized to his mild surprise that Orev was actually an inch or two taller than he was. It was hard to tell while he was cowering, but he wasn’t cowering now. He looked down at him, and he said, “It is good, King of Giveah, that your court has become a place where the prophet’s true voice is allowed to be heard.”

Aryeh raised his eyebrows. Orev’s accent hadn’t vanished, but it had tamed itself between one breath and the next. “I always welcome the truth,” he said carefully.

“No. You will not always welcome it,” Orev said. “But you will hear it, and that is well enough.”

Aryeh swallowed. “So be it,” he said.

Orev nodded, and he walked past him and his guards and left the room unguided. Aryeh collapsed back into his chair and took several deep breaths before he could gather himself again.

—

“Your Majesty!” Sered called after him. “Your Majesty!”

Aryeh considered ignoring him, but Layla paused, making that difficult to get away with. So he stopped as well, and he waited with great affected patience as Sered ran — actually ran — down the palace hallway to catch up to them. “What,” he gasped, “what is the meaning of this?”

“Catch your breath,” Aryeh said. “What is the meaning of what?”

Sered scowled at him, and Layla glanced at him sidelong. “What do you think you’re doing issuing summons to Athaliah? That man has done what he was ordered to do — far more, if you ask me. For what reason are you asking the Temple to house him?”

“Oh, I think my reasons should already be very clear to you,” Aryeh said. “You told me that there were no prophets on record advocating my position. Now there is.”

Sered stared at him. “You can’t seriously think you can get away with making that hayseed a member of your administration for the sole purpose of dictating unwanted reform to the Temple?”

“No,” Aryeh said. “Do you want to know what I think? Let me tell you what I think.” He sidled up to Sered, who stepped back a little. “How does it sound to you,” he said, “a man — an unvetted prophet, if you will — known for blowing up and howling God’s dictation at his superiors? How do you think, nine times out of ten, that would play out in front of the king? Hm?” Aryeh smiled. “He’d be arrested. Possibly executed in haste. And where would it leave Athaliah — or the priesthood — if the king had taken the time to listen to only one of his petitioners, and he’d had him jailed or killed?”

Sered stared at him. “What are you accusing me of?” he asked.

Aryeh laughed. “I’m not accusing you of anything. Though it is interesting that given the choice, Orev was the one you picked out. Aren’t you supposed to run a background check before you send someone into a room with me?” Before Sered could get a word in, Aryeh shook his head and said, “No. I think, at best, Athaliah was trying to get rid of someone they don’t like very much, and at worst, they were trying to put me in a very difficult position. But happily,” he said, clapping his hands together and making Sered start, “that didn’t happen. Anyway, to address your question, I’m not making Orev a member of my administration; to do that, I’d have to issue a transfer request, not a summons.” He smiled. “I’m seeing how I like him first. It’s sort of a trial period.”

Sered exhaled through his teeth. “You can’t do this. I won’t have that man in my Temple barracks for one more hour.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I refuse to house that man in the Temple.”

Aryeh sighed. “Fine. I’ll house him the palace. Lord, Sered, there’s no reason to be childish about this.” He walked away before Sered could get in the last word, and Layla followed him.

Once they’d reached the stairwell, he turned to her and asked, “How was that?”

Layla grinned. “That was good.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” She touched his arm, and she asked, “Are you sure you want that prophet in the palace, though?”

Aryeh shrugged. “Honestly, he seems pretty harmless to me.”

He should have anticipated that his mother would be opposed to his attempt at scheming against the priesthood, but all the same he was surprised by how strong her feelings on the subject were. “I thought you’d be glad I told Sered off,” he said to her.

“You’re just making him angry,” she said. “And over what? A bunch of mindless birds? Some priest you don’t even know?”

“I’ve met him twice,” he said.

“Well, good for you. You have a pet. I still think you should have had him executed.” And so on. Aryeh drank his tea and stopped provoking her.

Orev drew no pleasure from upsetting so many people; to the contrary, he was quite miserable about the whole thing. Aryeh was going to let his chamberlain handle moving him from the Temple to the palace’s guest suites, but the man came to his office and informed him, with clear embarrassment, that Orev didn’t want to come. “He says that if the Temple has refused him, then he will be best off sleeping on a bench.”

Aryeh stared at him. He rubbed his temple and asked, “Are you serious?”

“Your Majesty, I would not jest.”

Aryeh sighed. “God, what did Sered say to him?” The chamberlain shook his head, and Aryeh said, “Well, can you tell him that I can’t have my guests sleeping out in the park? It doesn’t reflect particularly well on me.”

“I told him almost exactly that, your Majesty.”

Layla’s nurse appeared in the doorway holding his daughter Talya; she started to retreat upon seeing Aryeh’s expression, but he waved her in. “Look, if it’s some kind of ritual purity thing, then humor him,” he said to the chamberlain. “I’d be very surprised if he wants you to sacrifice a bull, but dress the bed in cotton and don’t let anyone else handle his books.” He took Talya and kissed her hair absently.

“I don’t believe that’s the issue, your Majesty,” the chamberlain said. “He made no mention of the suite being unfit.”

“Well…” Aryeh sighed. “Where is he?”

“He’s in the south courtyard.”

“Papa,” Talya said, and Aryeh turned his face to her. She pressed her thumb against the crease between his eyebrows. The grey light from the window was threatening rain; she clung stubbornly to his jacket and her nurse trailed in his wake as he went out to find the poor fool himself.

The greater part of palace’s southern courtyard consisted of a reflecting pool surrounded with flagpoles. They normally flew Giveah’s twelve flags, but the palace’s staff was mindful to bring them down in inclement weather. It made them look like winter-bare trees. Orev was seated on the low stone bench that rimmed the pool, waving his fingers at a stray pair of pochards. He looked up as Aryeh came down the shallow stairs; his eyes widened, and he stood hastily. Aryeh set Talya on her feet when he reached the foot, and she made an immediate chaotic dash for the ducks. “Sweetheart, don’t,” Aryeh said.

Orev sat back down to gently dissuade her from clamboring over the bench. “Sorry,” Aryeh said. He shook his head at the nurse and picked her up again himself. “This is Talya, my daughter,” he said, seating himself with her in his lap.

Orev glanced up at him and then looked back down. He cleared his throat and asked, “Hello, Talya. How old are you?”

Talya held up a small fist and bristled all of its fingers at him. “Five?” he asked. “Really?”

She laughed. “Talya?” Aryeh put his mouth next to her ear and said, “Talya, are we allowed to lie?”

Talya pursed her lips thoughtfully and then amended herself, holding up her thumb and two fingers. “Three?” Orev asked.

“She just turned three,” Aryeh said. “And yet she’s not satisfied.”

“We seldom are,” Orev said. He tentatively brushed her dark curls from her eyes and laughed at little. “She looks just like you.”

“Mm.” Aryeh set his chin on the top of her head. “God forbid.”

“Oh, no, I…” Orev laughed. “Well, she’s lovely.”

Talya was already bored; she fussed and arched up against Aryeh’s restraining arm. He held her in place without much trouble. “The Temple priests have been threatening to teach her how to perform the sin offering.”

Orev’s eyes grew very large. “Because I won’t do it,” Aryeh said.

“That’s terrible,” Orev said. “She’s far too young.”

Aryeh shrugged. “I wasn’t much older when they taught me. They need someone from the royal line. It doesn’t have to be the king.” He sighed deeply and looked at Orev sidelong. “I prayed that God would show me what to do. A sign, a message… anything.”

Orev swallowed. “And He has done so,” Aryeh said. “Forcefully.”

“Your Majesty,” Orev said, “I have no voice in the priesthood. I’m only a dovekeep.”

“A dovekeep?” Aryeh asked. “Athaliah sent their dovekeep to tell me to keep killing doves?”

Orev laughed. “Yes. I know.” He watched Talya squirm and smiled. “The shrine calls me a prophet in my papers. But they don’t listen to what God says. They don’t like me, and neither does the Temple.”

“If God speaks to you, then you possess a very precious gift,” Aryeh said.

“You would not be so appreciative of it if it were yours.”

“Maybe not,” Aryeh said. “But the Temple doesn’t like me, either. They like kings that do the same things they did yesterday, and prophets who say the same things they said yesterday.” He laid his cheek against Talya’s hair. “But it can’t be yesterday forever.”

Orev was silent. The wind picked up; the ropes on the flagpoles rattled on their pulleys, echoing across the water eerily. “It’s going to rain soon,” Aryeh said. He stood up, gathering Talya more securely on his hip. “Come inside with me, Orev.”

“Yes, your Majesty,” Orev said.

—

Classical prophesy in Giveah followed three schools of thought, two of which were essentially the same thing. Composed prophesy was written while the prophet was in some form of self-induced trance, and it was then edited and submitted for publication in a book, magazine, or newspaper. Prepared prophesy was produced in the same manner but was then read or recited before an audience, after which the prophet could assist in efforts to interpret God’s words. These were both respected and common forms of punditry in Omri. The trance state in modern times was often little more than a token bit of meditation or a glass of wine. Career prophets were not generally regarded as hearing the direct word of God so much as they were trusted simply to know what God wanted said.

The third — extemporaneous — was what most people really thought of when they pictured a prophet. Tzvi had made the form famous with his spontaneous sermons and declarations. But as much as prophesy that gripped its mouthpiece and drove it to immediate action was idealized, it was also mistrusted as a path to easy legitimacy for fakes and madmen; few were able to follow Tzvi’s exact footsteps. Many schizophrenics claimed with complete sincerity that they heard God, but that did not make them prophets.

Aryeh wasn’t interested in proving to his administration that Orev was a true prophet. His other prophets did not argue with him or raise their voices to him in frustration; they did not criticize him usefully in any sense. Orev, while ordinarily shy to a fault, wasted no one’s time with niceties in his proclamations.

“Your father was a weak king,” Orev said to him, “as was his father. Grey on the tongue like ashes. But the Lord says this: I have returned your kingdom to you so that you may be great.”

“My father,” Aryeh said, but then he stopped himself. He took a deep breath. “My father was never in a position to be a good king.”

“He was lukewarm. In his heart and when he turned to God, there was no heat in him. His faith was a pale thing.”

“Faith can be difficult when one lacks hope.”

Orev slammed his hand against the table. The guard at Aryeh’s shoulder started, but Aryeh had seen it coming in Orev’s posture and did not flinch. “Faith,” Orev said, “is the only thing God has ever asked of you. Is it such a terrible thing to muster in your meager hearts? Giveah was too proud to heed her master, but Asturia taught her humility by forcing her to her knees.”

Aryeh swallowed. Orev cocked his head. “Did Giveah like it there in the dust?”

“No.”

“Is she proud now that her master has seen her freed?”

Aryeh shook his head. “No.”

Orev smiled. “The Lord cares not for your unloved dead. Sacrifice without obedience is meaningless. The Lord wants Giveah’s devotion and submission, a renewal of the contract that binds them. This, King of Giveah, is what you have been given freedom in order to give to Him.”

Aryeh wrote down every word — an extemporaneous prophet requires a scribe — and submitted it to the Temple without comment. Orev excused himself from the king’s company and did not show his face to him again for several days.

The household staff told him that Orev ate little and slept less. Aryeh didn’t know what patterns life took on within the Temple, but this cycle of misery and aggression and prayer immediately struck him as unhealthy. “Is there something I’ve forgotten to do for him?” he asked Layla at a breakfast meeting.

“I don’t know,” she said. “What does he do in Athaliah?”

“He tends the dovecotes.”

“Hm.” She stirred her tea. “Perhaps you should show him the Arboretum?”

He frowned. “That… seems a little intimate.”

Layla laughed. It wasn’t obligatory pleasantness; she laughed fully, loud and surprised. Aryeh blinked at her. “What?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s funny that you think that.”

“It is?”

“Yes.” She laughed again, softly this time. “Never mind. He likes birds. So show him the palace’s birds.”

He didn’t respond for what he supposed was a long time. He frowned at nothing and said, “Maybe.” Layla was older than he was and wise before her years besides; sometimes he didn’t understand what he knew was her good advice. People were permitted in the Arboretum at his discretion, and that didn’t include most palace guests.

Aryeh found him one evening soon after seated near the bottom of one of the palace stairwells, eyes closed and arms wrapped around his knees. Aryeh knew he should probably leave well enough alone — it wasn’t in his best political interest to be seen favoring the man he was pulling strings to get into his court — but Orev had no friends in Omri, political or otherwise. Aryeh sat beside him and waited to be noticed. Orev’s lips were moving soundlessly, so he resigned himself to patience.

This wing of the palace was reserved for Aryeh alone and anyone he extended his hospitality to; the halls were quiet aside from the sounds of guards and servants moving around. He didn’t say a word, but after a minute or two Orev’s eyes opened abruptly. He blinked, seemingly confused and unsurprised at once to see Aryeh sitting there. “Your Majesty?”

“Yes,” Aryeh said, and Orev smiled a little. For a moment they sat in uncomfortable silence on the marble stair. Aryeh asked him, “Has the Lord anything to say?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You were praying, weren’t you?”

“Oh. Yes.” Orev’s jaw was very sharp beneath his beard, and his collarbone stood out worryingly when he leaned forward like that. The brilliant eyes softened him, though. “But God doesn’t always answer.”

“Ah. He isn’t at your beck and call.”

Orev gave a small, awkward laugh. “No. Far from it.”

Aryeh nodded. He took a deep breath and asked, “Do you really think my father was a bad king?”

The question clearly took Orev by surprise. His mouth opened and closed, and then he said, “I know almost nothing of your father, your Majesty.”

That didn’t really surprise him. “I see.”

“But–” Orev cut himself off when Aryeh looked up sharply, and he cleared his throat. “Well… this will sound strange.”

“That’s fine.”

Orev looked down the stairs. “I knew when he died. I mean, I knew when it happened.”

Aryeh raised an eyebrow. Orev said, “The Lord called to me in a loud voice, and He said that the king had fallen. He–” He hesitated and glanced at Aryeh sidelong. “…That was the first time.”

“The first time?” Aryeh asked.

“The priests didn’t believe me until we heard your mother’s speech on the radio that night.” Orev bit his lip; it looked accustomed to the abuse. “And then I was a prophet, for all the good it’s brought.” The bruise on Aryeh’s face had faded, but Orev’s gaze flicked up just short of eye contact before casting itself down the stairs again.

“You’ve been in the priesthood for that long?” Aryeh asked.

Orev nodded. “My entire life.”

Shrines had always been a sanctuary for the unwanted. Aryeh set his elbows on his knees and sighed. “That’s a heavy burden for a child.” Orev didn’t say anything. Aryeh thought, it’s not as though I remember much of him. Not most days. “You have my apologies if I’ve made it heavier.”

“God asks us all to carry our own weight,” Orev said. “No more and certainly no less.” He offered Aryeh a crooked little smile. “But some of us are heavier than others.”

“Is that what you tell the priests?”

Orev laughed. “No, your Majesty.”

Aryeh found himself smiling, too. “So, ah…” Orev sat up attentively, and Aryeh cleared his throat. “Would you like to see the Arboretum?”

—

The Arboretum was a feature of the central hall of the palace, a vast indoor garden with a windowed ceiling level with the sixth floor and a glass wall facing Jabin Square, the northern courtyard. Its trees and flowers had been imported from far northeast many years ago and it was now its own carefully maintained little ecosystem, with ceiling-mounted mist nozzles to simulate rain and regularly turned-over soil. Entire generations of the palace’s servants had been trained solely for its care. The story went that the eighth king of Giveah had received as a gift ten courtesans from the king of Ellada, and he’d had the garden built to make them feel more welcome. Aryeh had always found that version of events a little glib; the Arboretum was a major architectural undertaking that must have been planned along with the rest of the palace complex. Nevertheless, that tradition had taken hold early: beyond the view from the Square, the Arboretum was restricted to the king’s family and his harem.

“The Temple gives us its imperfect birds to release here,” Aryeh said. He nodded to a flowering pear tree that was heavier with placid doves than it was with flowers. “The women feed them by hand. They’re as tame as puppies.”

Orev’s entire countenance had changed the moment he walked over the threshold, like he’d dropped something terribly heavy he’d been carrying with both hands. He approached the tree cautiously, and he looked back at Aryeh and grinned when the birds only eyed him incuriously and made no move to flee. Aryeh smiled back. Orev gently bumped one bird’s breast with the back of his finger, and it obediently stepped up onto the blade of his hand. “That’s, ah, Milka, I believe,” Aryeh said.

Orev laughed. “They have names?”

“Some of them do. The friendlier ones.” Aryeh narrowed his eyes at the one perching on Orev’s fingers. “The fatter ones.”

Milka had an uneven collar that looked like the stroke of a paint brush over the back of her neck, marking her as imperfect on sight. Orev touched it with a fingertip. “This happens sometimes,” he said. “The Temple Dove is a color mutation on the Ring-Necked Dove, so…” He smiled as the bird chucked her call in her breast. “She’s so sweet.”

“She must like you,” Aryeh said. The birds here liked everyone, so far as he knew, but Orev looked pleased.

“I’m sure you know, your Majesty,” Orev said, “that imperfect animals are supposed to be released into the wild.”

Aryeh raised his eyebrows. “This isn’t wild enough for you?”

Orev kept his eyes low and smiled. “If it’s wild enough for the birds, then it’s not on me to complain. But such are the dictates of God.”

“Of course,” Aryeh said. It was growing dark outside, and thus within the garden; the birds gathered on the branches had done so to sleep. “You may stay as long as you like,” he said. “But once you leave you’ll need permission to return.”

Orev bowed his head deeply; Milka stretched her wings for balance but could not be stirred to further action. Aryeh left them beside the flowering pear and retreated to the dryer, cooler air outside. He could see light from the Temple down the street reflecting on the buildings that faced the courtyard in something like a second sunset. It had long been a joke in Omri: the Temple and palace would never quite see eye-to-eye.

Sered refused to be disregarded by a boy-king who fancied himself clever, and Aryeh was forced to weather a lot of political nonsense from the priesthood in the following days. He forced himself to maintain reasonably present-looking eye contact as Sered spoke angrily of the difference between taxing and tithing — a technicality if there ever was one — but his mind wandered back to Orev’s gentle rebuke. If they abolished the sacifices, they could hardly keep all of the Temple’s birds in the Arboretum. There were too many already.

“Your Majesty!” Sered said, and Aryeh sighed.

Orev waited a polite three days before approaching Aryeh for permission to enter the garden again. That had been the idea, of course, or what Aryeh told himself what the idea had been: that it would force Orev into seeing Aryeh as someone he could approach. If he was going to be honest with himself, he could see that he’d taken Layla’s well-meaning suggestion and made it into something passive-aggressive.

The sight of the man amongst his birds and his women made him frown to himself and wonder whose company Orev was enjoying more; he couldn’t have been married, or else he would have objected to being held in Omri. Priests tended to marry young. Aryeh hadn’t seen Orev actually speak to any women, and he made a mental note to address that when he had a moment.

He walked behind Orev’s eager step at a distance, watching him as he breathed in deeply the air beneath the foreign trees. It was much earlier in the day than their last visit, and the birds were more active. They fluttered nervously at Orev’s approach, rearranging themselves rather than fleeing. Orev reached into his faded jacket’s pocket — when he wasn’t wearing his suit and flag, he looked as though he dressed himself at a second-hand store — and pulled out some ragged pieces of bread that Aryeh recognized from that morning’s breakfast. He had the doves’ immediate attention.

Aryeh smiled. “One would expect you to be enjoying your vacation.”

Orev looked back at him, seemingly startled that Aryeh had followed him. “Vacation, your Majesty?” he asked.

“From your birds.”

Orev looked at the bread in his hand. “Oh. No.” He tore off a piece and tossed it to the leaf-strewn floor, and a half dozen doves dropped down to find it. “I miss them.”

“I see.”

He tossed a piece of crust and asked, “What other animals do you keep here?”

Aryeh shrugged. “There are a few swans. Some chickens and peacocks. Rabbits. Fish.” He paused, and he said, “The Emperor once sent my father a pair of white-breasts.” Orev looked alarmed. “As a gesture of good will.”

Orev laughed. “Forgive me for saying so, your Majesty, but that’s questionable good will.”

“Indeed. They ate the doves.” Aryeh smiled. “We sent them back to the Empire with our regrets. This isn’t a big enough enclosure for eagles, anyway.”

Orev was quiet for a few moments as he scattered his crumbs. He said, “It was good of you not to release them. They probably wouldn’t do well around Omri.”

“Well, it was before my time,” Aryeh said.

He looked back at him again, drawn behind his submissive calm, this other extreme, and said, “It was good of the king. To return them to their home.”

It was strange, Aryeh thought, to repeatedly find himself so captivated by another man’s eyes. He nodded, befuddled, and another bird flew past his ear in its haste to partake in Orev’s feast. He left them to it, mulling over his disquiet as he walked along the little brook that divided the Arboretum into thirds.

God wanted his attention, he decided, and so He had sent someone who could hold it easily. He looked up at the trees and the play of sunlight on the windows above him; he turned in place, his gaze following the ceiling, and he realized with a start that he was being watched. Layla and Saray were seated in one of the balconies and looking down on him. For a moment he felt a terrible flood of panic, but Layla smiled broadly and waved down at him, and Saray mimicked the gesture only a moment or two behind. He waved back; he swallowed hard and forced himself to smile, and they turned back to one another in what seemed to be pleasant conversation. After a few seconds, though, Saray looked down at him again, her expression shading into something unreadable.

He left the Arboretum. He paced the main hall for a while, back and forth, until the guards noticed him and asked if he was well. He told them that he was, and he retreated to his library to think. But no answers came.

—

“Your Majesty?”

Aryeh looked up from that day’s tortured revision of the treaty with Erianam; it was nearing ten o’clock, and he had rather hopefully dressed for bed. He tightened his robe around his shoulders and frowned at the guard standing awkwardly in the door of his sitting room. “Yes?”

“Ah…” Aryeh was far from indecent, but the guard looked past him anyway, clearing his throat. “Pardon the intrusion, your Majesty. There’s… there’s a situation.”

Aryeh sighed and set the papers down. “A situation?”

“Um… that prophet, he’s your friend?”

“I…” Aryeh frowned. “I suppose. Why?”

“Well, he’s downstairs, and he’s…” The guard coughed. “I think you should probably tend to it, your Majesty.”

He really wasn’t in the mood for this. The guard looked young, but that was no excuse for such floundering. “Is this an emergency, guardsman?”

“I don’t… I don’t know.”

Aryeh raised an eyebrow. “Is Orev all right?”

“No,” the guard said. “He’s not all right.”

When Aryeh reached the foot of the stairs of the wing’s ground floor, there was a tight huddle of frightened young men before him that broke up at the sight of him. He’d never seen the royal guard so relieved to see him, and he soon saw why.

The stairwell spilled down into a hall that faced the south courtyard with two stories’ worth of stained glass: green and violet and blue and storm grey panels for Nadav, Jesoash, Asa, and Shallum. It was dark now, rendering the first three black and last an opaque pearl. Orev stood beneath them, staring up at them, his back to Aryeh. He was naked — the low light from the chandelier above him threw a shadow from every knob of bone down his back — and, Aryeh realized with alarm, soaking wet. “Orev?” he said softly.

Orev did not answer, nor did he acknowledge Aryeh in any way. There was water on the floor around him, dripping from his hair and shoulders; Aryeh stepped closer and saw that he was shaking. It wasn’t warm in this hall even during the day. “Orev,” he said, and again he was ignored.

Aryeh glanced back at the guards who cowered behind him. They would slay armies and dragons for him, he knew, but they were seemingly defeated in courage by this. “If he attacks me, then grab him,” he told them, “but don’t hurt him. Otherwise, stay here.”

“Your Majesty,” one of them said, “what if God strikes at you for disturbing him?”

Aryeh raised an eyebrow. “Then we’ll know to leave him be.”

When Aryeh slowly came around Orev’s side, he found his eyes wide and blue and fixed on the windows above him. His pupils were contracted tightly despite the dim light, lending him an eerie fearfulness. Aryeh cautiously laid a hand on his shoulder, finding his skin clammy and wet. “Orev.”

His response wasn’t immediate. After a painfully long pause, Orev’s pale gaze dropped to settle vaguely on Aryeh’s face without quite making eye contact. His lips parted, and the lower one trembled with the cold even as he whispered, “Ze’ev.”

Aryeh swallowed. Orev finally blinked, and his eyes seem to find focus. “Your Majesty.”

“Orev,” Aryeh said, “You’re freezing.” He shrugged out of his robe and offered it, but Orev only continued to stare at him. “Please,” he said.

“The cost of this peace is too high,” Orev whispered. “Sacrifice nothing and no one that comes not from your own self.”

Aryeh felt himself blanch. He shook the robe out and wrapped it around Orev’s shoulders; he saw the guards tense as he obscured Orev’s arms from their line of sight. “Come on,” he said. “Cover yourself. You’ll catch cold.”

This seemed to break whatever spell had hold of him. Orev blinked again twice, and then he looked down at himself. “Ah!” he shouted, and he whipped the edges of the robe around his body; he struggled to get his arms into the sleeves while the silk caught on his wet skin. “Oh God, your Majesty, I’m so sorry–”

“It’s all right,” Aryeh said. He looked to the guards, who were now exchanging doubtful expressions amongst themselves. “It’s all right,” he said again.

He escorted Orev back to his suite himself with a steadying arm around him, though he was less unsteady than he was deeply mortified. They found the suite’s door wide open, and he left Orev to curl into a miserable ball on his sofa as he followed the sound of running water to the bathroom. The shower was on, and the door to the stall was also left cast open. Aryeh shut the tap off, frowning, and gathered a towel.

“I don’t remember leaving,” Orev said as Aryeh sat next to him and draped the towel over his head. Orev smiled unconvincingly and rubbed his hair with it. The water was beginning to stain the robe’s neck, but Aryeh had others.

“Does this happen often?” Aryeh asked.

“No,” Orev said. “Well, sometimes. But not often, no.” He swallowed. “I usually remember… something. Usually.”

Aryeh nodded. That was in line with what had been written of Tzvi, though if Tzvi had ever done anything like this then history had remained tactfully quiet. “Were you speaking to God?”

“I don’t know.”

“You said something to me,” Aryeh said. “You said, the cost of this peace is too high. Do you know what that means?”

Orev frowned, but after a moment he shook his head. “No. I’m sorry.”

Aryeh said, “Go to bed. Maybe your dreams will speak to you.”

“Maybe,” Orev said.

The king returned to his own rooms, but he couldn’t bring himself to review the treaty further. He dressed again, his own hands shaking now, and swept past his guard without speaking or even looking at them. It was too late to announce a visit to Layla, but he strode across Jabin Square to the women’s wing of the palace regardless.

He took the stairs up the third floor at a measured pace, and he stopped before the sixth door on the left. He knocked softly, and his concubine Bilhah let him in to her room.

“My Lord,” she said, smiling broadly. He kissed her hard, and she slipped her strong arms around his shoulders. He broke free of her lips and pressed his cheek against her neck, inhaling the scent of her perfume. She stroked his hair and asked, “What would your Majesty have of me?”

Aryeh sighed. “Fuck me,” he said. He swallowed. “Ride me. Sound angry about it.”

She whispered, “With pleasure, my Lord.”

—

When Aryeh held court the next day, he seated Layla at his right hand and Orev at his left; it didn’t occur to him what sort of picture this made until he saw Sered stop slightly short before him. The man bowed all the same. “Your Majesty,” he said. “My Lady.” He looked for a moment as though he would greet Orev as well, but he merely smiled blandly.

“Sered,” Aryeh said. Sered kissed Aryeh’s ring and knelt before the throne on a small rug provided for that purpose. The palace had been modernized in increments over the centuries — elevators had been installed, the water and heating systems redesigned, whole schools of thought in furniture replaced entirely — but more than any other area, the throne room had resisted change. Men did not kneel before Aryeh anywhere else; in truth, they knelt to the gilt-wood and ivory throne itself, whose back reached higher than the heads of the tallest men. It wasn’t cushioned, and Aryeh had always felt uncomfortable and cold there, but such were the things he could not allow to reach his face. His feelings towards his chair were not relevent.

There was a low bench on either side of it for a trusted advisor for either ear — which Aryeh had on no higher authority than his mother’s was no easier on the spine — and this was where he had welcomed his wife and his newest, youngest priest. It wasn’t exactly a snub, as the high priest had his own seat at the chamber’s table, but Sered’s brow was dark as he offered up a stack of papers in both hands before he stood again.

“The Temple of Omri’s priesthood respectfully submits its suggestions for compromise on the matter of sin offerings,” he said.

Aryeh raised an eyebrow. This hadn’t been announced for the day’s agenda. Layla and Orev both leaned in as he peeled the top page back wordlessly and started skimming it.

The proposal was simple: the shrines would still raise birds, and people would still buy them and present them to a priest. But instead of killing the bird, the priest would declare it “dead to God” and release it. There was a lot of fine print regarding the rituals of the idea, but Aryeh mulled it over and found it elegant. It was a variation on the tradition regarding imperfectly bred animals, an extension of sorts: gone from God’s eyes, death and release were the same thing. “I like this,” he said, and Sered smiled.

“No,” Orev said.

Aryeh glanced at him; Sered kept his expression pleasant, though interrupting a conference between the king and the Temple’s head priest was almost unspeakably inappropriate. Aryeh paused long enough to make this clear, and he asked, “What is your objection, Orev?”

Orev swallowed, but he spoke as though he were compelled. “Your Majesty, this treats a rotten wound by waving a censer over it to mask the smell. Altering the manner of sacrifice does not eliminate it; it does not close the distance that now exists between God’s heart and the people of Giveah. Killing a bird or sentencing it to exile does nothing to address a man’s wrong. It only permits him to forget it.”

Layla cleared her throat, and Aryeh turned to her, “Also,” she said, nodding to Orev, “in addition to that, my Lord, is such a plan ecologically sound? Think how many domesticated birds we’d be releasing into the wild every day. Would those sort of numbers necessarily be better off than they would be if they were killed outright?”

“Those are both excellent points,” Aryeh said. “Sered, the proposal will be considered. Please submit copies to my ministers and the heads of the other shrines.”

“Thank you, your Majesty,” Sered said. He was far too well-bred and experienced in his profession to do anything so obvious as glare at Orev, but Aryeh sensed a tension in him that was far greater towards the lesser priest than it was towards Aryeh’s wife, who’d had the more concrete objection — even if she had only pushed it forward then to lessen the impact of Orev’s interruption.

When Sered retreated to his entourage, Aryeh leaned towards Orev and said, “You’re not supposed to do that.”

“Your Majesty?”

“When someone petitions the throne, that is their time to speak to the king. It’s not appropriate to step in then with your opinions, as pressing as they may be. Make notes and share them with me later if you have to.”

Orev went white as Aryeh spoke. “I beg your forgiveness, your Majesty. I didn’t know–”

“He’s clearly very angry with you,” Layla said, and Aryeh grinned.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Just, you know. Going forward.”

Orev nodded. He didn’t speak again for the rest of the working day, but the matter of the sacrifices was largely set aside until Sered’s proposal could be fully reviewed. When the court broke that evening he’d recovered his courage enough to tell Aryeh that he liked Layla. “She’s very wise,” he said. “Do your other wives sit with you at court?”

“Sometimes,” Aryeh said. “Are you wed, Orev?”

“No, your Majesty.”

Aryeh almost asked him why not, but there were several possibilities and none of them would be good fodder for pleasant conversation. There weren’t many women in the outer shrines. “You might consider seeking a wife in Omri,” he said.

“Oh,” Orev said. “I don’t… well, perhaps.”

“Perhaps,” Aryeh said. He smiled. “You’d have to stay if you did.”

Orev laughed. “You must not think much of my ability to persuade.”

“To the contrary,” Aryeh said. He considered for a moment, and he said, “Join me for dinner tonight.”

Orev blinked. “I… gladly, your Majesty. Thank you.”

Aryeh studied the lay of Orev’s trim beard and how it was echoed in his eyelashes and his brows. Naomi, he thought. Then: no, Ketura. She was similarly pale and dark-haired, and Aryeh had found her uniquely approachable when he’d been less experienced. He tried to think of how to tell Orev how to dress, but Sered touched his arm then and said, “Your Majesty, a word.”

Aryeh hesitated. “Seven o’clock,” he told Orev, and Orev nodded and excused himself without prompting.

Sered led him to an empty conference room. Aryeh didn’t even have time to flick on the lights before Sered turned on him furiously, half lit from the hallway. He grasped Aryeh’s shoulder hard and said, “So, is this the direction you’re taking this administration? Seating children in the advisor’s chair?”

“Children?” Aryeh asked. “Orev is my age, and Layla is five years my elder. Am I a child, Sered?”

“No. You are the king.” Sered sighed through his teeth. “You have ever been the king. But that boy knows nothing about running a country!”

“He doesn’t need to. That’s my job.” Aryeh looked at Sered’s hand on his shoulder. “Let go of me.”

He didn’t; he squeezed the bones of the joint, making Aryeh stifle a gasp of pain. He hadn’t thought to bring a guard with him — it was just Sered. “Keep a tight leash on that one,” Sered said. “He doesn’t know how to conduct himself before the Temple, much less the court.”

“I corrected him for his outburst this afternoon. It will not happen again unless God demands it of him.” Aryeh narrowed his eyes. “Don’t do this, Sered. This isn’t how you want your career to end.”

The king did not appoint the Temple’s head priest any more than the head priest did the king, but it wasn’t an entirely empty threat. Sered’s reputation depended on his being seen as a peace-seeker. But Sered looked down at him, eyebrow raised, and said, “Funny. I thought you responded well to assault.”

Aryeh hissed as though burned and jerked away from Sered’s grasp bodily. They stared at each other; Aryeh straightened his suit jacket with as much dignity as he could muster and stalked from the room without another word, anger shearing like bile in his throat. He kept it swallowed back. His own reputation would be vulnerable in the coming days, and he didn’t need an open rivalry between the king and the Temple’s head priest to test his people’s patience. Sered could have this one.

The matter rasped on his nerves, though. He issued the summons to Ketura more tersely than he meant to; when she came to his rooms, she looked scared. “You sounded so angry,” she said to his raised eyebrows.

“Oh,” he said, “no, I’m… well, not like that. It’s nothing to do with you.”

She was wearing a sheer wrap over a low-cut dress, and she leaned forward at a very flattering angle to cup his jaw with both hands. “My Lord, you poor dear,” she said. “Let me comfort you.”

He was tempted, but he glanced at the clock and shook his head. “Not yet. I have a friend coming at seven.”

Ketura asked, “A friend?”

He nodded, distracted as he pulled a jar of wine down and went into his dining room with it. She followed him with a slow smile unfurling across her lovely face. “If I may ask, my Lord, what sort of friend?”

He uncorked the jug and poured her a measure and himself. Customarily he would let her serve him, but he felt like the dynamics were slightly off for that today. “He’s a priest. I don’t think he’s had a chance to breathe since he arrived in the city.” He tasted the wine. It was suitably strong. “So you’ll tend to him.”

She tilted her head. “And you’ll… what? Just watch?”

Aryeh finished the glass and set it down. “Yes.”

Ketura sipped her wine and smiled. “You’ve grown up very fast, my Lord.”

He frowned down at her. The sentiment wasn’t as upsetting from her as it was from Sered, but he didn’t like that it was becoming the day’s theme. “Why do you say that?”

She started to reply, but there was a knock at his door. “I think your friend is early,” she said instead.

“A little,” he said.

It was actually Orev plus a pair of his guards. They knew not to stop any of the harem, but Orev they’d apparently decided required an escort. That was unsurprising, considering the scare he’d given them. “Thank you,” Orev said to them when Aryeh waved him in. “Sorry.”

One them eyed him quizzically as they returned to their post, and Orev turned to Aryeh again. He stopped short when he saw Ketura. “Ah. Hello.”

She passed him a glass of wine Aryeh hadn’t seen her fill. Some habits were hard to fight back. “I’m Ketura,” she said, underlining her voice with a characteristic purr.

Orev swallowed audibly. “Orev. I’m, ah, pleased to meet you.” He looked down at his glass, at her again, and then at Aryeh. “You act quickly, your Majesty,” he said, laughing a little.

Aryeh relaxed greatly at Orev’s good humor. “I try.”

He led them both back into his sitting room, gesturing for them to take his sofa as he sat adjacent. Orev sat up very straight and proper, looking around the room and occasionally at Ketura nervously. He was still wearing his suit from that afternoon. She picked up the edge of his priest’s flag and ran her thumb along the silk. “You’re from Athaliah?” she asked.

Orev took a large swallow of his wine. “Yes.”

A priest’s flag was woven in the color that stood for its owner’s shrine, and either end had six small gems — one for each of the twelve city-shrines — pinned to it in a neat rectangular block that shimmered where the flag emerged from beneath a suit’s lapels. They’d always reminded Aryeh of women’s stud earrings. Ketura found Athaliah’s on the end she was holding and twisted it on its post. “I was reading verse by Hevel yesterday,” she said. “He described the woods of Athaliah as ‘the shadows of God’s fingers, touching the earth.'”

“Oh,” Orev said. “Really?”

She smiled. “Mm hm.”

“And what did he say of Omri?” Aryeh asked.

“I don’t believe he was moved to comment on Omri, actually,” she said. “I don’t think he would have thought much of it. His work was inspired by the natural world.”

Aryeh smiled and settled back in his chair, crossing his legs at the knees. “Do you think Athaliah is more natural than Omri?”

“Well, of course!” Ketura laughed. “Don’t you think so, Orev?”

“I… I suppose it would depend on what you mean by ‘natural.'” His accent was very pronounced in the last word, and Ketura smiled broadly at it.

“You have such a charming voice!” she said. “My Lord, doesn’t he have a pretty voice?”

Aryeh gave her a half-smile. “Indeed.”

“Weren’t we going to have dinner?” Orev asked.

“Later,” Aryeh said.

Orev looked to him with visible uncertainty. Ketura touched Orev’s knee and asked, “Would you like more wine?”

Orev glanced down at the glass he had nervously emptied with a note of surprise, and Ketura took it before he could say either way. She took Aryeh’s glass as well, smirking down at him a little as she did so, and then sauntered into the dining room. Orev immediately leaned in and whispered, “How old is she?”

Aryeh raised an eyebrow. “About… thirty-five, I think. …Is that a problem?”

“She’s educated,” Orev said. “Very sophisticated.”

“Well, of course.”

“Your Majesty, I appreciate your thoughtfulness, but I don’t think this is a good match.”

Aryeh studied him, his earnest blue eyes and the way he was hunching his shoulders. “What are you talking about?” he asked. “I’m not going to marry you to Ketura. She’s my courtesan.”

Orev blinked at him slowly. Ketura came back with the wine, giving Aryeh his glass and offering Orev his. He just looked up at her; Aryeh could see color rising in his face. “Wait,” he said. “Wait, what is this?”

“Orev,” Ketura said, “drink your wine. Relax. We’ll have a fun evening, and then you’ll both feel better.”

He seemed to process her words slightly out of time with the rest of the room; he shook his head and said, “No.” He stood up from the sofa, crowding in against Ketura in his attempt to get around her, but she smiled and didn’t move. “No, no, no–”

“It’s all right, Orev,” Aryeh said. “Just sit down.”

Orev looked down at him and raised a hand, rasied his index finger like he had something very important to say, but for a moment he just hovered dumbly. “All right?” he finally stammered out. “It’s all right? You expect her to– to have sex with me and you’re saying it’s all right?” He flushed further as he said it, but there was nothing charming about his fear now. Ketura eyed him nervously as his voice climbed. “What is wrong with you?”

Aryeh wavered; he’d put himself in the habit of submitting whenever Orev raised his voice, but this wasn’t God speaking to him. God never made Orev look so distressed. “You should… probably go,” he said to Ketura.

“Oh, should she?” Orev said. “You have people who tend to you; fine, you’re the king, but you can’t lend them out like library books! Would you do this to Layla? Would you do it to your other wives?”
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